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Since the Internet era began, a growing number of innovations have impacted 
our society, and they are rapidly transforming the way in which people 
work, study and communicate. Web 2.0, social network and social web are 
all terms used to indicate a change in the role of ‘networks’ within society, 
rather than a technological evolution. 
This development has been widely discussed by the scientific community, 
especially after the publication of Marc Prensky’s article: “Digital Natives, 
Digital Immigrants” (Prensky, 2001), where Prensky suggests that today’s 
students think and process information in a completely different way from 
previous generations of students; this difference, according to Prensky, is 
the direct result of being born in the digital age, and having always used 
the technologies which surround us, like the computer, video games, digital 
music players, cell phones and so on.
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1 Introduction
This development has been widely discussed by the scientific community, 

especially after the publication of Marc Prensky’s article: “Digital Natives, 
Digital Immigrants” (Prensky, 2001), where Prensky suggests that today’s 
students think and process information in a completely different way from 
previous generations of students; this difference, according to Prensky, is the 
direct result of being born in the digital age, and having always used the tech-
nologies which surround us, like the computer, video games, digital music 
players, cell phones and so on.

‘Digital native’ (Prensky, 2001), ‘Net Generation’ (Oblinger, 2003), ‘Digital 
Generation’, ‘Technological Generation’ (Monereo, 2004), ‘Millenials’ (Howe 
& Strauss, 2000), ‘Generation Y’ (McCrindle, 2006): these are some of the 
numerous expressions used to describe today’s students. Many studies of their 
learning style have led to a questionable distinction between digital natives and 
digital immigrants, which tends to simplify the complexity of the phenomenon 
(Owen, 2004; Krause, 2007; Bayne & Ross, 2007).

It is, however, an established fact that students are, to a greater or lesser 
extent, used to handling digital tools for communicating, interacting and sha-
ring. And schools and teachers cannot afford to ignore this. (Oblinger, 2003; 
Kvavik, 2005; Barnes et al., 2007; Thompson, 2007).

To do so would be like continuing to teach using only the spoken word 
after the invention of writing, or not using books after printing was invented. 
It would never have happened and, in the medium term, it is taken for granted 
that the school will be unable to ignore digital communication. The problem 
is that this revolution in communication has taken place and spread so rapidly. 
When writing was invented it was never the case that teachers were unable to 
write while their pupils could already do so, nor, after the introduction of prin-
ting were there teachers unaccustomed to books whose students were familiar 
with them from an early age. Today, instead, students who are used to searching 
the Internet, communicating with Skype, chatting on Messenger, and sharing 
contents on YouTube, have teachers who are unfamiliar with these tools.

The object of this article is therefore to investigate aspects of teacher trai-
ning, and to propose some possible pathways for teachers to follow. These 
proposals are based on the authors’ experiences of European projects in this 
field.

 
2 Sloop, Tenegen, Sloop2desc: 3 European teacher training projects 

Since 2005 we have been involved in three projects co-financed by the Euro-
pean Community, as part of the Leonardo da Vinci and Lifelong Learning pro-



Pierfranco Ravotto, Giovanni Fulantelli - The Net Generation and Teacher Training

83

grammes, which aim to promote the use of new technologies in the school.

The SLOOP project - Sharing Learning Objects in an Open Perspective 
(2005-2007) 

set out to foster a community of teachers interested in producing and sha-
ring open Learning Objects (Ravotto & Fulantelli, 2007). The project was 
profoundly influenced by the philosphy of the Open/Free software movements 
and introduced the idea that didactic contents, like software packages, can 
be produced by a community of users who share interests and objectives; in 
this specific case the community in fact consists of teachers. The concept of 
‘network’ is therefore an essential aspect of the project and the teachers are 
encouraged to use online environments to communicate in a similar way to 
their students. Moreover, the model of sharing resources through the Net and 
the logical and technical processes involved in setting it up, reflect those models 
and processes typical of the Net Generation (think of environments for sharing 
film footage like YouTube, which are so popular with young Internet users. 

While Sloop does not specifically refer to issues related to the digital divide 
between immigrants (the teachers) and natives (the students), it is clear that the 
project aims to reduce this gap by involving the teachers. 

This objective is instead set out explicitly in the Tenegen project - Connect 
the Teachers to reach and teach the Net Generation (2008-2010): the aim is to 
get teachers onto the Internet to reach the students of the Net Generation and 
teach them. 

The Tenegen project manifesto, promoted by the Hungarian organization 
Prompt, maintains that teaching methods must change continually; they must 
adapt to the needs of the information society and meet its expectations. Whe-
ther we like it or not, a revolution of this kind is already under way. A new 
generation of students is living in our midst. This is the Net Generation, born 
after 1980, which learns and communicates in a different way from previous 
generations. Daily life without a computer is inconceivable for these students 
and they are used to searching for and finding information quickly on the In-
ternet. They are the “digital natives”, who are always connected.

Attempts have been made to meet the expectations of these young people 
by producing online courses, including multimedia learning objects, anima-
tions and all kinds of digital contents which could stimulate their interest and 
curiosity, but without much success. A lot of research into e-learning and ICT 
in the school has shown that the Net Generation requests and appreciates good 
teachers, just like previous generations. They do not like learning by themselves 
and depend on teachers to acquire the knowledge they need. 
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However, teachers do not benefit at all from online opportunities: they tend 
to stay in their own face to face classrooms, giving traditional lessons and using 
traditional teaching methods.

This is why the “connect the teacher” project proposes to get teachers on-
line. Because being connected is more important than preparing material for 
online learning which leaves the students to study on their own. Teachers must 
learn to be present in the online environment at the disposal of students; they 
must meet up with their students on the Net (Tenegen, 2008).

Finally, the Sloop2desc - Sharing Learning Objects in an Open Perspective 
to develop European skills and competences (2009-2011) combines the SLOOP 
model with the theme of competences. Through the experience gained from 
the Tenegen project, the objective of introducing teachers into the digital world 
‘frequented’ by their students is much more explicit than it was in the original 
Sloop project.

Both Tenegen and Sloop2desc are TOI projects (Transfer Of Innovation): 
projects which transfer innovation from previous projects: SLOOP and Netis, 
in the case of Tenegen.

3 Sharing Open Educational Resources
An element which all three projects have in common is the sharing of digital 

educational resources produced by a community of teachers. This approach is 
based on the considerable literature which has highlighted the importance of 
models of production and sharing of open educational resources (Open Edu-
cational Resource -OER) in educational contexts (Atkins et al., 2007; OECD, 
2007; OLCOS, 2007).

The literature tends to emphasize the pedagogical, organizational and politi-
cal advantages of the Open Educational Resources, where a teacher can access 
free contents created by other teachers in real educational contexts. If it is also 
possible to modify these resources, as in the case of the environment of the 
Sloop project using the OpenLO model, then the teachers are able to access 
educational resources which can be contextualized, thus allowing them to be 
reused in pedagogical terms. 

Within the environment of the Sloop, Tenegen and Sloop2desc projects, 
and in particular considering the need for teachers to enter the digital world 
‘frequented’ by their pupils, an approach which envisages the collaborative 
production and sharing of digital contents acquires even greater significance: 
the teachers are encouraged to experiment, often unconsciously, with a series 
of behaviours that are typical of the Net Generation (Fulantelli et al., 2009).

In fact, content sharing on the Internet is typical of young students: just 
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consider what happens on YouTube. And just as users can tag or comment on 
videos uploaded by users to YouTube, or send similar film footage, in the same 
way teachers are encouraged to make comments and to enrich the materials 
produced by other Net users, possibly by referring to other educational con-
tents. Besides, by sharing educational resources, the social bonds which exist 
among teachers belonging to an online community are strengthened, promoting 
dynamics similar to those of environments for sharing digital resources used 
frequently by students.

Thus by sharing digital resources and using mechanisms which support sha-
ring processes, teachers’ online behaviour resembles that of their students.

4 Three models of online teacher training 
Training courses for teachers are a key element of SLOOP (2005-2007), 

Tenegen (2008-2010) and Sloop2desc (2009-2011). They are courses which 
share important features:

they aim to stimulate teachers to integrate face to face teaching with • 
online education by enabling them to experience online training them-
selves,

they provide an online training model which involves intensive interac-• 
tion and not just self learning based on didactic materials,

they use the Moodle platform to set up the learning environment,• 
they emphasize the production and sharing of OERs, Open Educational • 
Resources, or open LOs in SLOOP terminology.

But besides these common elements, there are also some notable differences 
which are of particular interest, considering that the issue of training teachers 
to integrate e-learning and web 2.0 with face to face training is, and is going 
to remain, highly relevant.

4.1 SLOOP courses
The courses are available in different versions and in 5 languages and have 

involved 209 teachers at a European level (86 in the Italian course, 60 in the 
English one, 28 in the Spanish one, 20 in Slovenian and 15 in Romanian).

The course lasts 9 weeks and is structured as follows:
Week 1: LO and pedagogical aspects,• 
Week 2: SCORM and metadata,• 
Week 3: production of an LO,• 
Weeks 4 and 5: making an LO SCORM compliant, • 
Weeks 6 and 7: introducing the SCORM compliant LO into Moodle,• 
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Week 8: the sharing philosophy,• 
Week 9: freeLOms.• 

It was taken for granted that course members were interested in integrating 
face to face training with online training. The aim of the course was to stimulate 
them to produce and share open LOs, both from a technical point of view and 
from the point of view of licensing their use (Fulantelli et al., 2007).

4.2 Tenegen courses
The Tenegen courses aim primarily to accustom teachers to being connected 

to the Internet: they should be connected to the Net and be able to move in 
various Web 2.0 environments as well as creating their own networks where 
they can exchange opinions and didactic resources.

The Tenegen courses consist of independent modules which can be used 
individually:

Module 1: E-learning concepts (5 weeks),• 
Module 2: Networked learning (3 weeks),• 
Module 3: Educational ICT tools (4 weeks),• 
Module 4: E-learning event in Moodle (1 week),• 
Module 5: Sharing Learning Objects (5 weeks).• 

The Hungarian edition of the course involved 200 teachers – 70% were 
teacher trainers, 20% from secondary schools and 10% from primary schools. 
A pilot course in English has also been launched involving 60 participants from 
various countries and there is another course for 30 Turkish teachers. 

4.3 Sloop2desc course
The Sloop2desc courses aim to:

provide teachers with the necessary competences for online training, • 
for using the Web 2.0 for educational purposes and for designing and 
sharing OERs.

help teachers to move on from programme focused teaching involving • 
lists of contents, to competence based training.

enable participants to produce OERs for their students based on compe-• 
tence accreditation systems. In Italy and Slovenia the field of interest 
which has been selected is that of ICT competences with EUCIP as the 
reference framework. While Romania has adopted the field of maritime 
navigation using the competence accreditation system indicated by the 
International Maritime Organization (IMO).
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The structure of the course is as follows:
Module 1: Using Moodle both as course members and as teachers (2 • 
weeks),

Module 2: Being an online tutor and using the Web 2.0 tools (3 we-• 
eks),

Module 3: Using and producing open digital educational resources for • 
online training (3 weeks),

Module 4: the European Qualification Framework (EQF), the e-Compe-• 
tence Framework (e-CF) and EUCIP standards (2 weeks),

Module 5: Collaborative production of open educational resources based • 
on the EUCIP/IMO standards (6 weeks)

From February to June 2010, two pilot courses were held to train about 60 
Italian teachers. Between November 2010 and April 2011 courses were held 
for around 40 Slovenian teachers and a similar number of Romanian teachers 
as well as various cascade courses for 500 Italian teachers. 

5 Target groups and methods
One of the most significant differences between the courses regards the 

target groups.
The Sloop and Sloop2desc courses target teachers who are accustomed to 

using the Internet even if they generally use it only for personal interests and 
not for activities with their students. In fact, for the most part, these teachers 
were recruited online. 

Instead, the Tenegen courses target “standard” teachers who, by and large, 
are not accustomed to using the Internet. Moreover, the Tenegen courses, at 
least in the case of the Hungarian teachers and for some of the modules, provide 
credits which can be used to further their careers. 

The differences in the target groups obviously influence the methodologies 
used.

5.1 La methodolgy of the SLOOP Sloop2desc courses 
The SLOOP and Sloop2desc courses both emphasize:

work proposals which the individual participants can develop as they • 
wish according to their own interests;

a learning pathway based on learning by doing where the proposed ma-• 
terials are only a starting point from which to develop a wider ranging 
activity and to make comparisons within the group;

interaction not only with the teacher/tutor, but also with peers within the • 
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group as a collaborative learning experience.

An evolution took place in the passage from SLOOP to Sloop2desc courses, 
partly due to an event which occurred in the brief interval of time between the 
beginning of the first project and the start of the second, this being the explo-
sion of Web 2.0.

The main differences between the courses concern the resources, the me-
thodology and the environment for interacting:

With regard to the resources proposed to course members, in SLOOP • 
they were essentially SCORM Learning Objects composed of numerous 
SCOs, specially designed and developed. Instead Sloop2desc favoured 
an ecological choice of reusing existing resources (Ravotto et al., 2009): 
in addition to products developed in SLOOP, videos and film footage 
taken from Vimeo, YouTube and Slide Share were used. 

Regarding the methodology, in the SLOOP course there were always • 
teachers/tutors present to make suggestions and moderate. While in 
two of the Sloop2desc modules – including the fifth where educational 
materials and courses for students were produced – the collaborative 
dimension was strongly promoted: the course members were invited to 
organize themselves autonomously without the intervention of a tutor 
in order to define work modalities, the types of products, timing and 
so on. 

 Finally, while in SLOOP all the work took place within the Moodle envi-• 
ronment, in Sloop2desc, especially in the collaborative phase, the course 
members were encouraged to look elsewhere, using Skype to commu-
nicate, GoogleDoc to develop resources collaboratively, MindMap for 
designing and so on.

5.2 The methodology of Tenegen courses
As we have already explained, the Tenegen courses are targeted at the typi-

cal teacher, not one who is already “connected”. Getting these teachers onto 
the Internet is an ambitious objective.

Since the target group was traditional in the Tenegen courses:
• the work indications are generally more detailed and precise and the 

work carried out is more closely overseen;
• most of the interaction takes place between course members and teachers 

rather than within the group;
• the educational material is more traditional indesign. The “book” re-

source on Moodle was chosen because it is possible to produce a pdf file which 
can be printed and then studied in offline mode.
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Only one of the five Tenegen course modules does not include the above 
features, the one on Network learning which, in line with the NETIS project, 
proposes work modalities that are more typical of connectivism (Bessenyei & 
Tóth 2007). It is the module which has been least successful, both because it 
does not provide credits and because it is probably too “open” in the context, 
more suited to the Sloop target group and not to traditional teachers.

In any case, as it has generally satisfied the characteristics of the target 
group, the Tenegen course has accustomed teachers to being connected and 
staying connected to the Internet; among other things, all the course members 
were required to start a blog where they commented on the various course 
topics. 

Conclusion
10 years have passed since Prensky first highlighted how the thinking pat-

terns of digital natives changed because of the experiences they had from an 
early age, and led to a different structuring of their brains (Prensky, 2001).

The dichotomy between digital natives and digital immigrants which resul-
ted from Prensky’s ideas, has been hotly debated at a scientific level over the 
past few years, although it is accepted that significant differences exist in the 
way students learn today with respect to the past. While it may still not have 
been demonstrated that digital natives have specific thinking patterns, impor-
tant studies like those of Howard Gardner state that intelligences significantly 
differ from one another depending on the kind of culture they have developed 
in: if in a pre-literacy culture, or in a classical or modern one where the text is 
essential, or in a post-modern culture where literacy refers to a variety of signs 
that work jointly, sometimes in a synergic way, some other times in a chaotic 
mixture (Gardner, 2003). 

Faced with these changes, even if “the attribution of characteristics on the 
basis of generational ‘virtues’” was a “shortcut …. with repsect to profound 
educational difficulties” (Rapetti & Cantoni, 2010), “the school cannot avoid 
the fact that the media and ICT are the culture in which our students are used 
to living, building and exchanging meanings” (Ardizzone & Rivoltella, 2008). 
The school cannot therefore proceed according to traditional channels and 
methods.

Teachers most learn to discuss, communicate and exchange meanings with 
their students in the environment in which they live, in digital technology. It is 
therefore essential for teachers, too, to get used to living in this environment, to 
being connected, to creating a network, to building and exchanging opinions, 
work hypotheses, educational materials and experiences.
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The three projects presented, while differing in their specific objectives 
and methodological approaches, all aim to innovate education in the direction 
indicated above.

 Zsolt Tóth’s analysis of the results of the Tenegen project using Social Net-
work Analysis methods and focusing on qualitative and quantitative aspects of 
the collaborative knowledge building process, shows how the learning process 
was highly collaborative; online communication between teachers/course mem-
bers, in particular on the forums of the Moodle platform used in the project, 
was central to the learning process. Participants’ comments confirm the success 
of the project, as the majority of them evaluated it as “active, memorable and 
useful for learning processes (Tóth, 2011).

Although the results of the quantitative evaluation regarding the courses 
in the Sloop2desc project are not yet available, the success of the project is 
demonstrated by the extremely positive comments of some of the teachers 
attending the courses, by the intensity of the online communication activities 
which developed during the months of the course, and especially by the fact 
that, even before the course ended, some of the teachers set up online environ-
ments for elearning to use with their pupils, thus transferring the Sloop model 
and applying it to other contexts, and going beyond the experimental phase 
which typifies European projects. 

Despite these results, the changes imposed by new technologies still appear 
to be progressing at too slow a pace within the school, even though Italian 
teachers show a readiness to embrace these changes: the course set up as part 
of the Sloop2desc project attracted 1,700 applicants for only 400 places. The 
commitment of the teachers deserves greater support from scholastic institu-
tions which so far seem to have made little effort to bring about real renovation 
through technologies, renovation which is essential if we want to see a return 
of students who, generation after generation, distance themselves ever further 
from the educational models and languages used in the school.
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