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Understanding Web3

Lesson 3: What Is Web3?
A Prison Professors Self-Directed Course

Estimated time: 70–105 minutes
Educational Boundary:

This course provides general education about technology and preparation. It does not 
provide individualized financial, investment, legal, or tax advice. It does not recom-
mend any network, company, platform, product, or digital asset. You do not need 
internet access, an account, a wallet, or a digital asset to complete this lesson.

Opening Guidance
In the previous lesson, I described how I studied changes to the internet while I 
remained in prison. I could not gain direct experience with the technology, but I 
could read, build a vocabulary, ask questions, and prepare. That self-directed ap-
proach helped me distinguish what I knew from what I still needed to learn.
I encourage participants to use the same discipline with Web3. The term appears in 
technical writing, business proposals, news reports, and advertisements. Different peo-
ple may use it to mean different things. Some describe working systems. Others de-
scribe goals that developers hope to reach. Still others use Web3 as a promotional label.
We do not have to praise or reject a technology before we understand it. We can be-
gin with clear definitions and careful questions. We can ask what the system does 
today, who controls each part, what responsibility falls on the participant, and what 
evidence supports a claim.
This lesson provides a working definition. Later lessons will explain the individu-
al technologies in greater depth. For now, the goal is to understand the main ideas 
commonly associated with Web3 and to practice separating an established capabili-
ty from an aspiration or sales message.

Purpose and Essential Question
Lesson 3 introduces Web3 as a group of technologies and ideas involving block-
chain networks, digital assets, programmable agreements, and new approaches to 
control or ownership. It also explains why Web3 is a proposed direction for parts of 
the internet rather than a complete replacement for Web2.
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Essential Question:
	» What does Web3 mean, and how can a careful learner distinguish what the 

technology can do from what someone hopes or claims it will do?

Learning Objectives
After completing this lesson, you should be able to:

	» Define Web3 without relying on promotional language.
	» Identify major technologies and ideas commonly associated with Web3.
	» Distinguish an established capability from an aspiration, opinion, forecast, 

or promotional claim.
	» Explain why Web3 does not replace every useful Web2 service.

Key Terms

Web3

Definition: A broad and still-developing term for technologies and ideas that 
use decentralized networks, blockchains, digital assets, and programmable 
rules to give participants new ways to interact with data, value, applications, 
or one another.
Sample sentence: The learner treated Web3 as a collection of developing ap-
proaches rather than one finished product.

Digital ownership

Definition: Control over a digital asset or record based on the rules of a sys-
tem, often demonstrated through possession of a private key or another recog-
nized form of authorization.
Sample sentence: Digital ownership may allow a person to transfer a token, but 
it does not automatically include copyright or control over every related file.

Peer-to-peer

Definition: A way for participants in a network to interact directly or as equals 
under shared rules rather than routing every action through one central operator.
Sample sentence: The peer-to-peer network allowed participants to exchange 
messages without one computer controlling every connection.
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Protocol

Definition: A set of technical rules that allows computers or network partici-
pants to communicate and coordinate.
Sample sentence: A shared protocol tells separate computers how to format, 
send, and interpret information.

Permissionless

Definition: Open to participation under the system’s rules without requiring 
advance approval from a central administrator.
Sample sentence: A permissionless network may let a person create an ad-
dress without asking one company to approve an account.

Interoperability

Definition: The ability of different systems, applications, or networks to ex-
change information or work together through compatible rules and standards.
Sample sentence: Interoperability can allow a digital credential to be recog-
nized by more than one compatible service.

Main Lesson

Begin with a working definition

Web3 does not name one company, network, application, or official upgrade to 
the World Wide Web. It is an umbrella term. People use it for a developing set of 
technologies and design goals that seek to change how some online services store 
information, enforce rules, represent assets, and distribute control.
The National Institute of Standards and Technology, known as NIST, describes Web3 
as a proposed vision that would shift parts of the internet from an organization-cen-
tered structure toward a more user-centered structure. In that vision, users would 
have greater control over data and digital assets, while decentralized or distributed 
systems would perform some work now handled by central service providers.
The word proposed is important. Some Web3 components already operate. Public 
blockchains record transactions. Digital tokens represent different forms of value or 
access. Smart contracts—programs stored and executed on a blockchain—apply pro-
grammed rules. Decentralized applications use these components to offer services.
The broader vision is not fully achieved. A service may use a blockchain while 
depending on a company for its website, customer support, data storage, software 
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updates, or access to outside information. Participation may also require internet 
access, suitable equipment, technical skill, transaction fees, and careful protection 
of credentials. A responsible definition must include both the working technology 
and the unfinished goals.
For this course, we will use the following working definition: Web3 is a broad set 
of developing technologies and ideas that use blockchain networks, digital assets, 
programmable rules, and decentralized designs to give participants new ways to 
interact with data, value, applications, and one another.
This definition does not claim that every Web3 project is decentralized, useful, 
safe, or successful. It gives us a starting point for investigation.

Why people proposed Web3 approaches

Lesson 2 examined how Web2 platforms made it easier for people to publish, com-
municate, build audiences, and conduct business. Those benefits often depend on 
an organization that controls accounts, software, policies, and stored information.
Web3 proposals ask whether some activities can follow shared protocols instead. A 
protocol is a set of rules that separate computers or participants can follow. The or-
dinary web already depends on protocols and standards. They help different brows-
ers, servers, and devices exchange information.
Web3 extends the protocol idea into areas such as shared recordkeeping, digital 
assets, programmable transactions, identity, and organizational decision-making. 
Instead of asking one company to maintain the only official record, participants 
may rely on a network that follows agreed rules. Instead of receiving permission to 
open an account from a platform, a participant may create a blockchain address and 
interact under the protocol’s conditions.
Supporters often connect these designs to goals such as greater user control, por-
tability, open participation, and resistance to a single operator’s failure or policy 
change. Those are goals to evaluate, not guaranteed outcomes. The design of the 
network, the distribution of power, the quality of the software, and the participant’s 
ability to use it safely all matter.

The common building blocks

Many Web3 services combine several parts.
A blockchain network maintains a shared record according to its protocol. Comput-
ers called nodes may store, verify, or help update that record. Lessons 5 through 8 
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will explain how blocks, transactions, cryptography, consensus, and network layers 
support this work.
A digital asset is something represented in digital form that a system recognizes 
as having a holder, status, or set of rules. In Web3, tokens may represent units of a 
cryptocurrency, access rights, voting power, a claim associated with another asset, 
or a unique digital item. The token is a record governed by the network and its 
software. Its existence does not guarantee that it has financial value, legal rights, 
usefulness, or a trustworthy issuer.
A smart contract is a program that runs on a blockchain. It can receive a transaction, 
examine conditions, update records, or transfer tokens according to its code. The 
word contract can be misleading. A smart contract is computer code; whether it also 
creates an enforceable legal agreement depends on facts and applicable law. Code 
can execute consistently and still contain a mistake, insecure design, or unfair rule.
A decentralized application, often shortened to dapp, connects a user interface with 
one or more smart contracts or decentralized services. The visible website may 
look much like a Web2 application. Some parts can be decentralized while oth-
ers remain under the control of a developer, company, hosting provider, or small 
group. The label dapp should lead to questions about architecture, not an assump-
tion that every part lacks a central operator.
A wallet is software or hardware that helps a person manage cryptographic keys and 
authorize actions. Depending on the design, the participant or a service provider may 
control the keys. Greater direct control can reduce dependence on an account provid-
er, but it can also place more security and recovery responsibility on the participant. 
Never share a private key, seed phrase, password, or authentication code.

What digital ownership can and cannot mean

In a Web2 service, an operator often maintains the account and the official database. 
A participant may purchase or earn a digital item, but the service decides how that 
item can be used. If the account closes or the service ends, access may disappear.
Some Web3 systems allow a person to control a blockchain-recorded asset through 
a private key. The person may be able to transfer the asset to another compatible 
address without asking the original application to edit its private database. That is 
an established technical capability in many blockchain systems.
The phrase digital ownership still requires careful interpretation. Control of a token 
does not automatically grant copyright in an image, ownership of a physical object, 
a guaranteed market, or access to every related service. Those rights depend on the 
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token’s code, the issuer’s promises, platform rules, contracts, and applicable law. If 
an outside organization must honor the token, the participant still depends on that 
organization.
Ownership also brings responsibility. If a person controls an asset through a key 
and loses that key, there may be no central office able to restore access. If a scam-
mer obtains the key or persuades the person to approve a harmful transaction, the 
network may carry out the instruction exactly as submitted. Control and protection 
cannot be separated.

Peer-to-peer and permissionless do not mean rule-free

In a peer-to-peer system, participants can communicate or exchange under shared 
rules without requiring one central operator to approve each action. The network 
and protocol still perform important coordinating work. Software verifies messag-
es, records actions, and rejects requests that do not follow the rules.
Similarly, permissionless does not mean that every person can do anything. It 
generally means that the base network does not require advance approval from one 
administrator before a participant can use the protocol. The participant must still 
meet technical conditions, pay required fees, follow applicable law, and have the 
necessary access and knowledge.
Other layers may impose permission. A website can block a location. A company 
can restrict its interface. A wallet provider can decide which features to offer. A 
government can regulate conduct. A small group may control software updates or 
important resources. When someone calls a service permissionless, ask which layer 
is open and which layers still have gatekeepers.

Interoperability is a goal that requires real work

Interoperability means that different systems can exchange information or work to-
gether through compatible rules. A portable credential, for example, is useful only 
if other systems can read it, verify it, and understand what it represents.
Public standards can support interoperability. The World Wide Web Consortium 
has developed standards for decentralized identifiers and other web technologies. 
Its work demonstrates an important principle: interoperability depends on agreed 
formats, testing, governance, and implementation. A project cannot become in-
teroperable merely by using the word.
Blockchain networks also have different rules, data structures, security designs, 
and assets. Moving information or value between them may require an exchange 
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service, bridge, shared standard, or other connecting system. Those connections 
introduce their own risks. A claim that something “works everywhere” needs evi-
dence about which systems support it and what happens when one part fails.

Separate capability from aspiration and promotion

A capability is something a system can demonstrate under stated conditions. “This 
public blockchain records token transfers” describes a testable capability. A limita-
tion may still apply, but the statement can be checked.
An aspiration describes a desired future. “Users will control all of their online 
data” expresses a goal. It may guide development, but it is not proof that current 
services have achieved it.
An opinion expresses a judgment. “This design is fairer than every centralized ser-
vice” depends on values, evidence, and comparison criteria.
A forecast predicts what may happen. “Most websites will use this protocol within 
five years” concerns an uncertain future.
A promotional statement is written to attract attention, participation, or money. 
Words such as revolutionary, guaranteed, effortless, risk-free, and once-in-a-life-
time should increase scrutiny. A promotional statement may contain some facts, but 
its purpose and missing information matter.
When evaluating a claim, ask: What exactly is being promised? What evidence 
can be checked? Under what conditions does the feature work? Who controls the 
parts that are not decentralized? What costs, risks, and responsibilities are left out?

Web3 will not replace every useful Web2 service

Web3 and Web2 are not sealed boxes. A Web3 application normally uses internet 
connections, web pages, software interfaces, and other technologies that developed 
during earlier periods. It may also use centralized services for speed, storage, cus-
tomer support, identity checks, or recovery.
Centralized services can be appropriate when one accountable organization must cor-
rect errors, protect sensitive records, provide assistance, or update a system quickly. 
A distributed design may be useful when several parties need a shared record and do 
not want one participant to control it. Neither design wins every comparison.
The responsible question is not, “Is Web3 better than Web2?” Ask, “What problem 
are we trying to solve, which design fits that problem, and what tradeoffs follow?” 
Lesson 4 will deepen that comparison by examining centralization and decentral-
ization directly.
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Applied Scenario: A Portable Training Credential
A nonprofit training organization wants graduates to show employers that they 
completed a workforce-development program. Its proposal says:

	» Completion records will be represented by digital credentials that learners 
can present to compatible employers.

	» The credential system will use a public standard so more than one compati-
ble application can verify a record.

	» No graduate will ever lose access, and every employer in the country will 
accept the credential.

	» The program will revolutionize hiring and eliminate unfair employment 
decisions.

The first two statements describe planned technical features that can be tested. A 
reviewer should still ask who issues the credential, what information becomes pub-
lic, how errors are corrected, which applications are compatible, and what happens 
if a key is lost.
The third statement makes a forecast and an absolute promise. A technical design 
cannot force every employer to participate or guarantee that no person will lose 
access. The fourth is promotional. A credential may improve how a learner presents 
verified accomplishments, but it cannot by itself eliminate every source of unfairness.
The nonprofit should also consider whether a blockchain is necessary. A stan-
dards-based digital credential might work with centralized, federated, or decentralized 
systems. The organization should compare privacy, portability, cost, security, correction 
procedures, accessibility, and employer acceptance before selecting the technology.
Reasoned conclusion: The proposal contains a potentially useful idea, but the 
strongest promises go beyond the evidence. A careful learner separates the verifi-
able feature from the hoped-for social result.

Benefits, Limitations, Risks, and Misconceptions

Possible benefits of Web3 approaches

	» Shared protocols may reduce dependence on one service provider for cer-
tain records or transactions.

	» Participants may control and transfer some digital assets directly through 
cryptographic authorization.

	» Public networks can allow new applications to use an existing shared record 
or program.
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	» Open standards may support portability and interoperability among compat-
ible systems.

	» Programmable rules can coordinate actions among parties that do not rely 
on the same central database.

Important limitations and risks

	» A system may describe itself as decentralized while control remains concen-
trated among developers, token holders, infrastructure providers, or inter-
face operators.

	» Direct control can increase responsibility for security, key storage, transac-
tion review, and recovery.

	» Public blockchain records may create privacy problems because informa-
tion can be visible and difficult to remove.

	» Smart contracts and connecting systems may contain bugs or security weak-
nesses.

	» Fees, network congestion, device requirements, internet access, and techni-
cal complexity can limit participation.

	» Tokens can be volatile, illiquid, unnecessary, misleadingly promoted, or 
connected to fraud.

	» Rules and legal treatment vary by activity and jurisdiction and may change 
over time.

Common misconceptions

	» “Web3 has one official definition.” The term covers several technologies 
and goals, and credible sources describe it in different ways.

	» “Web3 is a completed third version of the web.” Many components work 
today, but the wider user-controlled vision remains developing.

	» “Blockchain means the entire service is decentralized.” Websites, gover-
nance, data sources, and development can remain centralized.

	» “Permissionless means there are no rules.” Participants must follow the pro-
tocol, and other layers or laws may restrict conduct.

	» “Owning a token means owning every related right.” Copyright, physical 
ownership, access, and legal claims require separate analysis.

	» “Interoperability happens automatically.” Systems need compatible stan-
dards, testing, governance, and safe connections.

	» “Web3 makes Web2 obsolete.” The approaches overlap, and many useful 
services will continue to use centralized or mixed designs.
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Ethical participation

Responsible participation begins with honesty. Do not describe an aspiration as a 
completed result or a risky activity as guaranteed. Do not use technical language 
to pressure someone who lacks information. Respect privacy, intellectual property, 
lawful rules, and the limits of your own knowledge.
Never share or request a private key, seed phrase, password, or authentication 
code. Question unsolicited offers, promises of guaranteed returns, urgent demands, 
impersonation, and anyone claiming that payment will recover lost digital assets. 
Learning about Web3 does not require buying, transferring, or holding an asset.

Offline Exercise: Classify the Claims
Estimated time: 20–25 minutes
Materials: Separate paper and a pen or pencil.
Create four headings: Fact or testable capability, Opinion, Forecast or aspiration, and 
Promotional statement. Place each claim under the heading that best describes it. Then 
choose four claims and write one question that would help you evaluate each one.

1.	 This blockchain recorded the transaction at a specific time and address.
2.	 A smart contract can update a blockchain record when its programmed 

conditions are met.
3.	 A user-controlled internet is fairer than every company-operated service.
4.	 Within five years, most employers will accept blockchain-based credentials.
5.	 This token is the opportunity of a lifetime.
6.	 A permissionless network does not require one central administrator to 

approve every participant at the protocol layer.
7.	 Every Web3 application protects privacy better than every Web2 application.
8.	 The service plans to let participants present a credential through more than 

one compatible application.
9.	 This revolutionary project will eliminate fraud.
10.	Control of a token does not automatically establish copyright in a related 

image.
11.	 People will eventually own and manage all of their personal data online.
12.	The application uses a blockchain, so no person or organization controls 

any part of it.
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Some claims may combine more than one category. If you see a mixed claim, iden-
tify the part that can be tested and the part that expresses judgment, prediction, or 
promotion. Explain your reasoning. The quality of your explanation matters more 
than guessing a label.

Knowledge Check

Multiple choice

1.	 Which statement best defines Web3 for this course?
a.	 One finished product that replaced Web2 on a specific date
b.	 A broad set of developing technologies and ideas involving block-

chains, digital assets, programmable rules, and decentralized designs
c.	 Any website that accepts an online payment
d.	 A guarantee that users control every part of an internet service

2.	 Which statement describes an established technical capability rather than 
an aspiration or promotion?
a.	 This public blockchain records token transfers according to its protocol.
b.	 Web3 will make every online service fair.
c.	 This token is guaranteed to change your life.
d.	 All personal data will soon be controlled only by users.

3.	 Which statement about interoperability is most accurate?
a.	 It means one system owns every other system.
b.	 It occurs automatically whenever a project uses a blockchain.
c.	 It depends on compatible rules, standards, and implementations that 

allow systems to work together.
d.	 It removes every security risk from connected systems.

True or false

	» A service that uses a blockchain must be decentralized in every part of its 
design and operation.

Short explanation

	» In two or three sentences, explain why the statement “Web3 gives every 
user complete control” should be investigated rather than accepted as a fact.
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Summary and Practical Takeaways
	» Web3 is an umbrella term for developing technologies and goals, not one 

official product or completed upgrade.
	» Common components include blockchain networks, digital assets, smart 

contracts, decentralized applications, and wallets.
	» Some capabilities already exist, while the broader vision of user control 

remains an aspiration under development.
	» Digital ownership depends on the system’s rules and does not automatically 

include copyright, physical ownership, universal access, or guaranteed value.
	» Peer-to-peer and permissionless systems still have protocols, conditions, 

costs, responsibilities, and legal boundaries.
	» Interoperability requires compatible standards and working implementa-

tions; a label alone does not create it.
	» A Web3 service may still rely on centralized websites, developers, infra-

structure, data providers, or governance.
	» Web3 does not replace every useful Web2 service. The appropriate design 

depends on the problem and the tradeoffs.
	» Careful learners separate facts and testable capabilities from opinions, fore-

casts, aspirations, and promotional claims.
The practical goal is to evaluate before accepting. Ask what works now, what re-
mains a goal, who controls each layer, what evidence supports the claim, and what 
responsibility the participant would carry.

Profile Journal Assignment
Write one coherent journal entry of approximately 300–400 words. Do not submit 
a disconnected list of answers. Use the prompts below to organize a beginning, 
middle, and conclusion:

	» Define Web3 in your own words without using promotional language.
	» Identify two Web3 ideas that appear potentially useful and explain why.
	» Choose one common Web3 claim and classify it as a fact, opinion, forecast, 

aspiration, or promotional statement.
	» Describe the evidence or questions you would use to evaluate that claim.
	» Explain one reason a Web2 or centralized service may still be appropriate 

for a particular purpose.
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	» End by identifying one question about convenience, control, or responsibili-
ty that you want Lesson 4 to help you answer.

Your response should show curiosity and judgment rather than enthusiasm or rejection 
based only on a label. You do not need to disclose private account, financial, legal, 
medical, family, or facility information. You are not being asked to create an account, 
use a wallet, purchase anything, or support one model of the internet over another.

Submission Reminder
Write your response on separate paper or in an approved institutional messag-
ing system. Include your name or approved Profile identifier, Lesson 3: What Is 
Web3?, and the date you completed the entry.
Use one of the established Prison Professors Profile methods, subject to your facil-
ity’s rules:

1.	 Send it by institutional email to Playbook@PrisonProfessors.org. Suggest-
ed subject: Web3 Lesson 3 — [date completed].

2.	 Send it by postal mail to: Prison Professors, 1205 BMC Drive, Suite 706, 
Cedar Park, TX 78613.

3.	 Send it to an approved family member or supporter who can enter it in 
your Profile at PrisonProfessors.org.

Keep a copy when circumstances permit. Never include passwords, private keys, 
seed phrases, authentication codes, account numbers, or other sensitive credentials.


