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*The Effects of the Internet
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The Effects of the Internet on our Learners

In Socrates and the Forgetfulness that Comes with
Writing, Egypt's King Thamus, claims that “one man
can give birth to the elements of an art, but only another
can judge how they can benefit or harm those who will
use them.” This observation holds today when consider-
ing the dramatic effects on our students of the internet
in general, and of social networking sites and apps, in
particular.

The Internet has changed my life massively since it
became ‘a thing’ towards the end of my undergraduate
studies in the late 1990s. I, like most if not all of Junshin's
staff members, grew up in an analogue world where we
went to the bank to pay bills, walked to the travel agents
to book flights and rang the local takeaways at the last
minute (in New Zealand) to order a lazy dinner on Friday
evenings (perhaps Hoka Hoka Bento in Japan). We
scoured the library for hours looking for that one book
with the quote we needed for that assignment, photocop-
led and cut out graphs and tables we needed for our
presentations, and wrote directly onto transparent
sheets to be used on the OHP for the same.
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Today it's possible to pay bills, do
shopping, plan holidays and pretty much
anything else we would ever want to do from the com-
fort of our sofas, and when we do decide to venture out
to pick up some dinner, we don't even need to talk to
someone when we order our take home meals. Research
and fact finding that used to take days if not weeks can
be done with a quick Google search, clicking a few links,
copy, paste and voila, that final assignment is in the rear
view.

Back in BC 399, Socrates was worried about the ef-
fects of the development of writing on the minds of
learners. He went on to lament that writing “will intro-
duce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it:
they will not practice using their memory because they
will put their trust in writing, which is external and de-
pends on signs that belong to others, instead of trying to
remember from the inside, completely on their own.” If
that's what Socrates thought about the development of
writing, it's no wonder that many of us are concerned
about the ongoing transitional nature of our modern,




technology infused ways of life. Life today is unrecognis-
able in many ways from life even 20 years ago, and the
rate of change is only increasing.

Effects of the Internet on our Brains

Whether or not you think that the benefits of the in-
ternet outweigh the drawbacks, there is no denying that
the way we receive most of our information is having a
marked effect on our brains. In his book The Shallows:
What the Internet is Doing to our Brains (Norton, 2011),
Nicholas Carr points out that the texts Socrates was so
worried about encouraged linear, focused, deep process-
ing as readers engaged with texts. The repeated prac-
tice of reading one text at a time develops the ability to
focus on a single task, to block out distractions and en-
gage with the ideas in a text. The reader engages with
the intended meaning of the writer and the ideas are
gradually moved from the short to the long term mem-
ory. This kind of deep thinking is becoming harder and
harder to master with the ubiquitous use of the Internet
as the source of all information. The implications of this
for us as teachers are vast.

The Internet, as opposed to books, doesn't encour-
age deep reading or thinking. Rather it over stimulates
our brains and promotes a state of constant multi—task-
ing. Humans crave new information, and the internet
provides a constant source. The constant updating of
emails, tweets, Line messages, RSS Feeds and playlists
starting and ending incessantly interrupts our thinking
to the point where we now crave the next distraction.
Basically, our learners have grown up digitally and have
different brains to us, literally. We grew up analogue
and may notice the changes the Internet has had on our
ability to concentrate. Our learners probably don't have
another way of thinking to refer back to. Instead they
are much more accustomed to processing and juggling
the constant streams of stimulation and distraction, but
at a price.
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As stated earlier, the constant stream of informa-
tion bytes prevents the movement of information from
short to long term memory, explaining why a significant
number of our students seem to have trouble remember-
ing much from one lesson to another, or to make connec-
tions between content from one day to the next. This
situation has been illustrated in many studies (pp. 126-28)
where groups of learners were given texts to read, and
were then tested on the content of the text. The only dif-
ference being one text had a much higher density of hy-
perlinks. Those who read the texts without the hyper-
link retained significantly more than those who read the
text without the hyperlinks. The mere presence of hy-
perlinks distracts readers through the changes in text
colors, as they are constantly deciding what and what
not to read. If the simple hyperlink can have such an ef-
fect on information processing, what about the myriad of
other blinking lights and sounds emanating from our
learners’ and their friends’ phones, tablets and
webpages?

Basically, the constant stimulation of many of our
students from smart phones and the computers they use
to do research on means that their (and our?) brains have
adapted. Many now crave constant stimulation and a
state of perpetual distractedness, which obviously has a
negative ability on their ability to process, store, recall,
retain and integrate anything more than superficial in-
formation. This situation leaves me with more questions
than answers. Do we simply accept this as the new nor-
mal and adjust learning accordingly, such as with
shorter classes? Do we make students aware of this and
provide more learner training about how to practice ac-
tivities that promote attentiveness and deep, focused
thinking? My final point would be that learners (and
teachers) who can utilize the amazing benefits of the In-
ternet while developing more traditional linear modes of
thinking will undoubtedly have a significant advantage
over those who are deficient in either mode.
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