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Here Today, Gone Tomorrow
Are we losing ourselves to the Internet

Is our society being undermined by the advancements in technology? Is the way that we think and the way our brains are wired being altered by the improvements and advancements of technological developments in our society? Nicholas Carr, in his book, The Shallows, What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, asserts that the very fabric of our society, the very being of each member of society has been slowly manipulated to conform to the ever-changing world we live in through our technological advancements. With each advancement from the clock and map to the eBook and the Internet, Carr believes that we have chosen to relinquish who we are to the technologies we have created. We have allowed our brains to be transformed by the adaptation to these new technologies. Carr (2010) opens his book by quoting Marshall McLuhana, author of Understanding Media: The Extension of Man, who suggests, "media aren't just the channels of information.  They supply the stuff of thought, but they also shape the process of thought" (p. 6).  Though our advancements in technology can alter our lives, I've always believed that we have options in life. The use of the Internet and its effect on each of us as individuals is what we choose to allow.  Although Carr does not say so directly, his apparent forecast for our society is that we are  doomed to the pathways we have taken with the technological advancements made.  Specifically, he names the invention and wide use of the Internet.  Carr does agree that personal choice is always an option, but society now has expectations of our uses of technology that are stretching and altering our own personal choices.  Expectations that emails will be answered promptly and work will be completed in a timely manner during the work day or after if necessary . Again, I believe even with these changes in expectations in society, we as members of society have the power to alter those expectations rather than have them imposed upon us.  While I will admit that Carr and I see eye to eye on some issues in regards to the Internet and its use, I am still of the belief  that there is no going back when it comes to the use of the Internet.  Especially for students in our world. A state of digital lockdown will not prepare our students for the world. It is now up to us to make the right choices, personal choices in the matter of the consumption and the effects the Internet has on us as individuals and as a society, rather than seeking to regulate or abandon this advancement.






Carr would have us believe, that with each advancement we have relinquished our identity and freedom as human beings to the invention. We are now being transformed by the very tools we have created.  With the invention of the clock, we no longer rely on being in tune with our own body speaking to us about when to eat and sleep.   Carr (2010) asserts, that "the tools created for us will do what they are created to do and other times we adapt ourselves to the tools created" (p. 47). This is evident as with the invention of the clock. Now our daily lives revolve around the time given by the clock.  Conversely, we can listen to our own bodies as in the past and make those decisions based on our internal clocks. I contend, however, that even though the clock gives us the times of day, it is still our own personal choice, to some degree if we follow our own physical clock or the man-made invention.




As with the clock, it can be agreed upon that with the invention of the Internet, we as humans have altered our lifestyles in the ways that we learn and acquire information.  Though Carr (2010) insists the Net had a major impact in our places of employment as well as our social lives.  The result is not always beneficial for society (p. 9). Are we as consumers being consumed?  Carr contends previously we chose leisure activities, such as reading where we concentrated on a single task for a given period of time.  In this activity there was opportunity for growth and enlightenment.  Now, however, Carr sees the invention of the Net as a way of shifting our focus from leisure-sustained focus to multi-tasking with little concentration or sustained effort to what we are reading or studying.  Carr (2010) suggests, "The internet encourages cursory reading, hurried and distracted thinking and superficial learning" (p. 116).  Yet, couldn't the Internet be viewed with its hyperlinks and availability of interlinking text as a way to explore deeper into a subject with a mere few clicks?  A product of the Internet is its convenience.  The ability for quick references and to cross check materials with other sources all easily within our fingertips.  This saves us time and effort in research as well as answering common questions that arise as we explore and learn.   Rather than looking to the positive effects of the Net and its "Web" of information Carr (2010) contends that single webpage disrupts our concentration with a variety of stimuli...competing for a piece of our mind (p. 97).  Indeed, I believe we have learned to adapt to this infusion of stimuli and to some degree. For some I agree the adaptation is easier than for others. Guy Saddy (1996), author of  Do Computers Change How We Think, points out that some are better skilled at learning to hyperlink.  To a woman, multitasking and multi-distractions are not new. I have been successfully multitasking the management of our family for years.  The transition to multitasking on the Net has been a fairly easy transition, in contrast to my husband's transition.  Hourly, daily, weekly, monthly, yearly I proceed to manage the family.  Take the Christmas holiday as an example. Suddenly, I am adding tasks such as baking, sending cards, preparing holiday dinners, and gifts to my already full day of family management duties.  My husband could not add these tasks to his daily schedule without undue stress. 








The Net offers not only the ability to multitask, but with the arrival of new technologies, new forms of literacy emerge. The influx of options for information has added to the expansion of options for learning.  Now, there is no longer a single venue for learning.  For others who have struggled with the single mode previously offered, learning now has many possibilities to match the wide variety of learning styles. Carr’s concerns for the Internet also flow into other areas of digital media. It has already been agreed that digital media has altered the way that we learn. However by focusing merely on the differences in avenues of learning through digital media it cannot be ignored that the use of multi-sensory input can be beneficial to the understanding of the material at hand.  The use of visuals can deepen the understanding of the written word. Graphs, podcast, reviews and tweets can add depth and scope to our own personal thoughts on any given content.  The use of digital media has cut through every aspect of the fabric of our society even attending church services and in Carr's view it is to the determent of us as human beings.  However, contrary to Carr's opinion on tweets, church tweets can be seen as a technique to engage parishioners in the topic of the day.  Active learners rather than being silent sponges within the pews soaking up the thoughts given to them by the individual deemed to contain the knowledge that attendees need. Therefore, in moderation the benefits of digital devices can be a part of helping us see past our own backyard to the broader picture of the neighborhood and beyond. 











I am in agreement with Carr when he correctly asserts that digital devices and the Net can be all consuming. However the bidirectional benefit of the Net allows both the sending and receiving of information resulting in the expansion of our knowledge base.  The bidirectional flow of the Internet and other digital media allows us to connect with one another, offering a wider world view.  This can only be beneficial if used responsibly and with good judged for authenticity and credibility and time management skills.







Carr's emphasis that all media seems to be turned into a social media, makes me call into question the stance that as participants in this society we again have the choice to contribute to the social media or not and to what degree. We are people with a choice. The rise in Ebooks and their discussions that Carr refers to as having a negative impact on our society can also be viewed from the flipside.  Should an individual choose to participate in these discussions this is yet another avenue in adding to their own existing schema through connecting with others. 

Carr offers many claims about how the Internet has altered our way of reading, learning and remembering.  Some of the points he makes are valid for any given individual.  One can skim, scan and browse and be distracted if one is not in control and aware of their patterns of Internet use.  However, just like any other "vice", one can choose to be pulled into habits and patterns or choose control one's personal behavior.  






In response to Carr's assertion that Internet use causes loss of ability to build a strong memory due to the ease of locating information on the Net, I contend that the Internet is a source for discovering information. No longer is it key to memorize facts. Now knowing how to locate those facts frees the memory to focus on more personalized information. Information easily accessed on the Net is information no longer needing to be stored. This information can be referred to regularly with the simple click of a mouse, thus allowing the mind to focus on the things that are not a part of the World Wide Web. Personal items such as family memories, personal conversations and daily living are now given a higher priority in the memory bank over information about past Presidents or historical facts and other information readily available on the Net. I feel we now have the ability to indeed know more, which is opposite of Carr's assertion.  Individuals can reserve personal memory for essential things. Those things that are not readily known can be easily accessed via the Internet.  Because I have the ability to quickly access a rich and wide variety of knowledge from a comfortable place of my choosing, I feel my personal schema has been enriched though the access of information on the Net.  I have been able to vicariously travel and learn and enjoy things that would never have happened in my lifetime in part to the access of the information on the Net.  Although  I agree with Carr up to a point, I cannot accept his overall conclusion that the Net is yet another downfall of our technological advances. If one is taught how to filter and disseminate all that is on the Net and is aware of the pitfalls of this technologies the Net can offer much to its consumers. 


 


It is both impossible and irrational to turn back the hands of time when it comes to the invention and use of the Internet.  Much like prohibition, the affects of such an undertaking would not be sustainable or effective in our society. A more plausible solution is education. In this world of instant information we need to educate on fundamental literacy skills, time management and mental discipline, decision making skills, discernment and personal filtering skills, as well as participation awareness and personal online safety. As Howard Rheingold endorses,  "The health of the online commons will depend on whether more than a tiny minority of Net users become literate Netizens."  With digital technology here to stay, individuals need to take responsibility and control for the effects of the Net. Every advancement in technology brings pros and cons, risks and rewards. Not moving forward for fear of the future is not a future.  I will agree with Carr on one final point. The Internet has changed our lives and our thought patterns.  The Net has brought a myriad of blessings and curses as have other technological advances and other aspects of our society.  Such a rock music, television, drugs and alcohol.  What we choose to do with and how we choose to respond to these advances and changes within our society is just that, a choice.  No one can mandate our personal response to the Net.  


Carr asserts that the more we access the Internet, the more our brains will conform to this type of information. As a result, we must make that personal choice not to be molded by our technology and not to run the risk of losing what we once had.  Yet, as Carr (2010) himself pointed out, our brains are always in flux (p. 31). If the time comes to make choices other than the Internet, our brains will flux with those changes and adaptations as well. James Olds, professor of neuroscience, reaffirms Carr's notion that, "the brain has the ability to reprogram itself on the fly, altering the way it functions."  Knowing our brains will flux an adapt and being aware of the pitfalls of Internet use is the best practice for retaining who we are as technology moves forward. 
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