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n early 2025, neu-

roscientist and edu-

cation consultant

:Dr. Jared Cooney
Horvath testified before
the United States Senate
with findings that ought to
give policymakers pause
everywhere: large-scale
adoption of digital technol-
ogy in classrooms is active-
ly harming children, re-
ducing comprehension,
eroding attention, ' and
driving a generational cog-
nitive decline unlike anyth-
ing in the history of stan-
dardised measurement.

Gen Z is the first cohort

in modern history to un-
derperform its predeces-
sor across attention, me-
mory, literacy, numeracy,
and IQ, despite spending
more years in formal
schooling than any genera-
tion before them.

Consistent pattern
Correlating classroom
technology adoption
across 80 countries with
cognitive performance da-
ta, Horvath finds a consis-
tent pattern: once digital
devices become standard
in schools, outcomes dete-
riorate. The inflection
point tracks roughly to
2010 when one-to-ong dev-
i rogrammes began
;f;eaﬂm? through West-
ern schools: Studentsegzh
daily screen -
]sllf;vyin scljlfool score dra-
matically lower than those
ith little or none.
WlIrﬂllorvath argues that hu-
man cognition evolved fo{
sustained, focused engatger
ment and, crucially; h(L)l-
jearning from other
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sScreens are not

teachers

What India can learn from the West's ed-tech reckoning

mans through direct mte-
raction, social cues, and
observed behaviour. Digi-
tal environments are engi-
neered for precisely the
opposite: perpetual novel-
ty, instant switching, con-
tinuous -distraction. By
routing learning through
screens, classrooms sever
the connection that cogni-
tion depends on.
Historian and genera-
tional consultant Dr, Eliza
Filby adds a dimension
that should concentrate
minds in India. Across the
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Western world, a quiet di-
vergence appears to be un-
der way. Wealthy families
~ including, conspicuous-
ly, those who build and sell
these very technologies —
are pulling their children
away from screen-heavy
education.

Elite private schools are
increasingly rowing back
on digital programmes,
reinvesting in teacher-led
instruction, and fore-
grounding  skills  that
screens  demonstrably
weaken: concentration,
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creative thinking, and sus-
tained reading.
Meanwhile, children in
poorly resourced schools
are growing more reliant
on device-led learning, of-
ten because little else is
available. The digital revo-
lution in education is be-
coming a mechanism for
entrenching the very in-
equalities it promised to
dissolve. The new dividing
line, as Filby puts it, runs
not between those who
can access technology and
those who cannot but bet-
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ween those whose educa-
tion is shaped by people
and those whose educa-
tion is governed by
platforms.

Indian situation

India is accelerating into
this landscape  with
marked enthusiasm. The
National Education Policy
2020 positions digital tech-
nology as central to the
country’s educational fu-
ture: a National Education-
al Technology Forum, wi-
despread investment in
digital infrastructure, Al-
integrated pedagogy, and
online and blended learn-
ing across levels.

Beyond formal school-

ing, India has seen explo-
sive growth in ed-tech plat-
forms selling the promise
of quality learning to mil-
lions of aspirational fami-
lies. Online courses, coach-
ing apps, and Al tutors are
rapidly filling the space
that the state has long

fajled to adequately
O framing of technolo-

an equaliser lets go-
Ezriinentsq sidestep '_ghe
harder work ‘of l;unldmg
an educational capacr-
hu-I-ntrained teach?rs, func-
i schools, real accoun-
gobrilﬁiy — while the IT apd
ed-tech industries, _mth
obvious commercial inter-
est in embedding technol-
ogy into policy, profit frc_)m
the substitution. Endorsing
mass digital adoption as
progress risks rgplacmg ge-
nuine reform with a corpo-
rate growth agenda.

The children most ex-
posed to the consequences
are those in underfunded
government schools — pre-

cisely the children for
whom a tablet can seem
like an upgrade. While
they get apps, children of
the affluent get teachers,
tutors, and the deep hu-
man instruction that pro-
duces durable learning.
The equity argument for
ed-tech, applied at scale
and without rigorous scru-
tiny, may produce the op-
posite of what it promises.

China - which has in-
vested in ed-tech at a scale
that dwarfs India’s and has
mandated Al literacy
across all grades — has non-
etheless restricted unsu-
pervised Al use by prim
school studentsy.g]d l}a;y
Posed screen time limits.
The thrust is on capturing
benefits while containing
documented costs, PISA
2022, drawing on data
_from 81 countries, points
in the same direction:
modest device use in stTuc-
tured learning showed
small gains, while heavy
screen use correlated with
dramatically lower scores.
This endorses selectivity,
not blanket acceleration,

India has the advantage
of being a late mover. The
evidence from countries
that moved first is abun-
dant and concerning. The
NEP’s digital commitments
deserve serious, sceptical
re-examination driven by
research rather than by in-
dustry advocacy or the
lure of a technological fix.
Putting a screen in front of
a child is not the same as
educating one.

The writer is an assistant professor
with the Department of Professional
Studies, Christ University,
Bengaluru.




