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We Interrupt This Program: Media theorist Douglas
Rushkoff has second thoughts about our digital
practices

By Douglas Rushkoff

February 1, 2011 

Illustrations by Ted McGrath

Ask any kid what Facebook is for and he’ll tell you it’s there to help him make
friends. What else could he think? It’s how he does make friends. He has no
idea that the real purpose of the software, and the people coding it, is to
monetize his relationships. He isn’t even aware of those people, the program, or
their purpose.

The kids I celebrated in my early books as “digital natives,” capable of
seeing through all efforts of big media and marketing, have actually proven less
able to discern the integrity of the sources they read and the intentions of the
programs they use than we struggling adults are. If they don’t know what the
programs they’re using are even for, they don’t stand a chance at using them
effectively. They’re less likely to become power users than the used. It is our
job as educators to change all this. We’re our students’ best chance of
becoming media—or new media—literate. Yet our digital practices betray our
own unconscious approach toward these media. We employ technologies in our
lives and our curriculums by force of habit or fear of being left behind.

I regularly visit one-to-one laptop schools where neither the students nor the
educators have any real sense of purpose about the highly technologized
program they’ve implemented. They bring a very powerful new medium into the
classroom and make it central without having reckoned with the medium’s
biases.

In just one example, I visited a college in Tennessee that had just reworked its
“Model United Nations” class for the cyber era. For close to 20 years, students
had conducted their simulated General Assembly meetings together in a room.
They spent the semester learning about the cultures and political landscapes
they were representing and then came together to negotiate face to face on
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their nations’ behalf. In the new version of the class, students entered the very
same room—now outfitted with long tables with computer terminals. Each
student signed onto his or her own workstation, logged into a simulation called
Second Life, and interacted in a virtual reality version of the classroom. They
then conducted their same model UN as a cyber simulation.

The reason this should seem so silly to us is that these students were already in
the same room. While a virtual classroom may be a great solution for distance
learning, it’s an unnecessary contrivance for those who are in the same place at
the same time. That’s one of the most expensive things about education:
getting the people to the same place, keeping them warm, and so on. It’s why
students pay for dormitories, why school systems pay for maintenance workers,
etc. The virtual United Nations class was working against one of the primary
biases of digital media—its tendency to do things from a distance.

Likewise, our students’ increasing dependence on digital communications
technologies has vastly limited the real-world social cues on which we all
depend for a sense of agreement, reinforcement, and collaboration. The mirror
neurons in our brains are activated by the sight of someone else nodding at
what we say, their pupils dilating, or their breathing synchronizing with our
own. This allows us to read social cues, discern others’ intents, develop
empathy, and even model behaviors. It’s how we learn from other human
beings.

In virtual environments, we may have more access to raw data, but are denied
this social reality. Only seven percent of communication takes place on the
literal level allowed by most online interfaces. The other 93 percent takes place
nonverbally. Incapable of transmitting this other 93 percent, our interactions
online become highly literalized, suspicious, devoid of context, and continually
parsed for their real meaning. We end up experiencing one another much in the
way someone with Asperger’s does.

Answers without meaning

Meanwhile, the ease with which students can “cherry pick” knowledge online
divorces ideas from their historical and intellectual context. Why read Romeo
and Juliet when you can get the gist of it by scanning a one-paragraph
summary on Sparknotes.com or an “in-depth” analysis on Wikipedia? Freeing
one from the laborious effort of exploration or following a line of inquiry, a
Google search is a casting out into the sea of data. Like shopping for an item on
Amazon, everything except the “answer” can be ignored. Making matters
worse, computer advocates are much too ready to equate this with values such
as democracy and intellectual freedom. Traditional disciplines become
understood as the unnecessary divisions between knowledge that knows no
such boundaries, rather than the historical project of coming to understand our
world. Inquiry begins and ends with a single search, as getting the answer—
particularly in an academic culture overrun by testing—takes precedence over
learning.

There are ways to employ these technologies without succumbing to their worst
biases. Even if we aren’t going to join the rest of the developed world and teach
programming to ourselves and our students, we can still come to terms with the
main biases of these technologies and use them appropriately rather than
automatically. In other words, just like anything else in our work and our lives,
we can consciously choose when to use them, rather than feeling forced to use
the same tool for every situation.

And as we do, we’ll come to recognize the biases of these media and how to
work with them. Teachers who may have once based their authority in their
exclusive access to the knowledge of a particular discipline will now be
confronted by students who can freely access more facts than the teacher even
knows. Rather than feeling threatened, the best teachers will see this as an
opportunity to move to the next level and understand their authority differently.
They’re not merely conveyors of data, but conveyors of meaning. They’re now
free to help students connect these data points, make sense, and develop
context. This goes to the heart of what media specialists do. And these are the
kinds of insights that occur between people in the real world, not between
avatars on a server.
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Likewise, computers and digital technology must be taught for their own sake.
Digital tools are not like rakes, steam engines, or even automobiles that we can
use with little understanding of how they work. Digital technology doesn’t
merely convey our bodies, but ourselves. Our screens are the windows through
which we experience, organize, and interpret the world in which we live. We are
doing more than extending human agency through a new linguistic or
communications system. We are replicating the very function of cognition with
external, extra-human mechanisms. These tools are not mere extensions of the
will of some individual or group, but entities that have the ability to think and
operate other components in the neural network—namely, us.

Our technology, ourselves

And while machines once replaced and usurped the value of human labor,
computers and networks do more than usurp the value of human thought. They
not only copy our intellectual processes—our repeatable programs—but they
often discourage our more complex processes—our higher-order cognition,
contemplation, innovation, and meaning making that should be the reward of
“outsourcing” our arithmetic to silicon chips in the first place. The more humans
become involved in their design, the more humanely inspired these tools will
end up behaving.

I’ve been a computer enthusiast since the late ’70s, and I believe that this is
the moment we’ve been waiting for. We’re gaining the ability to consciously
participate in our evolution as a species. We are networking ourselves together
into something perhaps greater than the sum of our many parts. But we must
not relinquish our participation in this project, entrusting our future to the few
who learn to program or the companies paying them to do so.

As we come to experience more of our world and one another through our
digital interfaces, programming amounts to basic literacy. Even if we can’t truly
program ourselves, recognizing how the programs we use really work is
revolutionary in itself. For once people come to see the way their technologies
are programmed, they start to recognize the programs at play everywhere else
—from the economy and education to politics and government.

All systems have embedded purposes. The less we recognize them, the more
we mistake them for given circumstances. We start to treat the map as the
territory. At the very least, we must come to recognize and teach the biases—
the tendencies—of the technologies we are using, and encourage our young
people to do the same. If we don’t participate in building our digital future
together, it will be done by someone—or something—else.

Amazingly, America—the birthplace of the Internet—is one of the only
developed nations that doesn’t teach programming in its public schools. Sure,
some of our schools have elected to offer “computer” classes, but instead of
teaching programming, these classes almost invariably teach programs: how to
use Microsoft Office, Adobe Photoshop, or any of the other commercial software
packages used in the average workplace. We teach our kids how to get jobs in
today’s marketplace rather than how to innovate for tomorrow’s.

I believe this is a great mistake. What we think of as “literacy” must be
redefined every time a new medium emerges. Literacy once meant the ability to
read and write text. Now it’s the ability to read and write programs.
Unfortunately, however, when a new medium emerges, we generally only seek
the capability offered by the one before it. The emergence of text did not lead
to a world of readers, but one of listeners, who gathered at the town square to
hear the Torah or Bible read to them by a rabbi or priest of the elite. Likewise,
the invention of the printing press did not lead to a civilization of writers, but
one of readers. Use of the press was reserved, by force, to an approved elite.

Program or be programmed

Today, we have computers. Yet instead of teaching our students how to
program them, we’re content to teach them how to write with them. While we
might celebrate their newfound access to publishing and video distribution,
these are really just the skills of the last media revolution. Those seizing the
real power of this medium have moved on.

CONNECT WITH SLJ

Like 6.4k
Facebook Twitter RSS Newsletter

Recent Activity

Fresh Approaches: Lois Duncan's Spine-
Tinglers Are Updated for a New
Generation
4 people recommended this.

Has the Newbery Lost Its Way?
One person recommended this.

All Aboard!: Implementing Common Core
offers school librarians an opportunity
to take the lead.
62 people recommended this.

Another CA School District Set to
Eliminate School Libraries
9 people recommended this.

Hey, Mr. President: Kids' Letters toObama
13 people recommended this.

The Amazing Brain: Babies start learning
to read the day they’re born
2 people recommended this.

Facebook social plugin

http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fnewslettersnewsletterbucketextrahelping2%2F888636-477%2Ffresh_approaches_lois_duncans_spine-tinglers.html.csp%23.USOxaLkj1YE.facebook&h=XAQG6KJuO&enc=AZNbSnZZjLZfYvMA1cEpITA9OZn2STsqCbAH7j_77UbfzlL95WCiqkHEL8WAlAQ2L6KbPxA5aFmMw0UnnYybhmppL_RgSomkpM9SL_LeHycKB-eDlcmQnhdUAFkGiN49XyRdFmUwjMwe1jM4w9P3NqRoynJEmIKqH1yB5kutXPl-1785TxU3lE1lDd6-RLIAGijeckX9xQXA4GjLB57R8zJv8iznJ6lK9Qh2poM-izoa-Woj2SG2QE1voQKhyePOv40&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6600688.html&h=2AQHsZvdH&enc=AZOKF43OQdfQVZrtl9pyT8bmss-CzVOrfsgfpFCLuWe5xWOXcMQ3mIR99A4I_akSbt6SCMiXEQbDw5Jau0vcB3W5jHnm6zFqOqPooLT9g0IH7dUcu7UB84qZiBI1glNgsPBS6r-yugGupersHyi4uO3uoxKGYxpNHe28d_J4VkApTe3ACqSUdmIpTc42qgaZd0ijvPIasCT5k0FCgkP3FgtiF2_cJCzUJ_hKUmyIqWckTvzKQ-eP2Vi08KjXoJM7RpE&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fhome%2F893928-312%2Fall_aboard_implementing_common_core.html.csp&h=tAQGl9VQ7&enc=AZNpxXcjUTZ1Lj8Vece_EtQQFj6NhkEePBAbsuoua6KF4z_5C7_wCbiSRU9ktmhjHlxlYrzOsJkUVdX50fbNyypBHu57PrTncpGZsQkvDixIFpHzwP8Ya-KXRI_CE3zFWaOvBIbqq60Kd20ZNHcEC6ARm4uqFqxAci523lIYiRMTkhszpXAwHGQRMXl63P3kSIZrZ3Qzq_NAw3fYRiWBTQmXZnhh7TOT1TjKPlpTm2jQ_Z02-QPrX4eTvSBqr2lXU3A&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6724832.html&h=9AQGCl-26&enc=AZMdqh99YE4yWThuR5HuCXtomTqruNvjDofFDT3iKCgktA-1MXzMwgrNFi1KZLk0frgqzdM-MzlYDCxJkggyp3JJQ-3RaOC8D_f7EaQvROcqjaFaYln4HIacMlcC0Ocpju-npMS2-RAueiqVepEu0GAihcTaJVQt7f8jxRZTO3O0IDWlgBrj5HfwN_GKVLR9LGo7iMMZE-7xoOpylUJzJCkF1NJcv91bZGDKvVLknN0RXELZyG2W2C_AkISQjUBl6fo&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6630524.html&h=qAQHVbXzB&enc=AZP8ROw0iGBKUPqivqqyO-mCAqzIOgfoCz8k11WFxNnl3Ki7efyQW475SJdO9jvcoj-Gbk4k78vQi0rSOIyueKVVmVDjQ_JnRMKA1DIbJfWf8VjoMmJKvJzKuWWvXAVouDsVOy2Kg-WEnBlqcl-Q-UrQZyIMsqy5yjTc9D7gcu3JpCDkTzeqCz08pEBsxKsA7y9zXj-9X23Ly3n7zEwMcHoga57FLVuNjlHE87HbmMsCd57ExEPeMRPDXo5VcZysAN4&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fprintissue%2Fcurrentissue%2F885295-427%2Fthe_amazing_brain_babies_start.html.csp&h=tAQGl9VQ7&enc=AZNAT7Z3T5OQx6cCr-rz5QZ0tMt-kJ9yBhqqJhSHJwh2-RSQXo7eWo3yQdzGqT5rzte29WgqKP7ZgbG4t5DRuL-YC7U9nXYYny1D3r809vPnQAVnu5mWikAE0QXNInye3h4cdz8lMmKcNhLpTueBxIRaeGbfjC_rerYOQU-UY6LvorDcCVsE2OxuWIfZvtsA2mnNeMh4FlDKhBLPtJGKjROND_ahNP4rAoeJdhoj1_RQDuCij7_6MUaSkk5b1WsAhQU&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fnewslettersnewsletterbucketextrahelping2%2F888636-477%2Ffresh_approaches_lois_duncans_spine-tinglers.html.csp%23.USOxaLkj1YE.facebook&h=mAQEXjW2C&enc=AZNTenTutEvnjCKX7VbaYItjlq2O9tHAj4C4bpLp59946j0vwLggt7z_qAbS4fvV6MN9QEBi5LpVvqaKC-c2-WVeJJ7ang7asLxfVKUJK_ubCcpx6Pvh_7bKc_etlP8LqT_lnJXmqNLkdh8pJ3JZm6bmxJuheVpvJVaPmIJSGwvKjZK8MIeXFGfQTSft9BVimqaRxnb2edSQh58q3xnAYNpPW6r4BLjLBYsx0BA2ScHeLvuxSIaizOUREdA39nxorfE&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6600688.html&h=zAQFe6GVH&enc=AZMZ9OPMUntKFsM2dqkBB79AaU6ClXYWsyydvVx8O80rqGQPrG4vCNIvnllb5L4SotIgBYFpp3xBv0npDCNeowNwppt_IcsFy8OCOOpXS-_wJ59GfQEkY4GVoeR_TkRqDYckaW1OLCnMoCLG6udg66gzp5H5jJEqSPqvDnSHOIyjkK8BmkghQ-3FfhH7N3Q4ghWH8mUGHE0aRmdAIzLXVYDVNR_03cSWthIA-lp5uvZkAteHMDb82cU7QSdLLxPdo6A&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fhome%2F893928-312%2Fall_aboard_implementing_common_core.html.csp&h=KAQG2hU8m&enc=AZMOycFitk0JTW5cXXQn1mHIz3PmDdChDlQTo-SLwZgz99nQDGLU9veQAobCfhhsP7gmouQMXDVGmi2eAd0uPviq3xsNseHqtamrSjPAeKUcEH0iIGu9LrlIt-5nbnfM3vzA_ErZu9Ag2K3sUDNvtvL4WR6TvCFWCTY30pFYV0CbRuixpuRuM-OHxO3qd4XE9yVvGs1PJZejVhbuPo0YACB_w4bwilUpEJHNf0piHJQQSNi6nwMBMos_gMdwC58OXfQ&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6724832.html&h=oAQFuIC5o&enc=AZM17gAGZGXhc6UiicpOc-H4REoPwotiMobClYYj7Nr22x1U2_FKlntElkxYS0yJVtjE-_u_yNWg0o0mrmY4n2oMflEG05p7DR0r-pvAcMvCBZ3s6ezImmjSmm-R-8v4pyU3xaSMWsNOPkGXH8szPgtpcrddrKwWvlsRkrR-Gm320Br6i8V51bWAfU4ZzE04_pwJ93xp74TtKqr65Nqtylo1-nGmalN4nR1XVbNdTDZcMYyudqKdyLRlkE8A4KnMZ8A&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Farticle%2FCA6630524.html&h=JAQFEbriI&enc=AZMQMP-4DIxESPIZwAmaJPvC-f451aC4fPOeLHmrnEMvZLl66-USJgGv3XgTCZMH4fx7cqDKSpuzsJao8Egi_MTBH5VwRwaBvk8bPKlGWH_8Kam7SrbcWwJGJmQdmhf-WFPAHz_OAhqMIOhDHllcJfYgjzhAe8bH9aAkTXaSsL1cMnafILkVptjbSUmZPjFop9Z6ASBMLAJEzZ__x95CIlfFYokqqjvewQkw2l5Hbp_aWSRXFsNKpcknSMpa8ENgiUA&s=1
http://www.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.schoollibraryjournal.com%2Fslj%2Fprintissue%2Fcurrentissue%2F885295-427%2Fthe_amazing_brain_babies_start.html.csp&h=FAQF_kYAx&enc=AZPEoTQK1E764rkfevYOM8uXEVqO_X2VjdZSVL0w20ddcjiL0iH1HBA0p2RORbofoWficUxI4SzE1umS1aoEOMxtTxI8iqY9szg7HrOndHlN6v45bR7ad7wXbCuFM8iXvioVdoz-_Dq6czWCnYYrNWqCvR8G9bMOMuPNWixdFuiRIXaBXoqJh2Hry2BgbnW7oIeHpbeprWFPwQUhhptseROwPNHYUZ-CIoxCBZU3_bFATzkwlmRXm8tDkSWtRSWWbYk&s=1
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=2
http://developers.facebook.com/plugins/?footer=2
https://www.facebook.com/SchoolLibraryJournal
https://www.facebook.com/SchoolLibraryJournal
http://twitter.com/#!/SLJournal
http://twitter.com/#!/SLJournal
http://www.slj.com/csp/cms/sites/dt.cms.rss.XMLServer.cls?pub=SLJ&section=Home
http://www.slj.com/csp/cms/sites/dt.cms.rss.XMLServer.cls?pub=SLJ&section=Home
http://www.schoollibraryjournal.com/csp/cms/sites/SLJ/Info/newsletterSubscription.csp
http://www.libraryjournal.com/csp/cms/sites/LJ/info/newsletterSubscription.csp
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BF5_LLB4kUbS-GKiG6wGcj4GgA_LA0aEFAAAAEAEggqWlGTgAUKqj1fb4_____wFYsqmDoXNgycapi8Ck2A-yARZ3d3cubGlicmFyeWpvdXJuYWwuY29tugEJZ2ZwX2ltYWdlyAED2gFsaHR0cDovL3d3dy5saWJyYXJ5am91cm5hbC5jb20vc2xqL3ByaW50aXNzdWVjdXJyZW50aXNzdWUvODg4NjExLTQyNy93ZV9pbnRlcnJ1cHRfdGhpc19wcm9ncmFtX21lZGlhLmh0bWwuY3Nw4AEGwAIC4AIA6gIVU0xKUmVjdGFuZ2xlMzAweDI1MF8y-AKC0h6QA6QDmAOkA6gDAcgDnQTQBJBO4AQBoAYU&num=0&sig=AOD64_1_Wb3QjoC5_MmsXeOIqbejW9C_Xg&client=ca-pub-1872221973353849&adurl=https://w1.buysub.com/pubs/HB/HBM/HBM-HBG_package_US_012413.jsp%3Fcds_page_id%3D130893%26cds_mag_code%3DHBM%26id%3D1361201740764%26lsid%3D30490925203041495%26vid%3D3


EmailPrint |Reprint/License |Subscription |RSS |Share

It’s like teaching kids how to listen, but not to speak; how to read, but not how
to write. They learn to use programs, but not how to use computers. As a
result, they’re not technology’s true users, but the used.

Computers, properly understood, are “anything” machines. They’re as blank
and malleable as a pad of paper. But we present them to our students the way
we show them books—as finished objects, closed to intervention. Google,
Facebook, and the Wii, for that matter, seem to them preexisting conditions,
rather than interfaces designed by particular people with particular goals.

Just last year, while researching a book on America’s digital illiteracy, I met
with the Air Force general then in charge of America’s cybercommand. He said
he had plenty of new recruits ready and able to operate drones or other virtual
fighting machines—but no one capable of programming them, or even
interested in learning how. He wasn’t even getting recruits who were ready to
begin basic programming classes. Meanwhile, he explained to me, colleges in
Russia, China, and even Iran were churning out an order of magnitude more
programmers than universities in the U.S. It’s only a matter of time, he said—a
generation at most—until our military loses its digital superiority.

If we continue to treat programming as a menial skill to be outsourced to
developing nations, we’ll lose our innovative superiority as well. While this may
not hurt American corporations capable of sourcing their code from anywhere, it
would certainly hurt Americans looking for a skill set to replace our
manufacturing jobs.

But these are just arguments for us to make to our funders. In a deeper sense,
our inability and refusal to contend with the underlying biases of the programs
and networks we all use is less a threat to our military or economic superiority
than to our experience and autonomy as people. I can’t think of a time when we
seemed so ready to accept such a passive relationship to a medium or
technology.

New media require new literacies. We must work to become literate ourselves if
we expect to pass the value of literacy on to our students.
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