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Months ago, while touting the wonderful opportunities that Wayland’s exciting new one-to-one 

computer initiative held in store, a parent stopped me to question the wisdom of it all.  Should we 

be rushing our children into a realm that essentially is overwhelming our adult lives?  Shouldn’t 

we be shielding children from technology’s ubiquitous presence so that they can still experience 

the joys and challenges of interacting with each other and with the natural world free of 

technology’s influence?  I took this discussion to heart, not as a reason to block the use of 

technology, but as reminder of our responsibility to help students harness technology rather than 

being harnessed by it.  In the literature, I’ve seen the term “teenager” substituted with the term 

“screenager.”   Put another way, when all is said and done, we want to raise teenagers, not 

screenagers.    

 

Technology, and internet access in particular, has incredible potential when one considers the 

information it puts at our fingertips and the tools it offers to analyze that information.  Used well, 

it enables students to gain a deeper understanding of content material.  It helps students organize 

their work and plan their studies.  It also allows students to collaborate and communicate in ways 

that otherwise would simply be too burdensome.  Teachers are finding ways to capitalize on 

today’s technologies to enhance teaching and learning in powerful ways.  This has never been 

more apparent throughout the Wayland Public Schools than today.  One can’t help but to be 

impressed, for instance, with the everyday usage of student computers in all corners of the high 

school and in nearly all courses of study.  As we begin to move away from the 'traditional' 

classroom by enhancing instruction through online methodologies such as the flipped classroom, 

blended learning and online courses, student use of technology to personalize learning will grow 

with increased frequency.  With this growth, we have a responsibility to teach students not only 

how to learn from their use of technology, but how to be wise in its use.  In other words, students 

need to become good digital citizens.   

 

We in the schools teach about digital citizenship by first asking students to learn the acronym 

LARK, which calls for the Legal, Appropriate, Responsible and Kind use of the internet.  Much 

has been written about the perils of cyber-bullying and internet predators.  Although these are 

certainly matters of great concern, another concern has to do the downside of communicating 

through the internet.  I write this in light of a current national news story of a college football 

player who announced that his grandmother and his girlfriend had both recently died.  As it 

turned out, not only was his relationship with the girlfriend a strictly on-line relationship, it was a 

hoax first unbeknownst to him.  This player’s full story is yet to come out, but red flags are 

flying, whatever the truth.  Part of digital citizenship is understanding the allure of being able to 

redefine oneself, put on a mask, create an avatar, and live in a virtual world.  Virtual worlds and 

virtual identities can be fascinating and great fun – even opportunities for learning.  They can 

also adversely impact our interactions in, and warp our expectations of, the real world.  
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Conversations, for instance, can lose their nuance and tone.  It’s ironic that we speak of internet 

connectivity when, for the most part, we sit alone when we are connected.  It’s also ironic that 

when we could be connecting in public, we disconnect by focusing on our handheld digital 

devices.  In those ironic moments, we are neither learning about solitude nor interacting on the 

most human level.  Sherry Turkle writes about this in her book aptly titled, Alone Together – a 

book I highly recommend for anyone interested in this topic.  This book also takes on the topic 

of the “sociable” robot – robots that “care” about us.  Don’t believe this is right around the 

corner?  Have you ever seen an iPhone owner talk to Siri as if “she” were a friend?  The book 

describes much more sophisticated examples. 

 

Given how technology can lead relationships astray, why are the schools so intent on embracing 

instructional technology?  First, this is because its power to enhance teaching and learning is 

very real.  Second, technology is a part of children’s lives and in most cases has been since their 

earliest formative years (think for example of Club Penguin or Webkins).  We have an obligation 

to teach digital citizenship because it is part of our responsibility to teach students about healthy 

relationships.  Teachers are in the position of saying when to open up a computer to increase 

student engagement in their learning.  They are also in the position of saying when to shut the 

computer down to increase student engagement with each other.  Teachers can model computer 

usage that is appropriate, and warn against computer usage that is inappropriate (LARK!).  They 

can model connectivity appropriate for collaborative work, and forewarn again connectivity 

which is deceptive in nature and false at heart.  In other words, we are in the position of 

accentuating the strengths of technology and mitigating its pitfalls.  Although you may hear more 

from the schools about the former than the latter, rest assured that we are responsible for 

educating students about technology’s potential and its pitfalls. When students learn the lessons 

of both, they will not only be better digital citizens, they will be better citizens. 


