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The Essentials:

e Human brains have not yet evolved the ability to
cognitively focus on two things at one time. Yes,
you can walk and chew gum at the same time or
hum absent-mindedly while you daydream, but
only because you’re using different parts of your
brain to do those two things. Try this: think of an
elephant reading a book and the mathematical
formula for finding the average of a list of four
numbers at the same time. See?

® When people claim they are multi-tasking, they
are really task switching.

® Task switching comes at a price in two ways:

 |ttakes your brain some “ramp-up” time to
get back to a focus on the task you switched
away from. This further limits your attention
on that task.

 Your brain, in its attempt to toggle back and
forth during task switching, suffers what
some neuroscientists have termed a “brown-
out”—neither task receives the mental
energy that you could devote to a single task.

® People who claim to be great at multi-tasking are
actually worse at task-switching than people who
like to focus on one thing at a time.

e Human brains have evolved to notice distractions
and pay attention to them (that flash of color



might be a tiger on your tail!). If you load your
environment with multiple distractions, your
brain will try to do exactly what has helped
humans survive through the millennia: attend to
the distractions. This limits your ability to focus
on one thing (such as you need to do during deep
learning).

® Evidence is accumulating that the primary type of
brain activity that you can muster in the midst of
multiple distractions is activity generated in the
striatum, a part of the brain suited for repetitive,
surface learning (e.g., memorizing) as opposed
to the focus you can muster using the neocortex
when you are paying attention in an effort to
learn.

® You must help your students understand this
because THEY ALL BELIEVE THEY ARE GREAT
MULTITASKERS! The first day of class is the
perfect time to demonstrate how inefficient
multitasking is, why you’ve chosen your laptop
policy, and how students benefit by focusing on
the topic at hand.
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