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Abstract: 

More than 40 books and scores of articles and chapters have been written on the 
Net Generation (aka Millennials). Further, 10 national and international surveys have 
been conducted to identify their characteristics. A recent synthesis of that research 
evidence has extracted 20 learner characteristics that have specific implications for how 
professor teach. A scale was developed based on those characteristics so professors 
can assess the extent to which they and their students fit that profile. The 15-item Net 
Generation Profile (NGP) Scale is described and guidelines are outlined for using it in 
the classroom and interpreting the results to improve teaching effectiveness. An 
analysis of the scores can identify discrepancies between a professor’s approach to 
teaching and his or her students’ learning behaviors. These profile behaviors can 
suggest in-class and out-of-class experiences that are active, participatory, visual, 
collaborative, techy, fast moving, quick thinking, rapid responding, emotionally freeing, 
and spontaneous. Directions for future psychometric research on the scale are 
suggested, including collecting evidence of validity generalization. 
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Introduction 

To date, more than 40 books and scores of articles and chapters have been written 
on the Net Generation (aka Millennials). Those specifically related to education include 
Bonner (in press), Howe and Strauss (2000), Junco and Mastrodicasa (2007), Oblinger 
and Oblinger (2005), Palfrey and Gasser (2008), Pletka (2007), Strauss and Howe 
(2003, 2006), and Sturgess (2008). They describe the Net Geners’ distinguishing 
characteristics from previous generations and their implications for all aspects of 
education.  

Additional characteristics have also been derived from 10 major national and 
international surveys. A synthesis of the results from that research has yielded 20 
learner characteristics and five social characteristics (Berk, 2009) typical of most Net 
Geners. However, there are many students who do not fit that complete profile in the 
U.S. and internationally. Social and economic class differences, especially, can account 
for the Net Geners’ proficiency or lack thereof with the technology and their daily habits. 
Those differences may be evident in your classes. For the 18-years-old to 20-something 
group of current undergraduate and graduate students in this cohort (born 1982–2003), 
specific teaching strategies matched to those characteristics have also been suggested 
(Berk, 2009, in press). 

The Generation Gap 

The current mounting body of evidence strongly suggests that your students 
probably behave and think differently than you do if you’re a Gen Xer (born 1961–1981) 
or a Boomer (born 1943–1960). (Exception Noted: Since the upper limit of the Net 
Geners is 27 years old, there may be a few newbie faculty members and TAs who fit 
their students’ profile.) Otherwise, for the rest of you, the generational disconnect may 
compromise your teaching effectiveness. Consider the following questions:  

1. How closely do you embody the major characteristics of your students?  

2. In what areas have you changed that narrow your generation gap? 

3. What are the areas of greatest difference? 

4. How can these differences affect your teaching effectiveness?  

The more you can think like your students in planning HOW you teach, the more 
successful you can be. So, just how different are you from your students? In order to 
answer the preceding questions, I developed a scale that you and your students can 
complete in five minutes or less. A description is given next according to the following 
categories: (1) scale development, (2) scale uses, and (3) score interpretation. 

Net Geners Profile (NGP) Scale 

Scale Development 

Based on my previous analyses of the Net Geners’ characteristics (Berk, 2009, in 
press), I extracted 15 behaviors that capture a typical profile of most of these students. 
Those 15 have been assembled in the form of a rating scale (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 
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In order to establish the validity of those behaviors in scale form, the scale was pilot-
tested with a small, but relatively diverse, sample of 20 college students (age 18–27; 
75% male; 80% white, 20% mixed race; 75% U.S., 25% European) representing a 
variety of disciplines. The scale was distributed electronically. Participants were 
requested to simply submit their final scores and item numbers answered ―NO‖ within a 
two-week window. All scores fell within the 13–15 range and 70% of the sample 
produced perfect scores. There was no discernable pattern for the few items answered 
NO. Unfortunately, the sample size was inadequate to perform a comprehensive 
psychometric analysis of the validity and reliability of the scale scores. 

Scale Uses 

There are three primary uses of the scale: (1) faculty self-assessment, (2) classroom 
student assessment, and (3) discrepancy analysis of faculty and students’ results. 
When you complete the scale, you will have an indication of how similar or different you 
are to the survey research-based ―Net Gener Profile.‖ If you choose to administer it to 
your students in class or online, you will be able to obtain an overall impression of how 
closely your students resemble that profile. A comparison of your results with your 
students can reveal areas of discrepancy in the ways you think about your teaching 
methods and the how those methods are received by your students. Let’s examine how 
the scores can be interpreted in terms of the preceding three uses.  

Score Interpretation 

Faculty self-assessment. The total score on the scale will indicate how closely you fit 
the mold of the typical Net Gener—high, moderate, or low. If you score in the high 
range, you may have drifted into the world of the Net Gener without even knowing it. An 
item analysis of the NO responses will pinpoint the areas of greatest difference. It can 
furnish a diagnostic profile of the items that may link to some of your teaching 
strategies. Maybe this self-diagnosis will improve your understanding of Net Geners and 
yourself. 

Over the past two decades, as you have grown with the technology and other 
cultural changes, you may more closely resemble the Net Geners. The thousands of 
students I have taught have had a profound effect on my professional and personal 
behaviors. The students with whom I continue to correspond have also had a major 
impact on my practices. They have all increased my understanding of their culture and 
behaviors. That knowledge has changed the way I teach faculty and students. During 
that change process, I mutated into a Net Gen Monster (NGM). Although I’m a Boomer, 
I have become more like them. Maybe you have gone through a similar mutation. 

Classroom student assessment. Just how do your students stack up against the 
research-based profile? The total score distribution sorted into the three categories of 
high, moderate, and low will indicate the degree of congruence. The percentages for 
each category can be very informative. If large percentages fall into the moderate and 
low categories, an item analysis of the frequency and pattern of the ―NO‖ responses will 
identify areas that may need to be addressed in your teaching. For example, on the use 
of tech equipment, search engines, and online social networks, the playing field may 
need to be leveled if these tools are used in your teaching. 
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Discrepancy analysis of scores. Another type of analysis can determine whether you 
and your students are on the same channel or the ―Discovery Channel.‖ Just compare 
your total score and item responses with your class’ responses. Here are two levels of 
analysis to accomplish that comparison: 

1. How does your score category compare to the class distribution? If most of your 
students are in the moderate and high categories, and you’re in the low category, 
you’re in deep trouble! Not really, but you’re in ―Discovery Channel-Land.‖ You 
and your students are operating on different wavelengths. 

2. How do your YES responses to the 15 items compare to your students’ YES 
responses? This analysis can pinpoint areas that may need to be addressed in 
your teaching. Identify those areas and decide what changes need to made to 
increase the match between your methods and the students’ learning behaviors 
and styles. 

Conclusions 

Since you are all at different levels and seasons of your teaching careers, what are 
the most critical ingredients that will improve the quality of your teaching for your current 
students and those to follow? The 15-item NGP Scale of Net Gener characteristics can 
measure the extent to which you and your students fit the research-based profile. A 
comparison of the scores can identify discrepancies between your approach to teaching 
and your students’ learning behaviors. 

Admittedly, further research is needed to determine the teacher-student relationship 
on the scale and individual items. A large-scale field-test of the instrument with a 
diverse sample of faculty and their respective students in a variety of disciplines should 
also be conducted. Comprehensive analyses of the scale’s psychometric properties and 
its validity generalization to different classroom populations are essential. Also, a study 
of the discriminant validity of the high, moderate, and low cut-off scores should be 
considered. 

The 15 behaviors measured by the NGP Scale indicate in-class and out-of-class 
experiences that are active, participatory, visual, collaborative, techy, fast moving, quick 
thinking, rapid responding, emotionally freeing, and spontaneous. Your students must 
be ENGAGED in a learner-centered environment. I challenge you to administer the 
NGP Scale and use the results to make teaching adjustments to better meet their 
instructional needs.  
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