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User Error: How much technology in the classroom is too much?

This past month I happened to read through a couple issues of the Educational Life 
journal when I found an issue that really struck a chord in me.  It was titled “Teaching Screenagers” and the entirety of the magazine was dedicated to the use of media and technology in the classroom, one of the hottest button topics in education in the last 20 years. What troubled me about the articles I read was that every article seemed to paint a picture of a screen-based technology as the savior of education with virtually nothing being said about the potential risks. What little was said about the possible implications had to do with trivial issues like sore necks and eye strain and even that was kept minimal. My first thought was that Educational Life had been secretly taken over by Apple, but then I realized that media and technology has literally become the foundation of day to day living for young people and that our leaders in education would rather completely immerse our school system with it rather than carefully examine what this new lifestyle is doing to our youth.  What I believe needs to be cautioned against, for the sake of the children, is the overuse of screen-based technology in the classroom until we know its exact effect on the holistic development of children. 

There is no denying the tremendous benefits technology can have in the classroom when it is used appropriately and carefully monitored. Computers have been shown to work wonders in instructing learning disabled students (Bley and Thornton, 2001) and the access to information the internet provides is unprecedented by anything in human history. Promethium boards are the future of classroom instruction presentation and certain specialized digital programs are wonderful for exercising certain skills. But in most of the arguments for technology that I read, the main focus of their support was to cater to the fact that young people “spend nearly all their waking hours using media and technology” (Rosen, 2011)  instead of taking a hard look at what it is doing to their health and personality. We are treating media and it’s capabilities like a novel wonder drug that will repair all of the intricate aspects of education that we believe to be not working. It is an unfortunate, albeit universal human trait to downplay or ignore the side effects of a seemingly miraculous cure but it is imperative that we thoroughly examine what exactly we are prescribing our children. And like all medicine, it can easily be abused. 

Technology abuse in the classroom comes in many different forms. We are most familiar with it as a distraction, from the irritating chirps and beeps of cellphones to the lure of games and webpages when a lecture isn't keeping the student's attention or the teacher is looking the other way. But that temptation can take a more sinister form. Students have a completely new way to cheat, plagiarize and “take the easy way out”, cheating the teacher, their peers and most importantly themselves. It's true that these issues are comparatively superficial, can be quelled with policy and the watchful eye of authority, and would happen in the classroom regardless of technology but it's the principle that counts.  It is becoming abundantly clear that there is some connection between the constant usage of screen-based technology by children and the increase of physical, psychological and behavioral disorders among them. 
Has the ease and superficiality of media and tech spoiled our youth? Is this what has earned them the title of the “peter pan” generation for achieving less and taking longer in life to make steps towards adulthood and active citizenship? Surely these are just symptoms of a deeper underlying issue, right?

Right, says American journalist and author Richard Louv in his groundbreaking book: The Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from Nature Deficit Disorder (2005). He hypothesized that a disconnection between children and nature is responsible the decline in physical and mental health of children. And though Nature Deficit Disorder is not recognized by any of any of the mental health medical literature like the DSM-5 or the ICD-10, it jumpstarted revolutionary research that was able to prove that nature does in fact decrease the effects of ADHD (Kuo and Taylor, 2004) and stress (Wells and Evans, 2003). 
This “re-syncing” of man with nature is a recurring practice throughout a number of cultures and is inherently at risk in lives of children who are technology-reliant. Research has even gone on to show that time in nature does more than relax and “re-sync” children; it can actually make them smarter. In a 2003 longitudinal study by Cornell environmental psychologist Nancy Wells, a relationship was found between cognitive enhancement and the increase of time spent in nature and elements of the natural world being introduced into the homes of inner city children (Wells, 2000). But too much nature will affect how they interact with other people you say? Negative, says Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia MD and professor Dr. Hilary Burdette (2005). Her research has indicated that unrestricted, outdoor play has been shown to increase social skills, social intelligence and self-control (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005) while the current “social media” craze, and actually any usage of the Internet at all, has been linked to depression and loneliness (Kraut et all., 1998). And let’s not forget the tremendous benefits of physical exercise, which research has shown children having been doing less and less of to the point where only 25% of the American youth are getting a sufficient amount according to the 2012 National Youth Fitness Survey.  These factors combined have created one of the most incapable generations to date and there is no doubt in my mind that has technology gets more advanced, we will be scratching our heads wondering why children are continuing to be helpless with the world at their fingertips. 

I’m asking you, from the perspective of a young educator who has personally witnessed the dangers of a technology-laden, natural world avoiding lifestyle, to reconsider the idea that total reliance on technology is the best course of action for our education system. What kind of technology is worth the risk of physical and mental foundation of our youth? There’s such a thin line between utilization and reliance and with something as large a scale as public education it is hard to monitor student’s habits. I solution I believe is balance. As younger and younger children are being introduced to media and technology in the classroom, it is of utmost importance that we teach responsible usage and share with them the potential risks of abuse
. Maybe this way we will see that many children would rather climb a real tree than play Fruit Ninja.
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�Clear statement, although wording is awkward.


�This is your unsupported opinion.


�You’re saying that Louv’s ideas lead to more research on the benefits of nature, but his book was published after the studies you cited.


�This is a new idea, not introduced in your thesis. 


�Are you citing  the book or a review of the book?  They are cited differently.


�Journal is titled incorrectectly


�Are these page numbers?





