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Even Natives Need Skills

A college student sends a text to a friend, turns to their laptop, and freezes as they try to find where their assignment
is saved, and how to upload the file to their college LMS. This happens more frequently than educators may realize.
Even though current students may have been born into a fully digital world, they might still need help organizing and
clarifying their workflow and enhancing their knowledge of technology. In a post-COVID world, our students’ needs have
also shifted on an academic, executive-functioning, and socio-emotional level. This is reflected at both the high school
and college levels, and requires a multi-faceted, nuanced approach.

Current students are faced with unique challenges that previous generations have not encountered before as a result of
the influence of technology. Our students are demonstrating significant needs in the areas of executive functioning, task
management, academic skills, and social-emotional needs; this is in large part due to the dependence on mobile phones,
which is an unexpected outcome of unleashing a technology that essentially provided the world to our youth without
guardrails (Haidt, 2024). Generation Z students (Gen Z), born between 1997 and 2012, were born fully into a world with
the internet and technology surrounding them. Aside from technological literacy, schools are currently grappling with
digital literacy and the proliferation of Al in an ever-evolving educational landscape.

Students are often thought of as "digital natives" (Prensky, 2001). Despite the fact that many students were raised in
digital surroundings, there is still a difference in the degree of proficiency and familiarity with technology, depending on
both experience and access. For instance, students could be able to utilize an app, but they might not know how to
organize documents, make folders, convert a document to a PDF, or access a variety of instructional materials. We must
address these obstacles and provide students with the tools they need to take full advantage of the resources at their
disposal in order to do this.
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Technostress

The technical resources of students with limited resources must also be discussed. Students frequently use mobile
devices to obtain and complete assignments, particularly those with low resources (Pew Research Center, 2024). At the
high school level, students dont necessarily know how to use a web browser or how to create files on their desktop.
While they may be adept at using apps on their phone or using a Google Classroom, for example, technology skills can
vary, and we often make assumptions when it comes to the digital literacy of our students. In fact, according to the
International Computer and Information Literacy Study, 8th grade students in the United States demonstrated a decline
in digital literacy competencies between 2018 and 2023 (Langreo, 2024).

The term “technostress” was first coined by clinical psychologist Craig Brod (1984), defining it as a modern condition
brought on by difficulties in adjusting to new computer technology in a healthy way. Since then, researchers have
expanded the concept to describe the stress and psychological strain people experience when interacting with
technology. This is becoming increasingly relevant in education. In developmental contexts, technostress is characterized
by psychological pressure from excessive technology use, constant connectivity, and an inability to “unplug.” Despite
growing awareness of the need to address “digital wellbeing” in schools, there are still gaps in how policies and
approaches are implemented in schools (Mettis et al, 2025). There is thus a need for more guidance and research in
effective practices to address this important topic.

Tarafdar and colleagues (2007) identified five primary techno-stressors: techno-overload, techno-invasion, techno-
complexity, techno-insecurity, and techno-uncertainty. According to Tarafdar and colleagues, (2007) techno-overload
happens when technology requires users to work faster and for longer periods; techno-invasion refers to the breakdown
of barriers between one’s professional and personal life (as a result of connectivity); techno-complexity refers to
increasing sophistication requiring consistent development of skills; techno-insecurity revolves around a fear of being
replaced by either the technology itself, or colleagues with greater proficiency; and, finally, techno-uncertainty describes
the unsettling state of continuously evolving technological change. While technology may have many benefits, there are
evidently challenges that should be acknowledged. Wang and Yao (2025) examined techno-stressors among academics in
higher education and found that while technology is beneficial in several regards, it had a negative psychological impact,
with techno-invasion as the greatest stressor on psychological well-being.

The concept of technostress can be found in all areas of our lives. At the university level, high levels of technostress
are specifically linked to lower academic performance because they reduce motivation and focus on learning objectives
(Verde-Avalos et al., 2025). We frequently believe that today's students are "tech-savvy" by nature. However, proficiency
with social media or apps does not always translate into proficient use of productivity and academic technologies.

This matters because:

— Students may struggle with foundational tools like word processors or college LMS platforms because these
skills may have not been explicitly taught at the secondary levels. Incorporating student trainings through
freshman seminars and workshops can help students to develop skills they need so that they can format a
document properly, learning how to navigate a learning management system, and use technological tools in
an effective way to support their learning.

— Key terminology such as URL vs. website address or file management and folder hierarchies, is not intuitive
for many learners, yet these are essential for academic success. Because students may not have been
taught about foundational aspects related to computers, terminology should be addressed, so that students
develop not just the know-how, but the language associated with the tools.

— Without structured instruction in how to navigate these technologies, students experience technostress,
which could potentially detract from learning and engagement.

— With the proliferation of Al, it is also vital for students to be effectively taught about digital literacy skills
more broadly, and how to use references effectively to support writing. It is vital that students are taught
to evaluate the credibility of sources and develop effective research skills. Research has found that 58% of
students admitted to using Al tools to complete assignments dishonestly (Tan & Maravilla, 2024). In
addition, an over-reliance by students on Al can impact student engagement and deeper thinking around
subject knowledge; however, when used with intentionality, can be used to improve writing fluency (Deep &
Chen, 2025).
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The EduShift

As educators, we have to shift our expectations from “they already know this” to using formative assessment to identify
strengths and areas of need in order to explicitly teach digital skills as part of the curriculum. Not only does this
reduce technostress, it also builds confidence and agency; key predictors of academic and professional success.

Educators can use the following to guide instruction:

— Explicitly teach students where and how to save documents and set up organized digital systems at
the beginning of the semester.

-~ Walk students through navigating your learning platform (LMS) step-by-step.

— Model the use of tech tools and then use the gradual release model to have students model it for
each other.

— Define essential digital terms and contextualize them within academic tasks.

— Provide practice and feedback on using technology in productive, not just presentational, ways. Help
students to understand how they can see feedback on their papers, and also survey students to
learn how they want to receive feedback. Many learning management systems have an option for
audio feedback, which some students may prefer.

— Build on student strengths by having them share what works for them, and what could be improved
or helpful in the future.

By doing so, we are empowering students to use technology well and with purposeful intention. When students are
empowered with the tools and resources to navigate technology with purpose and clarity, the positive effects extend
beyond the classroom. | explore these ideas further and offer additional strategies in my upcoming book on the high
school to college transition, where | share my C.O.N.N.E.C.T. Framework. Navigating technology is a central component of
the framework | present, because navigating technology effectively means students are engaging in communication,
organization, and critical thinking in meaningful ways that will serve them long after graduation.
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