PARENT ARTICLE

The unthinking child: how endless
scrolling erodes critical thinking
and self-discipline

A parent-to-parent article about attention, thinking and self-discipline.

AR AR AR

THE IDEA TO REMEMBER

A mind is shaped by what it repeatedly does. Protect one
stretch of undivided attention.

Of all the changes screens bring to a child, the one that could be the most worrisome is also the
hardest to notice. It leaves no bruise and appears on no report. It is the slow quietening of a child's
ability to think deeply and to sit with something difficult, being able to sustain their own attention
long enough to get anywhere worth going.

To see why, it helps to understand what a feed actually trains a mind to do.

What a scroll quietly teaches

A scroll is built on a single, relentless promise. If this is not interesting, the next thing will be, and it
is only a flick away. Every swipe delivers a fresh hit of novelty with no effort or waiting. The mind
learns the lesson quickly as minds are built to learn exactly this kind of lesson. Why labour through
something slow or difficult when satisfaction is always one flick away? Why stay with a hard
paragraph, a tricky maths problem or a boring stretch of a task when the screen has taught you
that the cure for any dull moment is simply to move on to the next interesting thing?

This is the quiet erosion. It is a steady retraining of what the mind expects rather than any sudden
loss. Deep thinking solves problems, builds understanding and can produce real value, but it
requires the opposite of a scroll. It asks a child to stay and tolerate the discomfort of not yet
knowing, and to push through the boring middle. Then it requires a child to keep a single thread of
attention and ignore easy distractions. This is like a mental muscle, and like all muscles, it can only
grow through strain. This strain is the very thing that scrolling has taught a child to avoid.
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The ordinary ways it shows itself

You can watch it happen in small, ordinary ways. The child who once lost whole afternoons in a
book now cannot get past the first chapter. The homework that needs twenty unbroken minutes
gets done in ninety because the phone is checked every few lines. A conversation that requires
patience gets abandoned for one that does not. None of these is alarming on its own, yet together
they sketch a mind that has grown used to being fed and has slowly forgotten how to feed itself.

The second loss that is harder to name

There is a second loss entangled with the first, and it is the harder one to name. A mind trained to
skim does not just struggle to think deeply. It struggles to govern itself. Self-discipline is the ability
to do the less appealing thing now for the sake of something better later, and to override the pull
of the moment. The scroll is a daily, hourly lesson in obeying that pull. Hundreds and sometimes
thousands of times a day, a child practises choosing the immediate over the worthwhile, so we
should not be surprised when that practice comes out as a child who cannot wait, cannot persist
and cannot make themselves begin something they do not feel like beginning.

The hopeful part

| want to be careful here in that this is not an argument that technology makes children stupid. Not
necessarily and your child is not being made less intelligent. The capacity is all still there. What
changes is the habit, the default setting of the mind and its trained expectation of how quickly the
world should reward attention. A habit can be retrained in a way an injury cannot, and that is the
genuinely hopeful part. The same mind that learned to skim can learn to stay if it is given enough
chances to practise staying.

One stretch worth protecting

This points to something small and worth protecting. Somewhere in your child's week, defend one
stretch of undivided attention. Choose one activity that cannot be flicked away from and that asks
them to stay with something throughout the process right through to the end. It might be a
chapter in a book, an instrument, a model built slowly over days, a craft or a real conversation with
no phone on the table. The activity itself is secondary because what counts is the practice of
staying and the rebuilding of a muscle the scroll has caused to go slack.

A mind is shaped by what it repeatedly does. A mind that mostly skims will become very good at
skimming and will slowly lose the rest. Your quiet task is to make sure your child still gets regular
practice at the harder, deeper thing so the capacity to think is kept alive while the world does its
best to flatten it.

FROM THE BOOK

This slow flattening of attention is one of the highest stakes in the whole screen
question precisely because it is so easy to miss. In the book you will see more closely
how it takes root, and how a child can rebuild the deeper, steadier kind of thinking that
a life well lived depends on.

NEXT STEP

Choose one activity this week that cannot be flicked away from, and protect the
practice of staying with it to the end.
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