@ ’ACADEMIC

Computers in the Classroom is Not a Good
ldea

Posted on September 20, 2018

Introduction

Computers have become common in classrooms because they provide access to information,
multimedia, communication, simulations, and adaptive learning tools. Their presence is often treated
as evidence of educational progress, yet technology does not improve learning simply by being
available. The important question is whether a particular use helps students achieve a defined
learning objective more effectively than available alternatives. Clifford Stoll’s criticism of classroom
computing remains relevant because schools can confuse technical novelty with good teaching, spend
heavily on devices without improving instruction, and expose students to distraction. This essay
argues that unrestricted or poorly designed computer use can weaken attention, foundational skills,
teacher-student interaction, equity, and academic integrity. Computers should therefore serve as
carefully selected instructional tools rather than dominate the classroom or replace practices such as
reading, handwriting, discussion, experimentation, and direct teaching. (UNESCO; Stoll)

Technology Is Not a Teaching Method

A computer is a platform through which many different activities can occur. A student may read a
carefully designed interactive explanation, collaborate on a document, watch unrelated
entertainment, search for an answer without understanding it, or practice a skill through feedback.
These activities cannot be judged as one category. Educational value depends on the task, software,
teacher guidance, student age, subject, timing, and assessment.

Schools sometimes purchase devices before defining the educational problem they are intended to
solve. Teachers are then encouraged to insert technology into lessons even when paper, discussion,
physical materials, or direct observation would work better. This reverses sound curriculum design.
Learning objectives and evidence should determine the medium, not the availability of hardware.

Distraction and Divided Attention

One of the strongest concerns is distraction. A connected device gives students immediate access to
messages, games, videos, social media, shopping, and unrelated websites. Even when school filters
block some content, students may switch between permitted but irrelevant applications or use
personal devices. The visible presence of a laptop can also distract nearby students. (UNESCO)

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1



@ ’ACADEMIC

Multitasking often involves rapid switching rather than simultaneous concentration. Each switch
imposes a cognitive cost because the learner must reorient to the academic task. A student may feel
productive while moving among tabs, but fragmented attention can reduce comprehension and
memory. Classroom management software and clear rules can help, yet surveillance does not fully
solve the problem. Lessons should include device-free periods and require computers only when they
contribute directly to the activity.

Handwriting, Note-Taking, and Memory

Typing allows students to record information quickly, but speed can encourage verbatim transcription
rather than active processing. Handwritten note-taking is slower and often requires the learner to
select, summarize, and reorganize ideas. Those mental decisions can support understanding. The
advantage is not absolute: well-taught digital note-taking can also involve summarizing, questions,
diagrams, and retrieval practice. The broader lesson is that schools should teach how to take
meaningful notes rather than assuming that a device automatically improves the process. (Mueller
and Oppenheimer)

Handwriting also remains a practical literacy skill. Young children develop letter recognition, fine-
motor control, spelling knowledge, and written fluency through physical practice. Keyboarding is
valuable, but introducing it should not eliminate handwriting before foundational skills are secure. A
balanced curriculum can develop both.

Spelling, Grammar, and Automated Assistance

Spell-checkers and grammar tools can support revision, especially for students with learning
differences or those writing in an additional language. However, overreliance can conceal weak
knowledge. A program may correct a word without teaching why it was wrong, and automated
grammar suggestions can misunderstand meaning. Students may accept revisions without evaluating
them.

Teachers should require learners to explain important corrections, edit selected work without
automated support, and compare software advice with grammar principles. The goal is not to ban
assistance but to ensure that tools extend knowledge rather than replace it. Similar caution applies to
generative artificial intelligence, which can produce fluent text while introducing errors, invented
sources, or work the student does not understand.

Mathematics and Calculator Dependence

Calculators and computers are essential for advanced mathematics, data analysis, and realistic
problem-solving. They allow students to explore patterns and work with complex quantities. Yet
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automatic calculation can interfere with the development of number sense and procedural fluency
when introduced without careful sequencing. Students who cannot estimate or perform basic
operations may accept an impossible output because they lack an internal check.

A strong mathematics program distinguishes between skills that should become fluent and problems
where technology expands inquiry. Learners may first practice mental and written methods, then use
calculators to investigate larger datasets or focus on higher-level reasoning. Technology should
remove unnecessary burden after the relevant concept is understood, not before.

Reading on Screens

Digital texts are searchable, portable, and often accessible through adjustable fonts, audio,
dictionaries, and translation. These features can be valuable. Nevertheless, screen reading may
encourage scrolling, skimming, and navigation among links. Notifications and multimedia can
interrupt sustained attention. Long or conceptually demanding texts may be easier for some students
to comprehend in print because the physical layout supports orientation and reduces temptation to
switch tasks.

Schools should preserve access to printed books and teach strategies for both media. Students need
to know when scanning is appropriate and when slow, sustained reading is necessary. A library is not
obsolete because search engines provide quick information; libraries also provide curated sources,
quiet study, expert guidance, and access for students without reliable home technology.

Teacher-Student Relationships

Learning is social. Teachers interpret confusion, encourage effort, adjust explanations, model
reasoning, and create a community in which students can take intellectual risks. A device can provide
feedback or additional examples, but it cannot fully replace the teacher’s knowledge of the learner
and classroom context. Excessive screen use can reduce eye contact, discussion, and spontaneous
questioning.

Technology should make teachers more capable of interacting with students rather than place a
screen between them. For example, a teacher may use a simulation briefly and then lead discussion,
or use digital assessment data to organize small-group instruction. The human relationship remains
central.

Authentic Experience and Physical Learning

Videos and virtual demonstrations can show distant, dangerous, microscopic, or rare phenomena.
However, they should not unnecessarily replace direct experience. Conducting an experiment,
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observing a local ecosystem, constructing a model, performing music, drawing, debating, and
handling physical materials develop sensory, social, and practical knowledge.

A polished video may make reality appear slow or unimpressive, but education should teach careful
observation rather than constant stimulation. Students need opportunities to tolerate uncertainty,
repeat procedures, make mistakes, and notice details that an edited presentation has selected for
them.

Academic Integrity and Generative Tools

Computers make copying, unauthorized collaboration, contract cheating, and rapid sharing easier.
Search engines can also encourage students to collect fragments without evaluating sources.
Generative Al adds a new challenge by producing answers, essays, code, and citations that may
appear original. A purely policing approach is unlikely to succeed.

Assessment should emphasize process and understanding. Teachers can require proposals, notes,
drafts, source annotations, oral explanation, in-class writing, data generated through local activities,
and reflection on decisions. Students should learn how to quote, paraphrase, cite, verify, and disclose
permitted tool use. Technology can support integrity when it makes the learning process visible, but it
undermines integrity when the final product is valued without evidence of authorship or
understanding.

Equity and the Digital Divide

Classroom computing can widen inequality when some students have fast internet, private space,
updated devices, and experienced support at home while others do not. Even one-to-one school
programs may create differences through connectivity, repair delays, accessibility, language, and
family familiarity with platforms. Students with disabilities may benefit greatly from assistive
technology, but poorly designed software can create barriers.

Schools should evaluate the total cost of ownership, including replacement, technical support,
training, cybersecurity, accessibility, and home access. Assignments should not assume resources the
school has not ensured. Printed or offline alternatives may be necessary, and technology decisions
should include students and families affected by them.

Privacy, Security, and Commercial Influence

Educational platforms may collect names, behavior, writing, search history, location, or performance
data. Schools have a responsibility to understand what is collected, why it is needed, how long it is
retained, who can access it, and whether it is used for advertising or product development. A free
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application may impose hidden privacy costs.

Cybersecurity is also an educational concern because compromised accounts and devices can expose
students or disrupt learning. Schools need strong contracts, data minimization, secure authentication,
update procedures, and clear incident response. Teachers should not be expected to make complex
privacy decisions alone.

When Computers Are Educationally Valuable

A critical argument against overuse should not deny genuine benefits. Computers can provide
simulations, coding environments, collaborative writing, immediate formative feedback, accessible
texts, geographic information systems, creative media, and connection with experts. They can help
students analyze datasets too large for manual work and can provide assistive functions for disability.
(UNESCO)

The appropriate test is purposeful use. Teachers should ask whether the tool improves access,
feedback, representation, practice, collaboration, or creation; whether students understand the
underlying concept; whether risks are controlled; and whether a simpler method would work as well.
Use should be limited in duration and integrated with discussion, writing, movement, physical
materials, and reflection.

A Balanced Classroom Policy

A practical policy does not require every lesson to be fully digital or fully device-free. Teachers can
establish default closed-device periods, announce when devices are needed, and explain the reason
for use. Schools can protect handwriting, print reading, mental arithmetic, laboratory work, art,
physical education, and face-to-face discussion while teaching digital literacy explicitly.

Digital literacy should include search strategy, source evaluation, data privacy, cybersecurity, online
conduct, accessibility, Al verification, and ethical creation. These are more durable than training
students to operate one brand of software that may soon change.

Conclusion

Computers in the classroom are not inherently a good or bad idea. The danger lies in treating them as
an automatic improvement and allowing convenience, commercial pressure, or novelty to replace
educational judgment. Unrestricted use can fragment attention, weaken foundational practice, reduce
direct interaction, increase academic dishonesty, and deepen inequality. At the same time, carefully
chosen tools can support access, inquiry, creativity, feedback, and advanced analysis. Schools should
preserve human teaching and non-digital learning while using computers only when they serve a
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clear objective. The most defensible position is not rejection of technology but disciplined limitation:
education should determine how computers are used, rather than allowing computers to determine
what education becomes. (Mueller and Oppenheimer; UNESCO)
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