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I spent an obscene amount of my summer at the computer this year; more time than I have 
ever spent before.  My normal summer indulgences (reading, painting, riding my bike, going on 
hikes, taking the dogs to the park, etc.) were placed on the back burner while I devoted hours a 
day working on various writing projects and building a website.  I looked out the window at the 
sunny garden and thought, “I should be outside, but I am really getting a lot done in here.”  
Meanwhile, my buns ached from sitting, something a teacher never has time to do during the 
school year, and August snuck up on me like light speed!  The time just seems to fly by when I 
am staring at the computer screen.   
 
Now that summer is long over, I am forced to question if all of my “productivity” was worth it 
and if I might not have been better off leaving some of those projects undone, spending more 
time painting or playing Scrabble with real people, face to face.  And all of this work was not 
without major distractions.  While writing this article, I currently have two e-mail accounts 
open, three active search tabs, multiple Scrabble games on my phone awaiting next moves, and 
a Pandora radio station playing in the background that keeps getting interrupted by incoming 
text message notifications.  Suddenly I feel a bit overwhelmed!    
 
I wonder if this feeling is because I am just getting used to all of this technology or because the 
bombardment of stimuli is doing something to my brain.   If I am feeling this angst about time 
on the computer and am so overly distracted by all of the options for entertainment, 
information, and communication, what must my students feel, growing up tied to cell phones 
and glued to computer screens?   At least I had a childhood relatively free of these technologies 
in which to grow.  How are my students responding to the multiple demands of instantaneous 
and perpetual interaction with the Internet?  What is the Internet doing to their brains?   

Whereas it was until recently believed that our brains, once wired, could not be changed, it 
turns out (fortunately for most of us) that our brains are very plastic. In The Shallows: What the 
Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, author Nicholas Carr attempts to answer how the Internet is 
affecting our brains.  He finds that neurological processes change as new methods of processing 
information are introduced.  Therefore, Carr argues, the more time one spends on the Internet, 
the more the brain begins seeking out and processing information in the same manner as the 
Internet provides it, namely in readily available, abundant, and immediate sound-bites of 
information which require nearly no long-term dedication or focus to access.  He believes that 
as people get better at surfing the web and multi-tasking, jumping from stimuli to stimuli, they 
will at the same time lose their ability to think creatively and contemplatively.   Online time is 
“in effect replac[ing] the time that we used to spend in different modes of thinking," such as in 
prolonged, focused concentration.   

So is the Internet a bad thing?  As with anything, it depends on whom you ask.  Ask my 
grandmother and she would no doubt feel a bit concerned about this change in the way people 
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think.  Ask an adult who thrives in business because of the Internet and adores the ease of 
using MapQuest and on-line bill paying, certainly the benefits will be seen to outweigh the 
costs.  Ask a ten year old who knows no reality separate from a computer to imagine a world 
without the high-speed accessibility of information and entertainment of the computer.  He 
obviously would not be able to respond in an objective manner because he doesn’t know life 
without a computer, and neither do any of his contemporaries.  He will be among the first 
generations to experience life as full participants in an Internet-based world and will 
demonstrate the most noticeable differences, if any, in neurology from the generation before 
his.   
 
Ask me and I guess my answer has to be that any inherent change in one’s neurology that 
would limit his or her ability to think deeply and to process creative thoughts is not a positive.  
However, there has to be a happy medium.  We can certainly maximize the potential that the 
Internet offers, the quick, off the cuff, on-your-toes information resource that we are becoming 
accustomed to, while still training our brains to be able to slow down, think critically, and focus 
on one thing for an extended period of time.  We can balance the two, but not without 
consistent and deliberate practice in both modes of thinking. 
 
How can you help your child gain the benefits that the Internet has to offer while not sacrificing 
deep thought? 

 Teach them how to be bored.  Invention comes out of necessity.  When we are bored, 
we imagine, we daydream, we create, we explore.  Hand-held technology has either 
taken the “bored” out of life or made being bored a condition of misery.  When 
choosing between sitting quietly and thinking or picking up the phone and arbitrarily 
texting, gaming, Tweeting, or Facebooking the go-to option is often the latter.  
Purposefully create situations where your child’s only option for entertainment is in the 
place of make-believe or invention and you will give her the gift of an old-fashioned 
childhood while expanding her ability to be self-sufficient and patient.       

 Philosophize.  The Internet is the place for answers.  But there are many questions that 
still rely on good conversation, debate, and dialogue to answer.  Encourage your child to 
think first about what a logical answer to a question could be before going right to a 
search engine.  Do not shy away from philosophical questions that may not have a right 
answer and enjoy the pastime of the ancients.  Philosophy for children is a website 
about instilling inquiry, logic, and critical thinking, the building blocks of wisdom, in your 
child. 

 Arts and Crafts. Hands-on fun is easy to provide for young, creative minds.  An 
assemblage of fabric, glue, paint, glitter, paper, crayons, and other fun and messy tools 
create inspired afternoons of play unplugged.   Learn how to watercolor, write 
calligraphy, crochet, bead, make lanyards and friendship bracelets, or sew and suddenly 
the computer does not seem like the only option for fun.  The products that come out of 
such creative play glean much greater rewards and accolades when shared with others 
than passing all of the levels of a video game does. 
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 “Tune-out” time.  When I was growing up, our TV time was limited, as it was for many 
of my friends.  These days, computer time can be added to the list of activities to be 
limited in order to encourage your children to be creative in how they spend their time. 

 Get outside.  It is hard to read a screen standing in the sun.  Stepping outside 
encourages the pondering of deep life questions, the activity of the body, and the 
rejuvenation of the soul. 

 Read books.  The transition from picture book to chapter book is often an exhilarating 
and frightening step in children’s lives.  For the first time, they get to embark on a 
journey of patience and perseverance that rewards with the discovery of distant 
fictional lands and the meeting of interesting new characters.  The art of reading will not 
be lost on a child who learns early to love delving into the pages of a good book.    

 Family game night.  Entertainment comes in many ways and committing as a family to 
time spent laughing with and challenging each other is a great way to interact without 
the Internet.  Bring back two-player classics like checkers and chess for some lessons in 
strategy.  Keep a deck of cards in the car as an alternative to solitaire on the phone in 
those spontaneous opportunities for a game.       

 Moderation, Moderation, Moderation!   
 
In previous articles, I have certainly been an advocate for using the Internet to find information, 
practice math and reading skills, and participate actively in the 21st century marketplace.  I 
clearly appreciate the Internet, as I use it not only to research my articles, but to publish them 
as well!  Yet I do find that I am a bit more impatient during the slower moments of a book than I 
used to be.  I am quick to drop what I am doing to turn my attention to the search feature on 
my Smart phone whenever a question pops into my mind.  But I have always been inquisitive.  
A modern Renaissance woman, my interests and knowledge span broad subject areas.  I grew 
up asking lots of questions, keeping lists in a journal of questions I wondered about and wanted 
to explore further, and researching things that fed my curiosity.  The Internet certainly has 
made all of this easier.    
 
Although I am not an expert in many areas, I can hold my own in conversations with almost any 
group of people and participate in most activities with decent skill.  I am a learner.  I want to 
know more and more, the more and more I know.  The Internet inspires this learning by being a 
place where anyone can become a pseudo-expert.  But I can see the danger in letting the 
Internet become a surrogate for real experience, long-term dedication, and hard work.  Life is a 
balance, and living well means knowing where that balance lies.   
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