l hot topic

s technology
dumbing us down?

Do the speed, convenience and often
compulsively addictive pleasures of modern
technology help us or hamper us? Experts and
readers share their views with Glynis Horning.
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ith our cellphones,
BlackBerries, PCs,
laptops and TVs,
today we literally

have the world at our fingertips. Type
in ‘technology’ and the Internet tosses
back 82,500,000 results on Google.
But is the breadth of information
and entertainment available making
us more knowledgeable or more
proficient at skimming, and more
prone to sacrifice depth and genuine
wisdom for perfunctory solutions
delivered in sexy sound bites? As
Edward Tenner says in Why Things
Bure Back: Technology and the Revenge
of Unimtended Consequences (Knopf),
could computerisation be giving us
‘an illusion of really being smarter

than we are? Without the deve-
lopment of solid study skills that
allow us o develop a more focused
atiention span, are we cutting and
pasting instead of creating and pro-
ducing reflective thought and work
of real profundity?

Studies show children now spend
six hours watching TV, mostly car-
toons and sitcoms, for every hour of
homework. And in a recent survey, a
quarter of UK residents didn't know
their home phone number and only
athird knew the birthdays ofimmed-
iate family, so reliant were they on
gizmos to remember for them.

Information technology may be
undermining our human under-
standing instead of enhancing it,
as Donald Norman maintains in
Things Thas Make Us Smart: Defend-
ing Humarn Asiributes in the Age of the
Machine (Addison Wesley Publish-
ing). Rather than liberating and
enabling us, could it be enslaving us
and making us stupid?
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behaviourist

Ramon Thomas, 32, online behaviour expert
at NETucation, an online research and training
organisation based in Gauteng.

Technology has created a myth about multitasking. People
believe that they can and should do multiple things at

the same time. However, a study by American researcher
Joshua Rubenstein shows that it can be coumterproductive
Corstant interruptions by instant messaging and email
are the bane of workplace and personal productivity.

When you ‘communicate through the screen’ you are
using only @ small percentage of your sensory perception
If it's a phone call, you are using your hearing and |
nothing else. When communicating over email or instant
messaging (such as MXi, a mobile phone instant
messaging application). you are using few of your five
senses, which can lead to miscommunication. You also
lose out on non-verbal cues that, in face-to-face situations,
allow you to make better decisions. The brain can only
function based on the information it's presented with
For the first time we now have a generation of children |
who have grown up in a world where there’s always been |
celiphones and Internet - who knows what that will bring?

The average quality of information on the Web is very |
lowei. People need 1o hearn 1o find and judge sources of
information besides using Google. The more you use
Google to do your research, the more superficial it
becomes, and the lack of depth results in your own
research being less meaningful

professor

Andrew Thatcher, 37, associate professor in
psychology at the School of Human and Community
Development, University of the Witwatersrand.

The maost obvious benefit of technology i the way it
allows us to communicate and stay in touch with family,
friends and acquaintances who are geographically
dispersed. Constant improvements mean that these vital
human interactions are increasingly becoming richer and
more diverse.

This also increases profit in a business context - it's far
more convenient and cheaper to have an online mesting
than to fly busy executives to different locations. And
something like videoconferencing allows us 10 register vital
visual cues precluded by snail mail or telephones

Being able to perform tasks speedily leaves us more time
10 interact with family and frends, and to follow activities
that promote psychological wellbeng, such as hobbies and
social imeraction. This, of course, presupposes that people
don't spend more time on activities that require technology
= it's important 1o establish balance

Today we have more information at our fingertips than
ever before. That wakd, there 5 a need for caution. Search
engines necessitated by the sheer volume of what's out
there make us think that the information that's easiest to
find must be the most important and correct - which Bn't
necessarily the case. We need 10 leam 1o critically evaluate
the authenticity of online information
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hot topic

Omeshnie Naidoo, 25, lifestyle reporter.

Al & newspaper. keepeng up with current affairs s
crucial, and technology has made access (o informatson
30 misch easuer, but, parsdoxically, confounded i, too
tir i acdir There are days at the office when | can't get down
Sy s 1o writing a story before noon because I'm bombarded
by emadls and phone calls. News is always in

Noeleen Bridle, 47, life coach and mother of two.

Technology & not so

ch ‘dumbing’ as it is ‘numbing’ us fluoe; something & happening every minute of the

I'm uncomiortably aware that CONMECTING eye-10-8ye and day somewherne i the world, and just the II--_ugP t
obsennng body language would gree me different insaghts of it can induce aroety. We suffer from information
nto & situation = | might deal with it differestly f | didn't overioad, and | feed a5 though I'm constantly running
have such easy mediurms, e SMS or emad, 10 work through out of gas on the informatson supertughway, Between
Theey're no replacement for handwritten lettery, cheery woices recharging my lechno-tools and answering them,
ey the phone and coffee catch-ups. | see it dsconnecting | &m in ‘response mode” most of the Lme

us and leading 10 4 breakdown on all social kevels. Those | pined Facebook, but then | quit after a week. This
of us not fully into technology will probably be forced to jump kired ol ondine ‘club’ blurs the line between work and
aboard, but for now | prefer 10 e (as far 35 possibile) by the your private ife — imagune your editor and your mother
KISS method "Eeep if umple, stupid trywig 10 Ladk 1o you a1 the same bme

Mimi Maller Roach, 85, retired doctor and great-grandmother,

My four biological children and two adoptive children could recite parts

of Winnee-the-Pooh stones, and my grandchildren at least read the Narnia

Dooks, but my three grest-grandchddoen seem mose interested in TV, That's
the sad effect of techn ology Then again, now that my sght s fadn i
dllorrs me 10 enpoy books on dsc and cassetie. There's a special thell in

hearmng something kive Alexandra Fuller's Don't Let’s Go o the Dogs Tonight
An Afncan Chifdhood read by a professional narrator. And it encouraged me
to write my iography. Weowing the Threads, whech I'm about 1o self-publist
That's another benefit of wechnology: | can do so much with my lapiop, from
rnecordeng th e 10 kiepareg in touch with my family Scross the world and

il
my pens - even i | had one

ying coltasrs I o by | eonsld kbeep out ihose eruils saflirsg :h..-.q-_ to enkatge

y'd be annoying
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