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The double-edged sword of techonology





Research

Students cannot multi-task as well as they think they can.NO ONE can



The problem isn’t technology itself

• The problem is the active use of technology for non-class related activities

• Ridding the classroom of all technology isn’t the solution

Prohibit smartphones Smartwatches

Ban Smartwatches AR glasses

Outlaw AR glasses Matrix neck jack????

What about multi-
purpose devices like 
laptops or tablets?



The root cause: 
Drifting attention & Lack of engagement

• Active learning techniques can help
• Group activities/problem solving

• Class discussion

• Peer instruction

• Think-pair-share

• Muddiest point

• Embedded lecture polling

Greater risk of distraction



Active learning techniques can help

• Embedded lecture polling is a relatively straightforward solution that 
most seasoned lecturers can implement with little trouble

• Issues with implementation:
• Gathering student responses

• Student accountability

• To grade or not to grade?

• Desire to accomplish all of the above with minimal impact on class flow



My evolution towards iClicker

• Flash cards
• Low tech / minimal cost

• Works great 

• Need for student motivation / accountability

• Doesn’t address students’ inappropriate use 
of technology
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...for the first month or so



My evolution towards iClicker

iClicker: digital tool for tracking students responses live during lectures

Student remotes: Mobile devices:

Pro:
Single purpose device
No WiFi required

Con:
Requires base-station
Something else for students to lose

Pro:
Students always have them
Increased functionality

Con:
Students always have them



Evolving towards using Focus

• iClicker does serve the purpose of increasing student engagement
• But there are still opportunities for distraction

• Using iClicker mobile app gives students permission to have their phones out

• Students can still sneak other technology while using the remotes

• New feature...Focus Sessions: 
• Tracks student time in and out of the active class session

• Nudges students to remain in the app during class

• Generates class reporting for both students and instructor



Focus Reports



Focus Reports



My experience using Focus

• Effective at keeping students on-task

• Easy onboarding – for both teachers and students

• Minimal impact on class flow

• Promotes transparency on student usage of technology
• Students develop self-control and self-regulation
• Another tool for instructors when discussing student performance
• Potential for monitoring student phones during exams

• Caveat
• Cost/reward system
• Multiple student devices

– some students still need incentives



Looking towards the future

This is part of an ongoing battle for student attention in the classroom. 

We must prepare for the classroom and students that we have, not the 
classroom that we want.

Technology will continue to evolve and create new distractions... 

but new technologies also creates new opportunities for engagement.
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