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What If the Screen Time Debate
Is Asking the Wrong Question?

4 Questions Every District Should Ask About
Screen Time and Learning
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PART 1

The Brain Behind the Screen

There's quite a debate happening right now
around technology in education and its impact
on learning and students. And it's not hard to
see why this debate is gaining traction. There's
a lot of data that's hard to ignore. Some argue
technology has diluted thinking in classrooms.
Others argue it's the only way to reach every
learner at scale.

It's a provocative claim, and one that reflects
a growing shift in the public narrative about
education technology.

But, what if the question of tech vs. no tech is
limiting the opportunity to really impact what
is at the heart of this issue. What if the real
question isn't whether students are using screens
in school, but are students engaged in learning
experiences that require them to think?

PART 2

Looking Beneath the Surface

For years, the story was that technology would
transform learning. When outcomes failed to
improve at the scale promised, the narrative
shifted: technology didn't deliver results. Now
the argument is becoming more pointed:
technology may actually be harming learning.

That debate is happening at the same

time states and school systems across the
country are reconsidering the role of screens
and devices in classrooms. Concerns about
distraction, overuse, and declining attention
are fueling a broader backlash against digital
learning.

And it's a fair concern.

That's the question worth examining—and
the one that can bring more clarity to the
decisions ahead.

In many cases, classroom technology did
little more than digitize traditional instruction
without changing the underlying learning
experience. Digital worksheets replaced paper
ones. Video lessons replaced lectures. Practice
apps automated repetition. Multiple-choice
tests moved onto screens.

None of these changes fundamentally altered
what students are required to do cognitively.

In some cases, they may have made things
worse: introducing passive consumption,
cognitive overload, and extending time on
task without increasing thinking.



But the current debate risks making a different mistake:
treating all technology as if it creates the same kind
of learning experience.
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And, it doesn't. ¢ O¢ O

Technology that delivers instruction passively is
fundamentally different from technology that requires
students to reason, explore, and make sense of problems.
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In the first model, the computer functions as a delivery device, presenting information, offering
hints, and checking answers. In the second, technology can function as a cognitive tool, creating
environments where students actively test ideas, persist through challenges, and build understanding.
Those experiences are not interchangeable, and evaluating them as if they are can lead to the
wrong conclusions about both technology and learning.

PART 3

A Framework for Evaluating Learning Experiences

If districts want to make better decisions about They can even make progress through a
technology, they need to ask better questions system that is doing much of the cognitive
than how much screen time students have or work for them.

whether a program looks engaging.

The more useful question is this: What kind
Students can be busy without thinking. They of learning experience is the technology
can complete work without understanding. actually creating?
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These four questions can help reveal the difference.

1. Is the technology demanding thinking or simply delivering instruction?

OR

Does the tool primarily present information, explain steps, provide hints, and guide students
toward an answer?

Does it require students to interpret, reason, test ideas, and make sense of what they're
seeing in order to move forward?

This is the first divide in the screen-time debate. Some digital tools function mainly as delivery systems.
Others function as cognitive tools. Those are not the same.

2. Can students succeed without understanding?

OR

Can a student progress by following prompts, mimicking steps, guessing, or relying on the
system to narrow the path?

Does progress depend on understanding relationships, recognizing patterns, and adjusting
based on feedback?

If students can “succeed” without making sense of the math, the experience may produce activity, but
it is not reliably producing learning. This gets directly at one of the biggest problems in passive digital
learning: it can create the appearance of progress while bypassing understanding.

3. What happens when the student gets stuck?

OR

Does the program rescue the student by telling, showing, simplifying, or steering them
around the difficulty?

Does it keep the thinking with the student—using feedback, representation, and productive
struggle to help them try again?

This matters because struggle is not the enemy. Testing, revising, and persistence are often where
understanding begins. Many weak digital experiences are designed to reduce that struggle. Strong ones
are designed to make it productive.

4. Is this experience simply digitized instruction or something technology uniquely makes possible?

OR

Could the same student experience be recreated, in substance, with a worksheet, a video
lesson, or step-by-step teacher directions?

Is the technology enabling a kind of real-time visual reasoning, interaction, and feedback
that would be difficult orimpossible to create otherwise?

This is where the conversation gets more honest. A great deal of edtech has simply digitized conventional
learning. But when technology creates a dynamic environment where students must think, test, and revise
in ways that cannot be replicated through static instruction, it is doing something categorically different.

These questions shift the conversation away from screens alone and toward the learning experience
happening on them.
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PART 4

What'’s Actually Driving the Outcomes

Research across large-scale studies and meta-
analyses point to a consistent conclusion:

Technology alone doesn’t drive learning
outcomes. Its impact depends on how it is
used and the experiences it creates.

Large-scale studies from PISA (OECD, 2015;
Hattie, 2009; Tamim et al., 2011) show that
heavy, unstructured use can correlate with
lower performance, while intentional, well-
designed use can support learning. Meta-
analytic research shows a similar pattern:
technology has a positive average effect,
but with substantial variation, suggesting
that impact depends less on the presence
of technology and more on how learning is
designed within it.

Taken together, the signal is clear:

Learning is shaped by what students are
required to do cognitively.

Some digital experiences are designed to
streamline the path to an answer: guiding
steps, reducing struggle, and helping students
move forward quickly.

In doing so, they can unintentionally bypass
the very thinking that leads to understanding.

Students may appear engaged. They may
complete more work. But the cognitive
work—the sense-making, the struggle, the
reasoning—has been reduced.

Other experiences do the opposite. They
require thinking to move forward, asking
students to interpret what they see, test ideas,
adjust, and persist.

The brain doesn’t respond to screens. It
responds to experience.

PART 5

A Better Lens

As conversations about technology in education
continue, it's easy to focus on the tool—How
often it's used. How long students spend on it.
Whether it appears engaging.
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But these questions don't get to the heart of
learning. Because the same patterns show up
across all environments. Students can follow
steps on a screen. They can follow steps on
paper. They can complete tasks without ever
needing to make sense of what they're doing.

And they can also experience something very
different.

PART 6

They can be asked to interpret, to reason, to test
an idea. To try something that doesn’'t work yet
and adjust. To build understanding over time.

Learning is shaped by what students are
required to do cognitively, not by whether the
experience happens on a screen, on paper, or
in conversation.

That is the lens that matters.

What This Looks Like in Classrooms

In classrooms where students are deeply
engaged, the difference is visible. Students
aren't just completing tasks, they are:

* Talking through ideas

» Trying different approaches

» Staying with challenges longer

» Building understanding together

The technology doesn’t do the thinking for
students. It creates the conditions where
thinking happens.

You can see it in moments like this:

A student pauses—not
because they're stuck,
but because something
doesn’'t make sense yet.

They try again. The result changes.

L
A partner leans in. “Wait... what if you

move that first?”

They adjust again. They test it. It
works—but not the way they expected.

There's no hand raised. No one asking, “Is this
right?” Just students watching, adjusting, trying
again.

The answer isn't given. It's built. And in that
process, something shifts. Not just what they
know, but how they think.

Not just what students are using, but what they
are doing cognitively while they are learning.

Are they making sense of ideas, testing
possibilities, and adjusting their thinking?

Or are they following steps, completing tasks,
and moving on?

That distinction matters.



PART 7

Moving Conversations Forward

The conversation around technology in education isn't wrong. But it is incomplete.

When we focus only on screen time, we risk missing the more important signal: what students

are being asked to do as thinkers. And that has real consequences. Because not all learning
experiences are the same. Not all engagement reflects understanding. And not all progress leads
to lasting learning.

Shifting this conversation requires looking beyond the tools themselves. It requires better questions.
Questions that look beyond the surface of activity and into the nature of the thinking itself:

What are students being asked to notice? To figure out? To make sense of?

Where does the thinking live? Is the student engaged in sense-making, problem solving,
and revising their thinking? Or are they moving through a more passive experience—
following steps, receiving guidance, and completing tasks?

These are the questions that reveal whether learning is actually happening. And when those
questions guide decisions—about technology, instruction, or curriculum—the conversation
changes. It becomes less about how learning is delivered, and more about how it is experienced.

The future of learning won't be defined by the presence of technology. It will be defined by
whether students are given the opportunity to think.

See the difference at
stmath.com/play
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