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If your kids are awake, theyõre probably
online, ran the headline in the January 20 
New York Times. A new study by the Kaiser 

Family Foundation was reporting that daily media use 
among children and teenagers is up dramatically from 
þve years ago.

The study found that kids ages 8-18 spend more than 
seven and a half hours a day with computers, television 
and other electronic devices, up from a little over six 
hours in 2004.  And that doesnõt even include time spent 
texting or talking on cellphones. Whatõs more, because 
they spend so much of that time multi-tasking, kids are 
actually packing almost 11 hours worth of media content 
into those seven and a half hours.
     
Itõs tempting to react to these statistics with alarm. But 
Dr. Karen Rezach, Director of Kent Place Middle School 
and the Ethics Institute, offered a more useful and prag-
matic view of this generation of òdigital nativesó to an 

audience of parents, grandparents and others at 
Interweave on Sunday, February 7. òTechnology is here 
to stay,ó said Rezach. òThe challenge is how we educate 
them to use it in a way that is appropriate and in their best 
interest.ó

Rezach shared the podium with a panel of four Kent 
Place students, 7th to 9th graders. Kids today, she said, 
part of Generation Z (those born between 1995 and 2009) 
òdonõt know life without technology.ó 
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A Word from the Director: One Thing at a Time

Iõve fallen into bad habits of lateñmulti-tasking bad habits. Since I often need to take work home, I end up sitting in 
front of the TV with my laptop open, working on an essay, or class plan, or dealing with e-mail.  The program may 
be one my wife is watching, not me; my presence an act of companionship. But I canõt help being distracted time and 
again from my main task by whatõs on the screen. And even when the TV program is one Iõve chosen, my involvement 
with the computer often continues. 

Doing all this at the same time feels as if itõs highly efþcientñcurrent, savvy, up to date. Life is short; why not do 
three things at once?   Turns out Iõm probably deluded. Researchers at Stanford have found that high-multitaskers are 
signiþcantly less efþcient than people who place their attention as fully as possible on one task at a time. Not only 
that, the habit of constantly jumping from one thing to another actually lessens their brainõs capacity to stay focused on 
something important. Engaged with TV, email, and essay, Iõm on a slippery slope.
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The advent of social networking sites such as MySpace 
and Facebook accounts for a large part of the increase in 
media use among teens. Three-quarters of all 7th-12th 
graders in the Kaiser Foundation study reported that they 
have a proþle on a social networking site. But with well-
publicized incidents of sexual exploitation, bullying and 
even deaths associated with these sites, some parents are 
understandably wary.

Rezach demonstrated the ease with which anonymous 
identities can be created online, 
by showing the audience a fake 
Facebook account she and her 
students had created in a matter 
of minutes, using a þctitious 
e-mail address. Cyberbullies and 
sexual predators can effectively 
hide behind this anonymity.

One appalling cyberbullying 
incident in 2006  involved a 
13-year old girl who committed 
suicide after being humiliated 
on MySpace by a grown woman 
posing as a 16 year-old boy. The woman was convicted on 
three misdemeanor charges, but last year a federal judge 
overturned the verdict.

The National Crime Prevention Council reports that cyber-
bullying affects almost half of all teens. The effect can be 
depression and a sense of extreme isolation. Rezach noted 
that, òin the old days, arguments and interactions used to 
be contained to three or four people. Part of being in the 
Internet age is that these kids can now reach millions online. 
Putting that much power into the hands of pre-adolescents 
is daunting.ó

However, forbidding middle school-age kids from using 
sites like Facebook is not the answer, according to Rezach.  
In fact, Facebook has now eliminated its minimum age 
requirement. In her view, equipping students with the 
necessary tools to keep themselves safe is a more realistic 
approach. 

The young women on the panel were all well-versed in the 
use of privacy control settings and the dangers of posting 
photos and personal information online. òWeõre not doing 
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 òThese kids can reach millions online.
Putting that much power into the hands of 

pre-adolescents is daunting.ó

them any favors by protecting them or restricting them,ó 
Rezach asserted. The Middle School Head is troubled by 
a trend sheõs noticed among her technology-immersed 
students: with online communication  almost exclusively 
non-verbal, she sees kids quickly losing the art of real con-
versationñof knowing how to speak and actively listen. 
òStudents in the classroom really donõt communicate 
verbally. One talks over the other; they donõt know how to 

stop, donõt know how to argue 
with each other. They are so 
used to communicating in iso-
lation; the human interaction 
is almost gone. Even the stellar 
students donõt talk.ó

òItõs a whole different brain 
that weõre working with,ó she 
said. Rezach and her colleagues 
have tried to counter this trend 
by encouraging small group 
interaction in the classroom. Itõs 
a struggle, because so much of 

21st century learning is happening online.

The girls on the panel freely admitted that they are addicted 
to sites like Facebook. Whether itõs checking their wall for 
messages and photos, joining online pillow þghts or other 
interest groups, they struggle with balancing social media 
and schoolwork. The oldest girl there, a freshman in high 
school, was closer to achieving that balance, with encourag-
ing pragmatism. òIt is addictive, but now that Iõm in high 
school I really donõt have time to spend on it. You have to 
manage your time.ó

Technology continues to change rapidly, and parentsõ un-
derstanding of it will likely continue to lag behind their 
childrensõ.  Rezach stressed the importance of keeping the 
lines of communication open. òEngage your child in con-
versation. Donõt just say ônoõ. Help them understand  your 
values and the ethical dilemmas.ó

An 8th grader on the panel offered one reassuringly low-tech 
antidote to the media saturation of  21st century life. òEvery 
single night we have a family dinner,ó she said. Even if Iõm 
moody, the talking and laughing...it really helps.ó n
                                           

ñSarah Sangree



One Thing at a Time  continued from page 1

One of my younger friends, a man at the cusp of 40, reports that many of his 
contemporaries have a hard time staying focused and present in a personal 
conversation. They are habituated to short bursts of attention. Their restless 
minds arenõt used to abiding fully in any given moment. 

Thereõs a time and place for multi-tasking, of course (cooking dinner while 
talking to someone, for example), but all of the worldõs spiritual traditions 
see the mental and emotional overstimulation as a weakening of of our 
mental and spiritual capacities. If we are to þnd deep satisfaction in living, 
they teach, we need to òslow down....(and) make the moment last,ó to quote 
a song popular in the 1960s.  

Easier said than done, of course. But the mind can be trained to be present in 
the moment to whatever we are doing. Meditation has a 5,000 year old track 
record of success in curing the òmonkey mindó if people intentionally culti-
vate the habit of dwelling as fully in the moment as possible. Meditation isnõt 
a quick route to peace of mind, or another experience to accumulate (òtried 
that once....felt goodó). Meditative practices are designed to re-wire the 

brain, quite literally, and transform how we experience life. Even the simple practices listed below, if used regularly 
over weeks, months and years, can help slow the heartbeat, reduce agitation and distraction, and re-awaken the capac-
ity of consciousness to be captured by the fascination of the current moment in the same way that children become 
absorbed in whatever they are doing. Such focus increases efþciency when we are engaged in a task. 

Cultivating òmono-taskingó instead of breezing along in the òmultió mode is the only way you can be where the 
action isñwhere you, the world, and God are all co-present.  The alternative is to keep running faster as you try to 
keep up with everything that is passing you by.  With, as the Stanford folks will tell you, detrimental results.

Scientist, writer and longtime meditation teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn, puts it this way: òwherever you go, there you are.ó  
So be there.          
                     ñRobert Corin Morris

Habits to Make the Moment Last

6. Take at least part of your meal, whenever possible, 
to do nothing but savor the food: the taste, the texture, 
and the aroma.  Even a family can adopt the habit of 
two minutes of silence at the beginning of a meal to 
slow down and attend to the food. Try it. YouӚll enjoy 
your meal more, and the cook will appreciate it!

7.  Start and end the day with a few moments of inten-
tional focus. When you wake up, and before you go to 
sleep, take time to run your attention slowly from your 
toes up through your body to your head and back down 
again. This can also be a time for prayer and gratitude, 
by thinking of people and events to come or just past. 

8.  After a multi-tasking period, take a few moments to  
stop, breathe slowly, get in touch with the reality of your 
body, and feel your feet on the ÿoor before charging 
ahead to the next task. 

1. Join the òone thing at a timeó club. Start with simple 
tasks: putting dishes in the dishwasher, talking to some-
one face to face, making the bed, writing a note. Do this 
one activity as attentively as possible.

2. Listen, really listen, to musicñany kind that puts you 
at ease. DonӚt read or talk on the phone. Let the sounds 
touch you, absorb your attention. 

3. Take a walk without your cell phone or IPod. Focus on 
your muscles, your breathing, the sights around you.

4.  Devote time each day to sitting and focusing your 
attention by following your breath or using a repeated 
mantra (such as òI am hereó or òMay I be þlled with lov-
ingkindnessó).

5. At stoplights, choose to òcatch your breathó by focus-
ing on your breathing till the light turns green.
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Interweave Members in the Community 

Lori McConnell & the Backpack Project
Librarian Lori McConnell is not done 
making a difference in Irvington. 
Though she retired in 1999 as Director 
of the Public Library after a long career 
there, she has found a new way to serve 
this Essex County city, where 26 per-
cent of children live below the poverty 
level and more than 75 percent of fami-
lies are headed by single mothers. 

With little fanfare, McConnell has 
been assembling and distributing 
school supplies to Irvington children in grades K-8 since 2001. Last year toys, shoes, 
coats, gloves, hats and scarves were added.

òI started in a small way eight years ago,ó she reports, òtaking a few boxes of pencils 
and some crayons, whatever Iõd picked up at Staplesó to the Irvington Neighbor-
hood Improvement Corporation. òA line of mothers and children stretched around the 
block. It was 90 degrees, and it was such a vision of the need! By the end of the day 
we were handing out a handful of  broken crayons; weõd run out of everything.ó

That vision of need touched Loriõs heart, and soon her effort involved a good deal 
more than a couple of boxes of pencils. She now purchases backpacks for 200 chil-
dren annuallyñand þlls them with paper, notebooks, pencils, pens, rulers, crayons 
and markers. Often present at the distribution, she doesnõt call attention to herself.  òI 
donõt want to be recognized, so I donõt speak to the moms directly. I love seeing the 
process, but nobody needs to know where it comes from. Iõm just the person who 
transports it.ó Along the way, a number of McConnellõs friends have come on board. 
One of them loves girlsõ clothes, so this Easter some little girls in Irvington will re-
ceive brand new dresses. òPeople are excited to get involved,ó she says.

Last year the effort expanded again.  McConnell was offered the opportunity to buy 
new kidsõ coats at a fraction of their retail value. As a result, more than 50 children 
received new coats in November through the Irvington Family Development Center, 
and she is already buying more to distribute next fall.

McConnell, who was honored last year by the Irvington Chamber of Commerce with 
their Community Service Award, marvels at the direction her òretirementó has taken.  
òI didnõt intend for [the project] to get so big. I never asked people to contribute. This 
is a miracle. Iõm  just the channel that it passes through." Which is not to say that Lori 
doesnõt work very hard. She does all of the shopping herself, and has become expert 
at tracking down discounts and sales. In September she purchased 135 backpacks 
from Kmart at 70 percent off for distribution next fall.

Hard work and a keen eye for sales doesnõt dampen her conviction that this venture 
is one of òabundanceó and òmiracles,ó words that re-occur often in her stories. Sheõs 
come to feel that thereõs òenough in the world,ó that òscarcityó is an attitude we im-
pose which structures our behavior.  òIõve come to believe that when you put yourself 
in the position to receive, it just ÿows. Iõve learned to trust that it will come.ó  n  
                     

                                                                                       ñSarah Sangree 

òThe widest thing 
in the universe 

is not space; 
it is the potential 

capacity of 
the human heart. 

Being made 
in the image of God, 

it is capable of 
almost unlimited 

extension in all directions.
And one of the worldõs 

greatest tragedies is 
that we allow our 

hearts to shrink 
until there is 
room in them 

for little beside 
ourselves.ó 

                 ñA. W. TOZER

Photo at right: 
Irvington kids get 

new backpacks from the 
Chamber of Commerce 

Director. 




