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         ne of the chief marks of our modern age is the emphasis on techne over 
telos.  Those of us involved in classical schooling are countercultural in that 
our primary focus is teleological; our choice of means is controlled by our 
understanding of our end, the purpose for which God created us.  As we 
consider the use of the digital tools available to us, we must do so with a clear 
view of how these tools might help or hinder us in our pursuit of the life God 
wants us to live; we must continually have before us a vision of what leads to 
human flourishing.  When there is confusion between means and ends, it is 
easy for the means, or tools, to control us rather than our controlling them.

The capacity for sustained attention and reflection is central to our 
humanness.  The prophet Isaiah says: “…in quietness and trust is your 
strength.”  Paul instructs Timothy to pray for the ideal life which he describes 
thus: “…that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and 
holiness.”  This quietness has not come easily in any period of history and 
has become near to impossible in our own.  

Blaise Pascal in his Pensees gives an insightful explanation of why this 
is the case.  First, he succinctly states the human dilemma after the Fall: “We 
seek happiness and find only wretchedness and death.”  In this condition, 
says Pascal, man finds solitude and silence intolerable.  In his unhappiness 
and fear he turns to either indifference or diversion.  “The only good thing for 
men therefore is to be diverted from thinking what they are either by some 
occupation which takes their mind off it, or by some novel and agreeable 
passion which keeps them busy…That is why men are so fond of hustle 
and bustle…that is why the pleasures of solitude are so incomprehensible.” 
[Pensees no. 136]

Man’s ability to divert himself has been greatly increased by the 
digital tools available to him.  We live in an age of digital diversion.  The 
ideals of the Industrial Age, ease and efficiency, have been realized to the 
maximum by the Computer Age.  We live and breathe these values, but are 
they values that further our humanness?  Information retrieval has never 
been easier or faster.  The need for the ability to reflect on and judge the value 
of all this information has never been greater.  Reflection requires inner and 
outer quietness and the ability for sustained attention.  These abilities are 
threatened by an overuse of digital devices.  

Modern technology is here to stay.  Our job as classical Christian 
educators is to keep clearly in mind God’s view of human flourishing and, in 
that light, instruct our students to use digital tools responsibly, moderately, 
and wisely.  Though there are differing views held by serious Christians on 
the particulars of this topic, the articles in this issue of The Journal are meant 
to help us reflect on the wise use of modern technology.
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I    t is the part of the wise man to order and to judge.
— Thomas Aquinas

          
Having loaded my dishwasher, microwaved my coffee, 
and drifted over to my computer-desk to type this 
article (forcing me to turn off my Mp3 Latin course) my 
reflections on the benefits of technology fill me with 
gratitude. 
 Think of it: candles have been replaced by bulbs, 
quills by pens, animal hides by bleached tree pulp (paper), 
and paper by electronic bytes. Technology has promised 
an improved world since “Adam delved and Eve did 
span.” And who can deny that it has often delivered? Who 
would want to live in a world without ploughs and looms, 
horns and harps? 
 Yet, each of us has an uneasy relationship with our 
cars, computers, iPhones, and iPads. Enjoying and fearing 
them, we rightly view our tools as a form of fire: desirable, 
but by no means safe. Storytellers, after all, have been 
replaced by televisions, symphonies by CD’s, teachers by 
textbooks. 
 What then are we to make of technology in our 
schools?
 In his book, Norms and Nobility, David Hicks 
provides perspective by reminding us that, “Our 
fascination with technical means, by the very nature 
of things, subverts the supreme task of education—the 
cultivation of the human spirit: to teach the young to know 
what is good, to serve it above self, to reproduce it, and to 
recognize that in knowledge lies this responsibility. Short 
of accomplishing this task, the training in our schools must 
seem purposeless.”  
 Since “the supreme task of education” is “the 
cultivation of the human spirit”, short of which our 
teaching is “purposeless,” and since we can neither 
uncritically embrace each new technology nor reject 
technology in toto, how must we decide what to use, 
where, and how? Is there a standard or purpose that 

enables us to think wisely on this matter?
 There is, and Hicks has expressed it for us. To 
reformulate his insight, we must ask whether the use of a 
particular technology undercuts or sustains the cultivation 
of particular human virtues in particular students in 
particular circumstances. This requires judgment. 
 Indeed, it may be that technology compels us 
to remember what we would rather forget. Rules and 
permissions can set context and parameters, but when they 
stand in for judgment, they become glib, unhelpful, and 
annoying. Policies are necessary, but they are not sufficient. 
We need wisdom. 
 For one thing, wisdom perceives an important 
distinction. She sees that some uses of technology extend 
human faculties while other uses replace them. A piano 
or a harp offers the musical faculty an opportunity 
for sublime and creative expression. Telescopes and 
microscopes extend the reach of the eye. 
 A calculator in the hands of a third grader, 
however, does not extend the undeveloped faculty of 
addition and subtraction. It replaces it. A keyboard in the 
hands of a child who has not yet developed what used 
to be called a “hand” does not extend that child’s ability 
to extend his ideas and personality onto paper through a 
pen. It replaces it. Once the child has mastered the arts of 
calculating with his mind or forming letters with his hand, 
a calculator and a keyboard will have their place. Any 
earlier, they undermine the development of a unique God-
given character and personality. 
 To reduce this point to a principle: if you use a 
technology to replace a human faculty, the human faculty 
will atrophy. If you remain unconvinced, try walking 
around on crutches for a few weeks. This distinction 
between the two general effects of technology on the 
human faculties (extension or replacement) combined with 
the principle of atrophy are tools that enable us to better 
judge the place and use of technology. 
 In addition, wisdom takes a long view on 
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everything, including technology. For this reason, 
reflection on the appropriate use of technology extends 
through human history. That long reflection should 
inform ours today. Some of the best insights were raised 
as long ago as Classical Greece, when the Socrates of 
Plato’s Phaedrus expressed his concerns about the art of a 
relatively new technology in his day: writing. In particular, 
he was concerned about the effect of the technology of 
writing on the faculty of memory. 
 A longish extract follows because it offers so many 
layers and dimensions of insight and repays a close and 
repeated reading. Plato quotes Socrates: 

 There is something yet to be said of propriety 
and impropriety of writing…. I have heard a tradition 
of the ancients… At the Egyptian city of Naucratis, 
there was a famous old god, whose name was Theuth…  
and he was the inventor of many arts, such as 
arithmetic and calculation and geometry and astronomy 
and draughts and dice, but his great discovery was the 
use of letters. 
 Now in those days the god Thamus was the 
king of the whole country of Egypt; ….  To him came 
Theuth and showed his inventions, desiring that the 
other Egyptians might be allowed to have the benefit 
of them; he enumerated them, and Thamus enquired 
about their several uses, and praised some of them and 
censured others, as he approved or disapproved of them. 
 It would take a long time to repeat all that 
Thamus said to Theuth in praise or blame of the various 
arts. But when they came to letters, ‘This,’ said Theuth, 
‘will make the Egyptians wiser and give them better 
memories; it is a specific both for the memory and for 
the wit.’ 
 Thamus replied: ‘O most ingenious Theuth, 
the parent or inventor of an art is not always the best 
judge of the utility or inutility of his own inventions 
to the users of them. And in this instance, you who are 
the father of letters, from a paternal love of your own 
children have been led to attribute to them a quality 
which they cannot have; for this discovery of yours 
will create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls, because 
they will not use their memories; they will trust to 
the external written characters and not remember of 
themselves. The specific which you have discovered is 
an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you 
give your disciples not truth, but only the semblance 

of truth; they will be hearers of many things and will 
have learned nothing; they will appear to be omniscient 
and will generally know nothing; they will be tiresome 
company, having the show of wisdom without the 
reality.

 This ironic criticism of writing spoken by Socrates 
and written by Plato reminds us that the human faculties 
of memory and wit held an esteemed place among the 
Greeks, so much so that Socrates may have been willing 
to resist writing technologies in order to preserve them. 
Socrates intuited what Christians should know deeply: 
that every human faculty is a God-given gift to be 
cherished and husbanded. That is why appreciation of the 
faculty of memory and concern over the effect of writing 
technologies extended well into the late Middle Ages. 
Indeed, when the Medieval schoolmen defended writing, 
the core of their argument was that writing could be used 
to extend and fortify the scholar’s memory. 
 Their vision of the value of memory is breath-
taking, as described by Mary Carruthers in The Book of 
Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture. “The 
primary factor in its conservation lies in the identification 
of memory with creative thinking, learning (invention and 
recollection), and the ability to make judgments (prudence 
and wisdom).”  Compare this understanding of the uses 
of memory with the conventional attitude. Then ask: with 
which do my thoughts and practices more closely align? 
 Further, a well-trained memory was seen as an 
intellectual virtue that served as a foundation for moral 
virtues. Carruthers says, 

Memoria was also an integral part of the virtue of 
prudence, that which makes moral judgment possible. 
Training the memory was much more than a matter 
of providing oneself with the means to compose and 
converse intelligently when books were not readily 
to hand, for it was in trained memory that one built 
character, judgment, citizenship, and piety. 

 And again, “To form one’s character and furnish 
one’s memory - they were the same goal in educational 
practice and philosophy from antiquity throughout the 
Middle Ages (and indeed well into the twentieth century).” 
 This is not meant to be a digression on the virtue 
of a trained memory and its relation to writing. Rather, it 
serves as an example of how to think rightly about the use 
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of technology and learning. The Medieval educators gave 
us the golden age of memory because they regarded it as 
a divine gift, not a mere tool with which to collect and sort 
facts.  To Medieval thinkers, the question was not whether 
technology would make life easier, but whether it would 
cultivate or enfeeble the virtues. 
 Consequently, if the new writing technologies 
were going to be accepted, they had to show that they 
would not undercut the human faculty of memory. 
According to Carruthers, the Medieval educators 
concluded that they passed the test. “Writing, as we 
have seen, was always thought to be a memory aid, not a 
substitute for it.”  
 Whether they were right matters less than that 
they cared so much about the human faculty. This concern 
arose from their understanding that man is the Image 
of God and that a virtue is a refined faculty.  What other 
divine gifts do we neglect in our quest to stay current or 

even to be accepted by a world we renounce? 
 Things are different now. Forgetting that we are 
the Imago Dei, conventional educators neglect the Divine 
gift of memory and don’t ask if the new technologies or 
techniques will strengthen or weaken it. More than that, 
virtue simply does not matter as much as ease. 
 We live in the golden age of comfort and 
convenience. We are convinced that if something makes 
life (or teaching) easier, it is, by definition, good. This is 
not so. Our goal cannot be to make grammar or Latin or 
Geometry or any other art or science “easy.” They are, by 
nature, not easy. It is their difficulty that makes learning 
them so valuable. 
  
If you learn an art (e.g. rhetoric, logic, geometry) or study 
a science (e.g. physics, ethics, philosophy) according to its 
nature, you will better understand the world you live in. 
More importantly, you will refine your God-given gifts 
of attentiveness, recollection, contemplation, expression, 
and naming, thus becoming more like our attentive, 
remembering, delighting, creating, and naming God. If 
you replace that nature-based study with a technological 
substitute, you will lose all those benefits while you fail 
to cultivate wisdom, virtue, and the Image of God in your 
student. 
 So here is my glib summary: When a technology 
helps your students become more like Him, use it. When 
it interferes, set it aside. 
 Technologies are powerful and dangerous gifts 
that must be handled responsibly. Rules and permissions 
won’t suffice. A purposeful, gentle wisdom that seeks to 
cultivate virtue in students will remember that our use of 
a tool can either extend or replace a human faculty. Used 
wisely, a given technology can cultivate a faculty so that it 
becomes a virtue. 
 Wisdom never undercuts the cultivation of the 
virtues on which she depends. She labors endlessly to 
guide her votaries to refine their God-given abilities to 
a pitch of excellence. She attends to the particular gifts, 
inclinations, temptations, and needs of the child before 
her. And she groans like a mother in labor to see Christ 
formed in him.

Andrew Kern is the founder and President of The Circe 
Institute and the author of The Lost Tools of Writing™.



6 Fall 2012 • Society for Classical Learning

internettraining

A Positive Approach to Technology
by Brandon Booth

             oday, there’s a new elite schooled in an entirely 
reconstituted classical education…. [These students] stuck 
on the dark side of the new media digital divide will be as 
out of luck and out of touch as those who cursed Johannes 
Gutenberg as an agent of the devil when that first printed 
Bible came off the press in 1452.” 

— Richard Rapaport, Edutopia.org.

 According to progressives, the ferocious pace of 
technological advance changes all the rules. They believe 
that an education holding to old traditions is worse than 
useless; it’s negligent. Success in the modern world requires 
a “new literacy;” students need new skills, new tools, and 
new norms. 
 Are the progressives right? Will classically trained 
students be as out of luck in the new world as those who 
cursed Johannes Gutenberg? Of course not! Our students 
cannot only survive the digital age, they can lead it. Well-
prepared students can bridge any divide, but we must keep 
our wits about us! 
 But keeping our wits is difficult. Modern 
technology frightens us, especially as we see it motion-
blurred by rapid change. It’s like watching a bullet train 
speed past our platform. Even if we wanted to get on, 
we couldn’t catch hold now–not without having our arm 
ripped off. So why even try?
 Thankfully, things aren’t that bad. Yes, our gadgets 
evolve at breakneck speed, but humans haven’t changed 
since Adam’s lips first touched the apple in Eve’s hand. 
Men’s tools may change constantly, but the purposes for 
which they create those tools never change. Man will 
always be man, and a classical education’s cardinal goal 
is to train humans to be good humans, not good gadget 
operators. 
 This principle directs our approach to teaching 
in the digital age. Change is constant, but so is the virtue 
required to survive it. The greatest challenge our students 
face in the digital age is not acquiring basic technical skills. 
Any student with a modest amount of self-determination–
and who can read–can teach himself these skills in a long 
afternoon. No, the greatest challenge our students face 
is acquiring wisdom. After all, even if I can type at 400 

words per minute, what good is that? The critical question 
is “What will I type that quickly?” Will it be a ceaseless 
stream of narcissistic drivel (in 140-character chunks), or 
will it be something of weight and consequence? From 
this perspective, classical educators do not need to change 
anything in order to prepare their students for the digital 
age. We’re already preparing them. If the rapid change 
of technology requires anything of us, it requires wise 
decisions based on stable principles. And cultivation of 
wisdom is the very soul of our education.
 Yet wisdom is not merely apprehending timeless 
principles; it is also willing and acting according to them 
in concrete circumstances. We cannot, therefore, ignore 
advances in technology. Specifically, we cannot shun the 
Internet. More than any other advance, the Internet is 
pervasively altering our modes of communication. Man’s 
nature hasn’t changed, but the Internet is a constantly 
changing space in which man acts. We can call it the 
“virtual world” or the “digital world,” but whatever its 
name, it’s a new and distinct circumstance that warrants the 
attention of prudence. 
 On the positive side, the Internet grants us 
unprecedented access to each other and the archived 
corpus of human writing, and this access is growing all 
the time, but this is only the beginning. Take for example 
the humble search tool. Never before have men been 
able so quickly and precisely to search the contents of the 
great human library. Oh, without a doubt, danger lurks 
in this tool. Google can indeed make us dumb; Socrates 
condemned books for the same reason. The Internet can 
become “an elixir not of memory, but of reminding,” 
offering “the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom.” 
But, like books, the Internet can also make us much wiser. 
Our choices make the difference. As with the Great Books 
themselves, we should plunder the Egyptians.
 On the negative side, because the Internet is a 
new and changing space, we cannot simply assume that 
students growing up in the digital world will “just know” 
how to live in it well, any more than we can assume that 
students growing up in the real world will “just know” 
how to live in it well. Yes, mere exposure teaches them to 
manipulate the tools of the digital world, but not how to 
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do so wisely. They might be able to fix a computer, but 
they don’t know how to behave on Facebook, or search 
responsibly, or how to handle the Internet’s dangerous mix 
of freedom and anonymity. It’s like knowing how to work 
a car’s gas pedal without knowing wise driving habits. 
Simple experience can teach the former; another person 
must teach the latter. Which, incidentally, was Socrates’ 
point about books as well.
 Free men–virtuous men–must be others-focused, 
not self-focused, and this is what Christian classical 
education cultivates in our students’ hearts. But students 
need practice in order to learn virtue, and we cannot 
depend on our students to draw the connection between 
virtue in the real world and virtue in the digital world. 
We need to provide guidance and opportunities for them 
to practice. That means using technology, particularly the 
Internet, in our curriculum. Of course, this will also help 
our students reap the great benefits of wise use of the 
Internet.
 Please understand me! I am not arguing for touch-
typing classes in the second grade or for a computer lab at 
every school. Nor am I arguing for integrating Facebook 
into your class. I’m simply arguing against absolute 
negation of technology and arguing for a considered, 
realistic, and positive approach to using technology in our 
schools. It is a part of our world, and we cannot ignore it, 
nor should we want to, since there is so much good to be 
gained from it.
 Part of a realistic approach, however, means 
carefully counting the cost. I do not believe we should go 
on a shopping spree like progressive educators who hope 
that owning fancier gizmos will resolve their snowballing 
failure. Instead, we need to weigh our educational goals, 
our teachers’ time, and our school’s budget against the cost 
of buying technology. Sacrifices must be made, and I firmly 
believe in sacrificing flashy hardware over precious time in 
class or salary dollars. 
 Ironically, many educators overlook the most 
significant costs of technology: time and training. Even 
if your institution can afford a fleet of new computers, 
you must consider the time it will require to secure and 
maintain them. More importantly, you must weigh the 
cost of initial and ongoing training, especially for your 
teachers. If you neglect training, any money you spend 
will be wasted. If your teachers do not know how to use 
technology virtuously, how can they train the students to 
do so?

 Practically, however, many institutions can avoid 
large investments in hardware. Most of your students 
already have their own computers or have access to one 
at home. So you don’t need to buy computers. Instead, 
when it’s time to teach responsible search skills, have 
students bring their own devices to class, or use only one 
computer (perhaps the teacher’s or a student volunteer’s) 
and do small group tutorials. A teacher who knows what 
he or she is doing, both with the technology and with the 
assignment, is more effective than one laptop per child.
 Clearly, the most important factor is teachers who 
know what they are doing. Administrators, we need to 
train our teachers, and, teachers, it’s time to stop excusing 
your refusal to learn by complaining about technology’s 
harmful effects. You must lead by example. Show your 
students how to be excellent students and learn to use the 
tools virtuously yourselves. Only then will you be able to 
teach your students to do the same.
 Finally, if we think creatively, we can find ways to 
kill many birds with one stone. Our teachers need training 
and so do our students. It makes sense to bring these two 
together. Again, you do not need a computer lab. Instead, 
recruit a tech savvy parent to offer after school workshops 
and advertise them as BYOC: Bring Your Own Computer. 
The basic skills can be taught in hours, so a few weekend 
courses can accomplish a lot, and the conversations you can 
have about technology’s role in our lives will be invaluable.
 The good news is that a classical education will 
prepare students to lead in the digital age. Indeed, a good 
classical education meets students’ greatest need: the 
need for wisdom. Yet we cannot assume that our current 
curriculum is sufficient. If we believe in practicing virtue 
in all areas of life, we must practice it in the digital world 
as well. Incorporating technology into our curriculum does 
not require us to give up our principles. On the contrary, 
it is our unique principles that compel us to incorporate 
technology wisely. 

Brandon Booth is the Dean of Providence Classical Christian 
Academy’s Upper School in Saint Louis,MO. Along with his 
administrative duties there he also teaches Great Books and 
Theology courses and serves as a one-man IT department. When 
not at school, Brandon directs camps for Worldview Academy
Leadership Camps, develops websites, and spends time with his 
wife and 5 children. Brandon blogs at brandonbooth.com and can 
be contacted at brandonjbooth@gmail.com.
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Losing Focus: The Dangers of Technological 
Distraction
by Aaron Gentry

    n 1998 author David Shenk coined the term “Data 
Smog” to indicate the confusion and congestion that 
stems from an overabundance of information without 
the time to adequately understand or process that 
information.  If it could be said that we were choking on 
too much information in 1998, we must be suffocating 
from information overload now.  Nowhere is this more 
evident than in the lives of the students that walk into my 
classroom every day.  Armed with smartphones, tablets, 
and laptops, the modern American student has access 
to such vast quantities of instant information that each 
one can function as his own Delphic oracle, seemingly 
accessing the knowledge of the gods with answers to any 
question that his mind conceives.  On the surface it might 
seem that the information and data-rich environment 
of the modern classroom would provide the perfect 
foundation for training classical school students—we 
can focus on the “lost tools of learning” knowing that the 
specific information these tools may access is only a click 
(or finger swipe) away.  Unfortunately, more and more 
research seems to be leading to the opposite conclusion.  As 
technologists, psychologists and neuroscientists learn more 
about how the myriad gadgets and information that we 
interact with affect our brains, the news is not good.  Ours 
and our students’ lives are disrupted by the constant access 
that we have to technological gadgets, causing us less sleep 
and more distraction than ever before. 
 Many students are not known for having 
strong sleep habits in the best of times, but the glut of 
technological devices has only added to the problem.  
One recent study from the University of Rhode Island 
discovered that college students lost an extra forty-five 
minutes of sleep each week because of cell phone usage.  A 
second study from the University of Chicago found that for 
many people checking Twitter or e-mail is harder to resist 
than cigarettes or alcohol, leading one headline to proclaim, 
“Facebook More Addictive Than Cigarettes” (Forbes.com).  
The Rhode Island study also found that many students 
behave like addicts as well.  Several students in the study 

admitted to sleeping with their phones under their pillows, 
with some waking up multiple times during the night to 
respond to text messages or status updates from friends.  
While these students might represent the extremes of 
the study, my conversations with students and parents 
seem to indicate that more and more the “tech addicted” 
student represents the norm rather than the exception.  
The constant barrage of beeps, buzzes, and updates that 
permeates the technological fog in which our students 
exist keeps them tethered to a stream of information that is 
increasingly harder to set aside or ignore. Along with the 
distraction caused by the various devices at our students’ 
disposal, researchers have also found an additional 
connection between screen time and lack of sleep.  The light 
emitted by cell phones, tablets and computer screens when 
used before bed blocks the production of melatonin, a 
hormone secreted in the brain to help regulate sleep cycles.  
This means that many of our students are not getting the 
sleep that they need in order to function properly during 
the day.  It should be no surprise that many students drag 
themselves through the school day when they are not 
getting good sleep at night.  
 One of the goals of any classical education is the 
production of students who can give deep and meaningful 
attention to the world around them; discernment, logical 
thinking and cultural engagement all require sustained 
attention to particular questions.  Unfortunately our 
technology-rich culture tends to push our students in 
the opposite direction.  With social media updates, text 
messages, live sports scores and more, our students’ 
attention is constantly being pulled away from the task 
at hand.  Classicist Sarah Ruden describes the problem 
in an article written for Books and Culture.  She says, “For 
my most recent students, memorizing verb paradigms is 
just one choice, among a near infinity at hand, for the use 
of time and attention. And electronics are designed to be 
nearly effortless for users, which hardly contributes to 
value judgments about their use. Stick with a pre-exam 
review session, or answer your phone to help a friend 
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track an opponent in a paintball tournament?” (Books and 
Culture, Sep. 2011).  Our students are swimming against 
a strong current of distraction when we ask them to give 
focused attention to Homer or differential equations amidst 
a sea of personally tailored messages and entertainment 
at their fingertips.  “But maybe,” someone might say, “ we 
are helping our students to become better at multi-tasking 
and non-linear thought.”  Many of my own students 
have tried to argue that they actually learn better when 
they are able to listen to their iPod or have a TV on in the 
background.  Unfortunately, recent research demonstrates 
that multi-tasking is more mythological than actual.  Alan 
Jacobs alludes to this in his book The Pleasures of Reading in 
an Age of Distraction. He writes, “Many of us try to console 
ourselves in the midst of the blooming and buzzing by 
claiming the powers of multitasking. But a great deal of 
very thorough research into multitasking has been done in 
recent years, and it has produced some unequivocally clear 
results, chief among them being: 

• no one actually multitasks; instead, we shift 
among different tasks and give attention to only 
one at any given time; 
• the attempt to multitask results in a state of 
‘continuous partial attention’; 
• those who believe they are skilled multitaskers 
tend to be worse at it than others” (Jacobs, 83).

 Many of our students and parents are convinced 
they are adept at paying attention to many things at 
once when in reality they are paying good attention to 
none of them.  If we agree with Winifred Gallagher that 
“skillful management of attention is the sine qua non of 
the good life” (Gallagher, 2), then our students are being 
cut off from the good life by devices that promise, at 
best, an entertained life.  It is in the midst of this world 
of distraction that classical educators (who are distracted 
themselves) are called to teach. 
 It is tempting, in light of all of the research, to 
want to jettison technology and distance ourselves and 
our students from the technological morass of the modern 
world.  Unfortunately this is an unrealistic expectation in 
a world that is increasingly dependent on digital devices. 
However, there are some ways that we can help our 
students become more discerning about the technology 
in their lives.   First, we must learn to moderate our 

consumption of information.  Like any craving it is easy to 
glut ourselves with the overflow of information available 
to us at any moment.  Our nation faces an epidemic of 
obesity because people have not trained themselves to say 
no to their craving for food. With technology, like food, the 
response is not to quit eating entirely, but learning to eat 
in moderation.  Choosing times of the day to read e-mail 
or Facebook and limiting ourselves to those times will 
help us to digest the flood of technological information 
that we are taught to crave.  A second and closely related 
suggestion is that we designate certain times and spaces 
as “no technology” zones.  Modern technology seeks to be 
ubiquitous in our lives, giving us the sense that we must 
have it all the time.  Good use of technology strives to 
overcome that mentality by clearly designating activities 
that are technology free both at home and at school.  
 A third and final suggestion for helping our 
students manage their technology comes from ancient 
Christian practice: fasting.  Every spring my students and 
I participate in a voluntary technology fast.  The students 
surrender their cell phones, iPods, laptops and other digital 
devices that normally occupy their attention throughout 
the day.  They are required to abstain from TV, internet 
browsing (unless assigned by a teacher), and video games 
as well.  Each day they keep a journal of their thoughts, 
schedules and personal interactions.  Inevitably what I 
find by the end of the week is that the students are more 
relaxed, better rested, and more focused than when they 
began the week.  Many of them report getting homework 
done early, spending time in quality conversations with 
friends and family, and going to bed much earlier than 
usual.  They are always surprised to discover how much 
influence their technology holds over them.  Fasting 
has always been a means of focusing our attention 
and depriving ourselves in order than we might grow 
spiritually.  Applied to our technology it gives us a chance 
to realize that often we are enslaved to our tools rather 
than using them to do what we ought.  Just as it is wrong 
to completely jettison technology, we cannot make the 
mistake that it is entirely neutral with no effect on our lives.  
Setting aside that technology for a time gives us a chance 
to see the impact that the technological world has on all 
aspects of our lives.  
 There is no doubt that we and our students have 
great challenges when it comes to keeping our attention 



focused on the task of education.  The smog of 
information that presses in at every moment is 
always vying for our attention and affection.  
Learning to keep our attention focused, and 
helping our students to do the same is a battle 
worth fighting.  While we cannot become 
Luddites in our attempt to cope with a true 
attention deficit in our students, neither can we 
naively assume that the technology that we use 
is neutral in its effect on the teaching-learning 
process in our schools.  We must do our best 
to be educated about the various technologies 
that exist while also teaching and modeling 
discernment and moderation in our use of the 
gadgetry available to us.  Teaching students 
to be discerning and focused in an age of 
increased distraction is just one more way that 
classical Christian educators can help students 
to be “in the world, but not of the world.”  
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A Siren Song: The Promises of Digital  
Technology in the Classroom
by Steven Breedlove

   ver the last few years, it has become increasingly common 
for schools to provide a computer (or access to a computer) 
to every student.  The invention of the iPad has taken this 
growing trend and, through excellent marketing, turned 
it into a flood.  The number of public and private schools 
that issue an iPad to some or all of their students seemingly 
grows every month.  In fact, we would be hard-pressed 
to find schools wherein the students do not have access to 
a computer or an iPad on a near daily basis.  It might be 
difficult to find an innovation in education that has moved 
more quickly than the introduction of digital technology 
into the classroom.  This makes sense, though, as digital 
technology arguably has caused one of the swiftest 
sweeping cultural changes ever.  That schools have been 
caught in this wind of change should not surprise anyone.
 Because of the prevalence of the trend, more and 
more schools are compelled to and are choosing to adopt 
technologies that they cannot afford and do not need.  The 
iPad, it seems, has become the king of student computing 
in the classroom, and over time, it will no doubt become 
so ubiquitous that explaining why a school does not offer 
or allow iPads will become as difficult as it is now to try to 
justify why a school does not have or use computers.  Such 
a stance on computers currently would be met with shock 
and derision, just as the future argument (that students 
should not have an iPad) will be.
 Whether or not it is the iPad does not matter.  If 
it fades in popularity, some other device will take its 
place, offering the same siren song as the iPad does 
now.  The iPad merely serves as a useful lightning rod 
for this discussion, because it does what all of the digital 
technology is trying to do, only more successfully.  The 
allure of this technology is great, for it offers and promises 
much, too much to be ignored, and yet what it delivers 
is hardly what we might want for ourselves or for our 
students.
 The promises of the iPad in the classroom are 
multifaceted and attractive.  A few minutes of browsing 
the “iPad in Education” section of the Apple website 
reveals beautiful pictures and alluring descriptions of just 
how easy teaching will be if only all students had this 
device.  If we ignore the brutish ad populum fallacy that 
currently defends the use of computers in education and 

generalize about the remaining arguments, it seems that 
the following claims are being made.  First, an iPad offers a 
student-tailored approach to school because each student 
can work at his own speed.  Second, endless examples 
and illustrations are available through the internet, and 
thus the students will achieve greater understanding.  
Third, technology engages the students because gadgets 
are exciting, particularly to those who are struggling 
to pay attention.  Fourth, because of the possibility of 
student-created apps and programs that solve classroom 
problems, learning becomes exponential as students both 
solve the problem and build the process that solves it.  
Fifth, the students suddenly can have all of their books 
in a searchable format on their iPad, making the access to 
material easier.  
 Undergirding all of these arguments is the 
nebulous notion that the iPad offers endless possibilities 
by broadening the scope of what people can imagine and 
do.  These arguments are not unique to iPads.  If we were 
to examine the advertisements for all digital technologies, 
we would find that the general argument is that these 
technologies will make us smarter, brighter, and more able 
to solve the problems of the world.  
 The irony of the matter, however, is that iPads 
have absolutely nothing to do with education.  They are 
a popular trend without substance.  Education is about 
the growth and transformation of the human heart, mind, 
and soul through contact with truth, and iPads cannot 
accomplish this growth.  For all of its sophistication and 
allure, the iPad is no provoker of the heart, soul, or mind.  
Only ideas and people can do this.
 The idea that an iPad offers a student-tailored 
approach to education is frequently encountered and 
widely accepted.  In fact, whole curricula have been 
developed and marketed based on the premise that a 
student, through the computer, can work at his own 
pace.  In home-school networks and low performing 
public schools (who use computer programs to increase 
standardized test scores) this practice is particularly 
prevalent.  What is interesting is that few people notice the 
obvious – that books and teachers can provide the exact 
same student-tailored approach.  Books clearly can be 
read at the pace appropriate for any individual student.  

O
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Workbooks can be given and exercises accomplished at any 
pace needed.  Likewise, decent teachers have always been 
able (and been forced by necessity) to tailor the material 
to individual students.  Whatever the reason for using an 
iPad in the classroom, it must be something other than a 
student-tailored approach.    
 That an iPad or computer offers a myriad 
of examples and illustrations through the internet is 
perhaps its strongest feature.  Clearly the vivid image 
of a painting available online is preferable to the grainy 
image photocopied by the teacher, just as listening to a 
good recording of music is preferable to listening to a 
bad recording.  Digital technology certainly makes maps, 
paintings, music, and other such sensory objects pleasantly 
accessible, and it is also true that sensing the objects 
referenced in class provides an opportunity for deeper 
engagement with the subject, which could in turn produce 
understanding and altered affections.  It is worth noting, 
however, that the image or music alone is not sufficient; 
the student must engage his own imagination, and the 
iPad cannot accomplish this.  But there is a danger in the 
easy accessibility of images and music.  Easy accessibility 
quickly replaces difficult accessibility, and if iPads and 
their kin keep students from actual museums and live 
concerts, a great disservice has been done.  For the real 
painting is more enlivening than the vivid digital image 
just as the digital image is more enlivening than the grainy 
photocopy.  
 It is tempting to believe that a gadget or computer 
program will engage the disengaged student, and perhaps 
this is because it seems to.  When the teacher walks the 
students to the computer lab, the disinterested freshman 
is suddenly engaged.  This is usually because he sees 
the computer lab as a break from work and learning, 
which, unfortunately, it usually is.  If what goes on in the 
computer lab is the same pressure upon his mind to truly 
understand and be changed by truth, the mechanics of 
playing with the gadget loses its luster.  Maybe not in the 
first day or week, because novelties will last a little while, 
but once the novelty is gone and what remains is the 
awareness of the necessity of difficult thought, the gadget 
is no longer enough.  The only hope is that in the period of 
novelty the student actually engages the material in a way 
that changes him, and this change sustains further inquiry 
regardless of the absence of fun.  In this sense, an iPad 
could be used effectively, just as a new book or a trip to a 
museum or a class project could.  Unfortunately, the iPad 
is rarely the best of these catalysts because it attracts the 
attention of the student, rather than diverting the student’s 
attention to the subject.  A museum, book, or play rarely 
does this.  After all, any decent teacher will recognize that 

some catalysts are catalysts, and some merely diversions.  
A good teacher needs to notice whether the ideas behind 
the fun are the object of affection rather than the fun itself.
 Student-created apps and programs are a trendy 
way of claiming that learning is becoming exponential 
through the use of computers.  The makers of calculators 
and computers are selling their products based on the fact 
that they are not static, claiming that if the students learn 
how to develop the software, they will have learned twice.  
Certainly this can be true, although whether it is good 
for the average student is a different matter.  For the fact 
remains that most students either use the apps or formulas 
to solve the problems for them, rather than learning to 
solve these problems themselves.  To make matters worse, 
most students don’t even write the formulas in their 
calculators or iPads; they rely upon the expertise of the few 
future programmers in their midst.  Clearly it is dangerous 
for a student to use a formula to solve problems without 
knowing how to solve the problem himself, but this is 
exactly what happens.  Human nature nearly always falls 
into the trap of finding the easiest course, which means 
that most students would rather plug numbers into a 
program than learn to do the problem themselves.  Even if 
a student learns to do the problem and creates the formula 
to perform the operations for each future iteration, the loss 
of practice because of the use of the software will usually 
ensure forgetfulness of the process.
 The fact that iPads enable us to carry all of our 
books with us in a searchable format is tantalizing.  The 
prevalence and growth of the e-reader industry suggests 
it will be more and more difficult to argue against this 
advantage of the iPad over traditional books.  After all, 
who would choose a backpack laden with numerous books 
and binders when one small tablet suffices, especially 
considering that all of last year’s books are still available 
for reference on it?  Perhaps one of the most insidious 
aspects of the computer screen is how it has changed our 
reading, and yet the seeming advantages, plus the lust 
for new and wonderful technologies, have rendered any 
statement against e-reading as the cry of a Luddite.  And 
yet the fact remains that, as a digital culture, we read less 
carefully on the screen than we do on the page.  We skim, 
surf, and browse, rather than sink into the depths of a 
work and let it speak to us.  Perhaps it is possible to read 
well on a computer screen, but it does not seem to be the 
normal tendency, and offering students a device that they 
understand as a vessel for skimming is a poor choice if we 
want them to dig and ponder.
 Beyond the fact that the primary promises of 
the iPad in education do not deliver, and perhaps even 
cause harm, there are deeper reasons why heeding this 
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siren call will lead to the destruction of our goals.  For no 
matter how well we use these devices, we (and certainly 
our students) have the tendency to use the internet as 
our repository of knowledge, rather than do the difficult 
work of memorizing ourselves.  But understanding and 
transformed affections necessarily depend on having the 
facts of the matter deep within us rather than without 
us, and thus our understanding and transformation are 
stilted by the paucity of our knowledge.  Additionally, 
technologies of all sorts cause us to trust the understanding 
of another, rather than seek it ourselves.  After all, why 
learn when you can google?  
 Another danger exists in digital technology, which 
is the tendency to reduce education to the accumulation of 
facts and the acquisition of skills sets, because these are the 
two things that computers do wonderfully.  Unfortunately, 
this is not what education is.  Education is about the 
change of a mind, heart, and soul, and when we overuse 
(or even perhaps use at all!) digital technologies, we 
reinforce in our students’ minds a terrible and menacing 
utilitarian view of education.  Lastly, the more we depend 

upon and supplement with the computer, the more we 
make education a solitary event.  The fact is that education 
only matters because of relationships.  We learn facts and 
skills that come from others so that we can serve others 
with them.  Ultimately, we hope to be changed by truth 
so that we might know the One who is Truth.  Training 
our students to view education as an individualistic event 
harms their souls in ways that are deeper than we can 
imagine.
 And so we would do well to reject the siren call 
that leads to the destruction of our vision.  Education is 
about, after all, nothing more than a teacher, a student, and 
an idea.

Steven Breedlove is the Upper School Principal at Veritas 
Christian Academy. He received his BA in Classics from UNC 
Chapel Hill and an MA in Private School Leadership from 
Columbia University. Steven has taught Latin, Greek, Rhetoric, 
Philosophy, History, and Math over the years at Veritas. He 
has also been the coach of the Middle School boys’ soccer and 
basketball teams.
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Now We See in a Mirror Dimly
by Peter H. Vande Brake, M.Div., Ph.D.

          his summer there was a headline in my local paper 
that caught my eye. In large, bold, capital letters were the 
words, “FACING FACTS,” and then in bold type below 
that was the sub-heading, “Survey debunks negative 
opinion of teens and social media.” I wondered what 
negative opinion had been “debunked” and how the 
“debunking” had happened. So I read on. 
 The article explained that most teenagers (ages 
13-17) have positive rather than negative experiences with 
social media. Social media platforms such as Facebook, 
MySpace, and Twitter have helped young people “keep 
in touch with their friends, get to know other students 
at their school better, or connect with those who share a 
common interest.”  Also “half of teens said they feel social 
networks helped their friendships . . . Three out of 10 (sic.) 
teens said social networks made them feel more outgoing.”  
Other benefits listed in the article were that teens felt more 
confident, popular, and sympathetic to others as a result of 
spending time utilizing social media. 
 Some negative effects were mentioned too such 
as the “adult-like weariness” that teens can feel from 
the constant pressure to text or post something new 
on their Facebook page known as “Facebook fatigue.”  
Nevertheless, the general consensus of the article was 
that even though teenagers may be overindulging in 
social media a bit, it is helping them make friends and it 
is causing teens to feel better about themselves. Thus, the 
article concluded that, contrary to popular opinion, social 
media is basically good for teenagers rather than bad. 
 More specifically, according to the author, the 
negative opinion that has been discredited by this study 
is the “popular perception that using social-media sites 
is inherently harmful because of the dangers of isolation, 
bullying from peers, the release of private or personal 
information, or online predators.”  Evidently, she thinks 
that the possibility of these dangers becoming a reality is 
so remote (only four percent of respondents reported a 
harmful effect of social media on their relationships) that 
we shouldn’t worry about them. 
 There are several problems with the claim of 
“debunking” that is being proffered in this article. First, 
it states that most people think that “using social media 

sites is inherently harmful.”  In other words, the majority 
of people think that the use of social media sites inevitably 
results in some kind of harm for teenage users because of 
the dangers listed above. This opinion is offered without 
substantiation. However, this seems like an unreasonable 
claim. It may be that this is not a claim that needs to be 
“debunked” because it is a claim so extreme most people 
don’t really hold it. 
 Second, the author makes the assertion that social 
media was once thought to be inherently harmful, but now 
that opinion has been “debunked” by virtue of the fact 
that most teenagers report having a positive experience 
with it. However, this is something like saying that 
automobiles were once thought to be inherently harmful, 
but that perception has been “debunked” because the vast 
majority of teenagers do not have fatal accidents in them. 
This is a false portrayal of the issue. Using social media is 
not “inherently harmful” to everyone who utilizes it, but 
the dangers are real and need to be carefully avoided. An 
automobile is not inherently harmful either; not everyone 
who climbs into a car will get into an accident. But driving 
a car is a dangerous undertaking and care must be taken 
to avoid an accident. Just ask any parent who has recently 
placed his keys into the hand of a novice driver; the 
potential for disaster is enough to keep you awake at night 
even if the probability for a serious accident is relatively 
miniscule. 
  Third, this study, which was conducted by 
Common Sense Media, is based on self-reports from 
teenagers who are immersed in social media. The study 
itself states that “those who are immersed in social media 
may not be best positioned to assess whether it is having 
an impact on them or not.”  It also warns that this kind of 
research is “useful for providing descriptive statistics and 
exploring associations between variables, but it cannot 
demonstrate causality between any of those variables.”  So 
to draw the conclusion from this study that we no longer 
need to worry about the harmful effects of social media 
because most teenagers report having a positive experience 
with it is overreaching the scope of the evidence to say 
the least. The conclusion of the report states, “None of 
this means that there’s nothing to worry about when it 
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comes to teens and social media. The concerns are real: 
about privacy, bullying, hate speech, body image, and 
oversharing, to name a few.”   
 So it is perhaps more accurate to say that there are 
some benefits to using social media, and there are some 
dangers that, if possible, need to be carefully avoided; 
however,  this is merely stating the obvious. There is also 
a deeper sense in which social media and technology can 
have a negative effect on those who use it by chipping 
away at the kinds of interactions that make us most human. 
Social media offers the illusion of companionship without 
friendship, it promotes the de-incarnation of the bond 
between word and body, and it encourages interaction that 
is efficient and shallow rather than real and authentic. 
 Most of what I see on my Facebook page is trivial 
and superficial. By perusing profiles, I can often find out 
where my friends from high school live and where they 
work. Sometimes when I read their posts, I can get some 
idea of their political stances or religious views. I see 
pictures of their families, their pets, and their vacations, 
but I don’t really know them anymore because I don’t see 
them face-to-face or talk to them on the phone. I don’t 
know what their lives have really been like, what they have 
suffered and what they have celebrated. They post witty 
sayings on their walls or funny pictures or videos. We share 
a laugh alone in front of our computer screens and then 
comment with an “lol” or click on the “like” button to show 
approval. Sometimes it even seems like we laughed at it 
together. Someone might post something sentimental that 
will put a lump in your throat or make your eyes well up, 
but the real stuff doesn’t get posted very often.  Facebook 
isn’t designed to bear the weight of real life. 
 Shelly Turkle, the author of Alone Together, has said 
that one of the problems with social media is that “there’s 
this sense that you can have the illusion of companionship 
without the demands of friendship. The real demands 
of friendship, of intimacy, are complicated.”  Friending 
and defriending someone on Facebook is accomplished 
with the click of a mouse; it is a process that is both sterile 
and uncomplicated. Real friendship demands time and 
attention. It is joyful and rich, but can also be painful 
for a host of different reasons. Real friendship can be as 
comfortable and warm as your favorite sweatshirt, but 
it can also be inconvenient and awkward. Social media, 
by its nature, removes much of what is required for true 
friendship to exist between two people. Friendship is 
best accomplished face to face in the real world without 
a cyber intermediary. Maybe there are some people on 

your Facebook “friends” list that you would call at four 
in the morning in the midst of a personal crisis, but that is 
probably only because you spend a lot of time with them in 
real life. 
 Almost half of the young people (49%) who 
participated in this survey carried out by Common Sense 
Media prefer face to face encounters with friends over 
any form of social media interaction. They seem to realize 
that there is a distinction between Facebook friends and 
real friends without too much trouble. They understand 
that sharing a laugh in person is better and more fun that 
posting something witty online that you hope your friends 
will laugh at with you. 
 All forms of social media de-incarnate language. 
The nature of social media is to take language out of 
context by separating the words from the one who spoke 
or thought them. This is not a new problem; it is as old 
as written language, but technology has allowed written 
messages to occur instantly and often.  When you write a 
letter by hand, you have more time to think about what 
you are going to say because it takes longer to do. If 
you say something that is difficult or confrontational or 
controversial in the letter, you also can take time to decide 
whether or not you should send the letter. If you send the 
letter you know that it is going to take some time for the 
person to receive the letter, and you can call and apologize 
before the letter gets to its intended destination if you 
need to. However, when you can send a message with the 
click of a button in the heat of the moment without fully 
considering what you are saying, you can easily say things 
that you wish you had not said. For instance, twenty-five 
percent of teens admitted that they had said something bad 
about someone online or while texting that they would not 
have said in person.  
 This kind of separation of the word from the flesh 
that is inherent in social media can also encourage a sense 
of boldness or perhaps even wantonness that one would 
not otherwise have in a face-to-face encounter. Thirty-one 
percent of the teens surveyed revealed that they had flirted 
online with someone that they would not have approached 
in person. When you are using social media it is far too 
easy to have one face online and another in person. 
 Steve Baarendse has rightly pointed out that “so 
much of human communication lies in the incarnational 
bond between word and body. Think about the volumes 
conveyed by a piercing glance, an eye moistened with 
tears, a tender hand on the shoulder.”  The human 
incarnation of language brings a great deal of context and 
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meaning to language. The teens surveyed said that the 
top reason why face-to-face communication is preferred is 
because it is more fun, but second on the list was because 
you “can understand what people mean better.”  Being 
there really does make a difference. As Baarendse says, 
“Pointed sarcasm or a tough word of confrontation can 
be tempered in person—the surgeon’s scalpel that cuts 
in order to heal—but these words are often blunt meat 
cleavers on Facebook.” 
 Perhaps the most disconcerting finding in the 
Common Sense Media survey is that one third of thirteen 
to seventeen year olds would rather text than talk to 
someone face to face.  The basic reason they gave for this 
is that it is more efficient. Thirty percent of those who 
preferred texting said that it is the quickest and twenty-
three percent said that it is the easiest. Sixteen percent said 
that it gave them more time to respond. Sherry Turkle also 
comments on this saying that texting “is less risky, (young 
people feel that they) can just get the information out there. 
(They) don’t have to get involved.”  Texting someone can 
circumvent awkwardness that cannot be avoided in person. 
Cultivating friendships is demanding; it takes lots of 
negotiating. People use technology to skip and cut corners 
and to not have to do some of these very hard things.  
Turkle proposes that “this generation is given the option 
to not do some of the hardest things in adolescence.”  She 
worries that they “are growing up without some basic 
skills in many cases.”  
 Texting rather than talking allows friendships to 
be more efficient, but it also means that friendships can 
become more mechanical and shallow, especially if texting 
is the primary vehicle for communication between friends. 
In order to have relationships that are real and authentic, 
face-to-face communication is necessary. Technology 
encourages face-to-screen communication. Next time 

you are in an airport take notice of how many people are 
absorbed in their laptops, tablets, or smartphones. People 
rarely even people-watch anymore; they are too riveted to 
their screens to even notice what is going on around them. 
 Using social media is not inherently harmful, 
but reasonable precautions are always advisable and 
even necessary to avoid the pitfalls of bullying, isolation, 
hate-speech, oversharing, and predators. The more subtle 
dangers that we need to be aware of are how it affects 
our communication and our relationships. Among these 
hazards are the illusion of companionship without real 
friendship, the de-incarnation of the bond between word 
and body, and the temptation to move toward interactions 
that are efficient and shallow rather than real and 
authentic.
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Classical Schools and the Generational 
Struggle with Technology
by Robert Littlejohn

        erhaps the most helpful acknowledgment toward 
understanding the very real challenges that we face with 
technology is that our schools are governed and managed 
by Boomers II and Gen X who hire Gen X and Gen Y 
educators to teach Gen Z students whose parents are 
Gen X/Y and whose grandparents are Boomers I/II.  Each 
generation uses, responds to and feels differently about 
technology, and keeping it all straight could be someone’s 
full time job!
 An interesting read for Classical Christian 
Educators is What Technology Wants by Kevin Kelly.  His 
basic message is that technology is an irresistible (almost 
organic) force in our culture that is neither inherently good 
nor evil.  It is up to us to interact with and use technology 
in ways that genuinely enhance learning, build community 
and effectively further Christ’s kingdom.
 But, there is within the classical mindset a natural 
resistance to technology - and with good reason.  However, 
given that Gen Z has never known the relatively tech-
free world that parents and educators remember, we risk 
relegation to irrelevance and obscurity, even the death of a 
movement, if we are not informed, proactive and strategic 
in our technology policies and practices.
 This is not about content.  It is about a medium.  
Sheer exposure to (much more, immersion in) the new 
technologies forms the brain differently and, if unchecked, 
can actually limit the ability to learn through traditional 
means.  At the very least, technology is profoundly 
changing the way our students learn.  Ultimately, we must 
choose between meeting students where they are and 
facing dramatically declining enrollment.
 We’ve long known about learning modalities, and 
that different students learn best through visual, auditory 
or kinesthetic modes.  The most effective educator will 
“pitch” the lesson to all three “kinds of learners” while 
purposefully developing all three learning styles in each 
student.  Developing skill is as important as gaining 
knowledge.  If we haven’t prepared the visual learner 
for the still predominately auditory world of the college 
classroom, we have failed him.  A similar approach 

to technology must now be layered upon the many 
responsibilities that today’s teachers juggle.

Communication
 Our schools send letters, annual reports, donor 
requests, newsletters, report cards, transcripts and thank 
you notes via US mail.  Some recipients love and depend 
on this form of communication while others simply 
pile it with the bills, magazines and junk mail until it is 
convenient to toss it (unread) into the nearest trash bin.  
Teachers may send class calendars, assignments and 
announcements home in homework folders, but increasing 
numbers of two-income and single-parent families would 
rather read it online.
 Email, phone and even text broadcasts are becoming 
standard, resulting in conflicting complaints of too much 
or too little communication and the occasional request 
to “take me off your broadcast list.”  Some stakeholders 
cleverly create unique email accounts for school 
communications, which can then be conveniently ignored.  
Meanwhile, individual email communication is beginning 
to consume an inordinate amount of time for teachers and 
principals, adding to the burden of teaching and increasing 
the likelihood of misunderstanding and professional 
burnout.
 Additionally, most schools are adopting 
administrative software and/or website portals with 
individual teacher blog, dropbox and calendar capabilities 
to manage everything from lesson plans to athletic game 
cancellations.  Each system has its limitations, and few 
schools are truly happy with what they are using.  “To 
push or not to push” is becoming the new Shakespearean 
expression.
 How people want to receive and process their 
information varies greatly with lifestyle and generation.  
And with increasing consumerism and a struggling 
economy, the savvy school will endeavor to communicate 
with stakeholders according to their individual preferences 
as much as possible.

P
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Instruction
 Among the unfortunate misconceptions that 
conventional educators and the popular media have 
cultivated among today’s parents is that student access to 
technology in the classroom guarantees better learning.  
A Christian school in our area is advertising that every 
4th-12th grade student is provided a MacBook, and every 
K-3 classroom is equipped with a SmartBoard.  Really?  I 
suspect this is more about market pressures than pedagogy, 
and it may be the easier route to take than educating 
prospective parents in the genuine educational benefits of 
limiting technology in the classroom.
 But, the reality, substantiated by educational 
research, is that computers in the hands of students 
(especially young students) are often a distraction from 
learning.   At many, if not most, conventional schools 
computers have taken the place of the film as the latest 
version of in-class baby sitters, freeing teachers from the 
burdensome responsibility of actually teaching. 
 Further, technology in the hands of teachers, 
improperly used, can also hinder learning.  While, Power 
Point can be a tremendous teaching tool, reading slide-
after-slide of sentences can be even more effective at 
putting students to sleep than a dry lecture alone.  Worse 
still is the time so often wasted when technology doesn’t 
work.  Precious minutes slip by while a teacher (or his 
students) fiddles with buttons and cables, hoping that 
something he does will help the lesson begin or resume.
 But, when properly understood and utilized as a 
tool to enhance teaching and learning, technology can 
elevate instruction to a whole new level while meeting 
Gen Z students “where they are.”  Static or dynamic 
projection of a live Internet feed via LCD or SmartBoard 
can absolutely bring Art, History, Science and current 
events to life.  And, while “feature-length” films will bore 
Gen Z, a brief YouTube clip on any of thousands of topics 
can capture their interest and imagination.  Or Air Playing 
an excerpt from an iBook (iPad to monitor) can turn static 
textbook images, illustrations and graphs into interactive 
experiences.  And, the creative use of a website or app can 
demonstrate in minutes what ordinarily takes a whole class 
period or a field trip in some academic disciplines.
 The key, as with any tool, is that technology 
should be one among several methods used for 
effective instruction.  The teacher who tethers himself 
to the keyboard and gives up hands-on activities, class 
discussion, solving problems or diagramming sentences 
at the board, and getting outside now and then will be a 

poorer teacher for his use of technology.  While technology 
might be part of every lesson, it should not be ALL of any 
lesson.

Student Use of Technology
 Those attending last summer’s SCL conference in 
Charleston heard Susan Wise Bauer advocate teaching 
proper QWERTY keyboarding and Internet search skills 
beginning in 4th grade.  Whether schools takes this advice 
really should depend on their strategic placement of “the 
grammar of computing” in their whole-school scope and 
sequence and not on pressures imposed by what the school 
down the street is doing.  Performance data (theirs and 
ours) is the better litmus test as to who is providing the 
better education.
 A general principle of skills placement is that we 
don’t hold a student responsible for a skill until we have 
taught it to them.  And, once we have taught it to them, we 
should immediately begin to hold them responsible to use 
it so as not to let them fall out of practice.  
 Schools must first ask at what level they will begin 
to regularly require word processed and Internet search 
assignments.  No doubt a processed assignment is easier 
to grade, but at what stage is it best for the student?  The 
answer must take a number of things into consideration.  
Among them: Will word processing and/or computer 
searches require additional home time for assignments, 
leaving less time for other critical practice and study?  Will 
penmanship and the developmental (tactile) benefits of 
handwriting suffer?  Will students be properly supervised/
protected in fulfilling assigned tasks using the Internet?  
And, can you be sure who has done the assignment?  
These issues must then be weighed against the concern 
that waiting too late to teach proper computing skills will 
mean having to overcome bad habits formed through self 
teaching.  If not by 4th grade, students should acquire these 
skills at least by middle school, and use them regularly 
thereafter. 
 And, what of smart devices and laptop computer 
use in the high school classroom?  Again, Gen Z students 
may find greater efficiency with note-taking and class 
participation using their technology.  Smart devices can 
double as sophisticated calculators, and run quick Internet 
searches - on the spot.  Obviously, clear guidelines and 
accountability are essential; devices out in plain sight, 
ringers off, no texting, no tweeting, use as directed.
 Frankly, we are probably less than two years away 
from having every high school text available as an iBook or 



technologypolicy

Society for Classical Learning • Fall 2012  19

on Kindle.  Some very fine texts are already available.  This 
could mean a huge savings to schools and families, could 
lighten the back pack load and, with cloud access from any 
computer or device, could mean never leaving the book at 
school.  But as much sense as this seems to make, we are 
wise to manage every transition incrementally – learning 
what works and what doesn’t work for us in the process.
 The same applies to another personal prediction that 
computer labs will soon be a thing of the past, as schools 
begin to provide “smart spaces” and “hotspots” outside the 
classroom for wireless student/teacher interactive learning.  
Such spaces will feel like Starbucks with a SmartBoard, 
where anyone can easily send his device’s image to the 
big screen for group discussion, problem solving or 
creative development.  It is already the case at colleges 
and universities that 80% of learning takes place outside 
the classroom.  The question for us, as K-12 educators, 
is can Gen Z high schoolers be far behind their college 
counterparts?  

Abuse of Technology
 Parenting is harder than it used to be.  Generally 
speaking, few parents know what their kids’ devices 
can do, or what they are doing with them.  And, adult 
perceptions aside, kids are often genuinely naive about 
appropriate use of their devices.  Both need instruction and 
guidance from us as educators.
 On the one hand, Gen Z kids are far more savvy 
about technology than their parents and teachers.  They 
understand what their devices can do, how to circumvent 
parental controls and how to set up dummy social media 
accounts for their parents to monitor.  On the other hand, 
even “good kids” are so desensitized by prime time 
television, the popular music culture and peer attitudes 
that language and topics which are highly offensive to Gen 
X parents are just “normal,” even seemingly innocent.  
 Our new challenge, as schools in the classical and 
biblical traditions, is to adjust our thoughts and actions 
when it comes to partnering with today’s parents.  We must 
still be ever so cautious not to usurp parental authority.  It 
remains the case that our calling is as schools – not parents/
families.  But parents are, perhaps, more in need of godly 
wisdom and assistance from educators than ever before.  
It is more likely than not that a parent’s first hint that her 
child is into something inappropriate or dangerous will 
come from a school official who has discovered it through 

the regular “buzz” about school.  
 I have always erred on the side of leaving too 
much, rather than too little, to parental authority and 
responsibility.  But for those reasons stated above and a 
variety of others, including the necessity of preserving a 
school culture that honors Christ, I am embracing a pretty 
substantial paradigm shift for one who has spent 21 years 
in classical Christian schooling.  I am arguing that whatever 
a student posts through any medium, whatever he or she 
says or claims to have done, should be addressed as though 
it occurred at school.  Discipline should not be left to the 
parent, but should be meted out at school for the good of 
the student and the good of the school community.
 Students should be instructed (and parents 
informed) regarding what is and what is not appropriate 
for “virtual living,” and students should be trained in the 
godly behavior of holding one another accountable for 
living appropriately in the physical and virtual worlds.  
This is especially important when it comes to what is 
said about fellow students and authority figures.  Cyber 
bullying and publicly trashing one’s school are injurious 
to both the perpetrator and the victim of such behaviors 
and will quickly undermine a positive school culture if 
unchecked.
 Although our focus is solidly upon our students, 
perhaps we need to take more seriously than ever the 
notion that our schools are responsible to educate many 
constituencies: students, teachers, board members, donors, 
our broader communities and (saving them for last) 
parents.  Workshops on topics such as Internet Safety, 
Cyber Bullying, Social Media, Classical Learning: What 
the Data Say, When to Let Your Student Drive a Smart 
Device, etc… will be great for some.  But, remembering the 
generational differences of your intended audience, it may 
be best to push and post headlines with clickable links to 
pertinent articles or, better yet, YouTube videos on these 
and other important topics.  The more our families learn, in 
ways that are best for them to learn, the more our schools 
will enjoy the benefits of a cohesive community of faith and 
learning, both physically and virtually.

Robert Littlejohn, Ph.D., is the Head of School at Trinity 
Academy of Raleigh.  He is also the co-author (with Charles T. 
Evans) of Wisdom and Eloquence: A Christian Paradigm for 
Classical Learning.
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A
Words and Things
by T. David Gordon

          s a theologian, I observe that God has prohibited 
images in His worship; in large measure because they are 
non-linguistic.  Only language has even a fighting chance 
of facilitating a correspondence between word and world; 
image simply cannot do it because images contain no verbs 
and therefore cannot predicate anything (representative 
images merely represent what they represent, in 
varying degrees of precision; they do not and cannot 
predicate anything about what they represent; a hundred 
photographs of the Grand Canyon can only approximate, 
visually, what it looks like when one is present there; they 
cannot say a word about what they represent).  
 The digital revolution continues to move from 
language to image.  The original “command line” 
computers were incapable of image and entirely language-
based; later they became semi-capable, and the first GUIs 
didn’t appear until the mid-1980s, and color editions of 
these were around by the late 80s/early 90s, after which 
many “advances” became “advances” in imaging.  Almost 
all (even Kindle, ostensibly a language-intensive device) of 
the newer digital devices boast improvements in imaging 
technologies, cameras, and imaging apps.  Even cloud 
computing is largely intended to provide the large amounts 
of storage that are simply not possible on the devices as the 
devices themselves become smaller and smaller while the 
video and photography files become larger and larger.  We 
don’t send a postcard or handwritten note from Scotland, 
saying, “We had a wonderful evening in the Royal and 
Ancient with four delightful gentlemen tonight;” we 
take four or five photos, Tweet or Text them, and expect 
people to figure out for themselves what happened.  So, 
at precisely the time when the relation between word and 
world has become largely dissolved, our technologies also 
contribute to the same dissolution, by encouraging image 
and discouraging language (and churches, ordinarily 
clueless about culture analysis, follow the cultural pattern 
by expanding their budgets for and uses of, such digital 
technologies).  
 Churches (or academic institutions) fairly 
commonly attempt to “reach the youth” by doing the exact 
opposite of what they ought to do in our cultural moment.  
In a moment where there is already a tenuous relation 
between words and the realities to which they refer, we 
compose hymns and choruses that ascribe almost nothing 
to anything else, but merely express how the (so-called) 

worshiper feels about worshiping.  Language is frequently 
employed in such settings not to say something about 
Reality, but to say something about how the singer feels.  I 
observed this recently when I evaluated the well-known “In 
Christ Alone,” which is often regarded as one of the better 
of the contemporary hymns. When I observed it casually 
I concurred in the judgment, happy that a hymn had been 
written about “Christ alone.”  On closer reading, I have 
abandoned my earlier judgment.  The hymn is not about 
“Christ alone;” it is about my being “In Christ Alone.”  I 
had originally thought “what heights of love” referred to 
Christ’s redemptive love for me, until I read the words that 
follow:  “What heights of love, what depths of peace, when 
fears are stilled, when strivings cease…”  It isn’t Christ’s 
peace, fears or strivings that are referred to; it is mine.  
And therefore, the first expression “what heights of love” 
probably refers to the love I feel for Christ, not Christ’s love 
for me.  
 The next three stanzas of the hymn do indeed 
refer to three important “moments” in the actual life of the 
Incarnate Christ, summarized by “who took on flesh…‘Til 
on that cross…bursting forth on glorious day…”  But note 
how rapidly they do so.  Previous hymnwriters would have 
written an entire hymn, with six or seven stanzas about 
either the Incarnation, or the Passion, or the Resurrection; 
here, we get just four lines for each.  After this, we’re right 
back to talking about me:  “For I am His…bought…No 
guilt…no fear…This is the power of Christ in me…”  The 
hymn does not sustain any concentrated attention to the 
work of Christ outside of me; its focus is on my being “In 
Christ.”  The hymn is not heterodox; it says nothing untrue.  
But, as is true of the culture that produced it, it employs 
language to talk about subjective feelings rather than to talk 
about (much) objective reality.
 To use medieval language, we have all become 
“nominalists,” whose words have little to do with world.  
The theistic refutation of Nominalism is even more 
important now than ever.  Christian Theism is vigorously 
Realist, and that is so from the very first page of the Bible.  
Christians refer to Reality as “creation,” reflecting our belief 
in an intelligent Creator; for us, Reality/Creation reflects 
or displays the intelligent intention or purpose or meaning 
of the One who made it:  “The heavens declare the glory 
of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Psa. 
19:1).
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 Further, in some prominent biblical texts that 
describe the process of creation, this Creator is referred to 
as Logos (“reason,” “meaning,” “word,” “language”):  

In the beginning was the Word (ὁ λόγος), and 
the Word was with God, and the Word was God 
(θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος).  He was in the beginning with 
God.  All things were made through him (πάντα 
δι᾿ αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο), and without him was not any 
thing (οὐδὲ ἕν) made that was made. (John 1:1-3). 

The statement is comprehensive, both positively (πάντα, 
“all things”) and negatively (οὐδὲ ἕν, literally, “without 
him, not even one thing was made”).  Thus, all that is 
has been made; and all that has been made, without one 
exception (οὐδὲ ἕν), is made by this God who, in his 
Second Person, is entitled ὁ λόγος.
 This Creator, who makes all of reality that exists 
outside of Himself, perceives and names the reality he 
makes:  “And God saw that the light was good.… God 
called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night” (v. 
5, cf. also vv. 8 and 10).  In perceiving and naming what 
he makes, God recognizes and confirms his creational 
intent, or meaning.  God perceived/saw that “the light 
was good” before he “called the light Day.”  What was (in 
this case light) preceded his naming it; the reality existed 
before the name.  For the creature made in God’s image, 
then, the goal of all human perceiving and naming is to 
approximate, as closely as is humanly possible, the divine 
perceiving and naming of what is actually there.  That is, 
we are not free to misconstrue God’s creation; to perceive 
it differently than God does or to name it differently 
than God does.   We are not morally free, for instance, to 
perceive the darkness as light, or to call it “light.”
 We also note that, in the case of God, naming 
precedes creating; meaning precedes reality:  “And God 
said, “Let there be light,” and there was light” (and this 
pattern recurs through the rest of the creation narrative).  
Meaning/definition/naming actually precedes the existence 
of the created thing itself; it is not a mere interpretation 
after-the-fact.  Before a particular aspect of what we call 
created reality exists, it exists in the mind and speech of 
God; what it is (light) precedes that it is.  Note then the 
four-part progression:  naming--creating--perceiving--
naming:  “And God said, ‘Let light be’…and there was 
light…and God saw that the light was good…and God 
called the light Day.”  The meaning-ascribing language 
brackets the creation of reality itself.  Before making, God 
expresses (verbally/linguistically) what he will make; he 
then makes it; he perceives that it is “good” (i.e. that it 
corresponds to his creational purpose),  and he calls it 
what he originally intended it to be (in this case, “light”).  
 Nominalism reduces this four-part progression 

to two parts:  the existence of something and the naming 
of it; but Nominalism denies that any meaning precedes 
existence, and therefore denies any objective truthfulness 
to the naming that is attached to reality.   It is “mere” 
naming that we attribute to reality; but such naming 
cannot make any claims of correspondence to the actual 
nature of reality.  For Christian Theistic Realism, by 
contrast, there is naming/meaning before there is created 
reality, and naming/meaning after there is created reality; 
and, in the case of God, the two namings, and the reality 
they name, correspond.  There is a true correspondence, 
Realism would say, between naming and nature, between 
language and reality, between word and world.  The 
truthfulness, then, of all human naming/meaning, is 
dependent on, reflective of, and responsible to, the divine 
naming/meaning.  If God names/describes his creation as 
orderly, we are not free to name/describe it as disorderly; 
if God names/describes his creation as harmonious, we are 
not free to name/describe it as dis-harmonious. 
 The Christian church could (if she were perceptive 
enough to do so) provide an alternative view of reality by 
her liturgy and by the lives of individual disciples.  Her 
liturgy contains lectio continuo, for instance, in which large 
portions of (linguistic) Scripture are read in consecutive 
order in the service.  The (linguistic) Scriptures are also 
proclaimed in Word, and in the liturgy of the Eucharist.  
Her prayers and hymns provide linguistic means by which 
the congregation replies to God’s offering of Himself in 
Word and Sacrament.  The whole event is highly linguistic, 
and in the process of being so, the event implicitly declares 
its confidence in language to address reality (indeed, to 
address Reality).
 Individual disciples of Christ also express 
confidence in language’s relation to reality when they 
commit themselves to a lifelong task of understanding 
and obeying the will of God as disclosed in Holy 
Scripture.  They regard as true even the abstract 
language communicated by Christ’s apostles, such as 
in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brothers, whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there 
is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, 
think about these things.”  How could we “think about” 
(λογίζεσθε) things that have no existence or reality?  But, 
for Christ’s apostle, some things really are true, honorable, 
just, pure, lovely, commendable, excellent, or worthy of 
praise, and Christ’s disciples concur with Paul’s judgment.
 In liturgy, education, and individual life, then, 
Christians should continue to regard and employ language 
as a reliable (though often imperfect) guide to reality 
outside of the subjective experience thereof.  We continue, 
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despite all the mystery associated with it, to serve the “true 
and living God,” who has disclosed Himself supremely 
when his “Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us.”  
Language can indeed be employed to talk about feelings; 
but in a culture that does little more than this, we are 
hardly counter-cultural if that is all we employ it for.  
God is a “fortress,” regardless of how we feel about His 
being one (Psa. 46).  He created the heavens and the earth, 
regardless of how we feel about His having done so.  He is 
so holy that only saying it three times catches the weight 
(Isa. 6), regardless of how we feel about His holiness.  His 
Son will deliver us from the coming wrath (1 Thes. 1:10), 
regardless of how we feel about that coming wrath or our 
deliverance therefrom.  
 For educators, especially, our moment requires 
a resistance to the various fads, trends, or technologies 
that obscure the relationship between word and world, 
between words and things:  There are really no “visual 
learners” or “auditory learners;” there are linguistic 
learners, who employ all five of their God-given senses, 
aided by language, to name and perceive reality around 
them.  Images, and the digital technologies that display 
them, can make no propositional statements about reality; 
only language can do so.  Images may dazzle our students; 
images may amuse our students; but images simply make 
no statements about what is real or not, what is virtuous 
or not; what is beautiful or not; what is worthy of praise 

or not.   “Reflection papers,” that describe a student’s 
feelings about a matter, cannot rightly replace descriptive 
or evaluative papers that describe the thing itself and/or 
evaluate it within a theistic framework.
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furtherreading

Bauerlein, Mark. The Dumbest Generation: How the 
Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans and Jeopardizes 
Our Future. 
Despite the sensationalist title, Bauerlein, a college English 
professor, provides a wealth of statistical and anecdotal 
evidence for his claim that the way young people choose 
to use digital devices is putting their ability for focused 
reading, deep reflection, and language acquisition at risk.  
He lays some of the blame at the feet of the “mentors” 
who have forsaken the task of passing on great ideas 
from the past and stimulating intellectual growth in order 
to promote self-discovery and creativity cut loose from 
tradition.  The chapter “The Betrayal of the Mentors” is a 
must-read for classical educators as it makes vivid what we 
are up against.
Recommended by Linda Dey, The Imago School, MA

Carr, Nicholas. The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing 
to Our Brains.
In 1985, Neil Postman published one of the seminal books 
of the twentieth century. Though brief, Amusing Ourselves to 
Death explained how the widespread embrace of television 
radically altered the very nature of Western society by 
moving us from a typographic age captivated by words 
to a visual one addicted to distraction. Twenty-three 
years later, Nicholas Carr asked in the Atlantic a related 
question: Is Google Making Us Stoopid? Carr’s consequent 
research definitively answered “yes” and resulted in 
his 2011 book entitled The Shallows: What the Internet is 
Doing to Our Brains. Both Postman and Carr explain why 
instrumentalism (the belief that technology is neutral) 
is simply false and how contemporary, image-based 
technologies focused on speed inherently undermine deep 
thought, community, and the sacred. Thereby, both books 
are essential reading for instructors considering the place of 
modern technology in their classroom, for teachers needing 
to understand their students, and for educators wishing to 
train up good stewards of God’s gifts.
Recommended by Jason Edwards, Grove City College, PA 

Jackson, Maggie.  Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and 
the Coming Dark Age.
These quotations capture the thrust of Jackson’s case for our 
need to refocus on the importance of developing the ability 
of attentiveness in ourselves and our children:
 “I am not alone in wondering how often our 
children will experience the hard-fought pleasures of 
plunging deeply into a thought, a conversation, a state of 
being.”
 “Amid the glittering promise of our new 
technologies and the wondrous potential of scientific gains, 

we are nurturing a culture of social diffusion, intellectual 
fragmentation, sensory detachment…The way we live 
is eroding our capacity for deep, sustained, perceptive 
attention-the building block of intimacy, wisdom, and 
cultural progress.”
Recommended by Linda Dey

Jacobs, Alan.  The Pleasures of Reading in the Age of 
Distraction.
Alan Jacobs, professor of English at Wheaton College and 
biographer of C. S. Lewis, challenges conventional wisdom 
that Americans are no longer reading and that reading 
technology—in the form of Kindles, Nooks, and other 
e-readers—has a negative effect on reading habits.  Using 
data from a recent survey by the National Endowment for 
the Arts, Jacobs claims that reading is alive and well in this 
country, even if it looks a little different.  The author claims 
that –much to his surprise—his own reading habits have 
improved with the use of an e-reader: “I don’t think that 
e-readers are going to be a cure-all for everyone in need of 
cultivating better and longer attention.  But I do think that 
my experience suggests that it’s not reasonable to think 
of ‘technology’—in the usual vaguely pejorative meaning 
of that word—as the enemy of reading” (p. 82).  In his 
discussion, Jacob reviews many popular works—e.g., Carr’s 
The Shallows and Bauerlein’s The Dumbest Generation—on 
the influence of technology on learning, thinking, and 
reading.
Recommended by Daniel Coupland, Hillsdale College, MI

Plato. Phaedrus. Phaedrus is a Platonic dialogue in 
which Plato’s Socrates explores the powers and dangers 
of rhetoric. Combined with Plato’s Gorgias it raises 
almost every question you can think of when reflecting 
on the right use of language, an issue that will never 
go away no matter what technology we develop.                                                                                                                           
Recommended by Andrew Kern, The Circe Institute

Stoll, Clifford. High Tech Heretic.
High Tech Heretic makes a readable and persuasive case 
against computers in the classroom and other issues 
related to life in the digital fast lane.  Although some 
of his examples are outdated—the book was written 
in 1999—Cliff Stoll insightfully debunks much of the 
mythology surrounding the place of computers.  Engineer, 
curmudgeon, and self-confessed techno junkie, Stoll 
has elsewhere made dubious predictions such as that 
e-commerce would prove unviable.  Nonetheless, his basic 
analysis gives solid, intellectual ammo to the fight for 
incarnational, teacher-centered schools.
Recommended by Judith Ward, The Imago School, MA
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