
​Dear Dr. Taylor and other MCPS leaders,​

​I am a mother of three children who are lifelong MCPS students, now in tenth, eighth,​
​and sixth grades. I lead with that because I am primarily a school parent, not a pollster​
​or an outside advocate, despite now finding myself highly motivated to seek a change to​
​MCPS’s approach to the use of Chromebooks in school.​

​This past November, as I was looking forward to parent-teacher conferences for my​
​middle schoolers, I came across an opinion piece in the New York Times that struck me​
​as completely accurate and relevant to my family’s experience with the school-issued​
​Chromebooks. The article is​​The Screen That Ate Your​​Child’s Education​​by Jean​
​Twenge, a psychology professor. It states that​

​Nearly every middle and high school student — and a good number in the​
​elementary grades as well — brings a laptop or tablet to school and uses​
​it at home for homework.​

​Many of these devices are provided by schools. You might think that these​
​school-issued devices allow only a limited number of functions, like access​
​to classroom Canvas pages and Google Docs. If you assumed that, you​
​would be wrong.​

​When I read the article, I had just been wondering why my child’s homework was taking​
​so long to complete, and had just checked the browsing history of the school​
​Chromebook to find extensive internet browsing unrelated to homework. It wasn’t the​
​homework that was taking too long, it was the distractions and diversions that took so​
​much time. I was shocked and disappointed. Twenge’s article let me know that maybe I​
​was not alone.​

​The Twenge article continues by stating, “It seems ridiculous to have to say this, but​
​digital distraction is terrible for academic performance.” Worse yet, she cites a study by​
​Common Sense Media that found that one fourth of American teenagers “had seen​
​pornographic content during the school day. Almost half of that group saw it on a​
​school-issued device.”​

​Immediately, I made two decisions. First, whenever possible, I would sit at the dining​
​room table with my kids while they did homework. While I want to foster independence​
​in my kids and trust in our relationship, and while I am busy with my own​
​responsibilities, it’s not realistic to assume they will always stay on task when the full​
​internet is a click or two away. Obviously, many families, for many reasons, will not be​
​able to provide this level of oversight at home. Second, I decided to survey my fellow​
​parents to see if this was a widespread phenomenon in our community. That initial​
​survey was small in terms of questions asked and people contacted. I sent the​
​questions to only the PTA listservs of my kids’ three schools. The response to that initial​



​survey overwhelmingly confirmed that I was not alone and that Twenge’s article was​
​completely accurate for many other caregivers.​

​I then contacted Betsy Tao, Chair of the MCCPTA Technology Committee, to ask if her​
​committee would be interested in distributing my survey through the MCCPTA channels​
​to the whole MCPS community. Betsy agreed and helped me create a somewhat​
​broader survey to capture more information relevant to this issue.​

​Today, I am sharing the results of that broader survey with you. Overwhelmingly,​
​respondents share my frustration with the ever-present digital distractions that are built​
​into the Chromebooks. The survey provides three opportunities for respondents to​
​share free-written responses, and you will see that those responses are voluminous and​
​largely intensely heartfelt. This is a highly personal issue for many caregivers because​
​they see the effect on their children and in their homes. It seems that many caregivers​
​were relieved to be heard and understood, and they have been waiting for an​
​opportunity to share their concerns about Chromebooks.​

​Not all respondents share my perspective, and some even questioned my motivations​
​and good faith. I do not pretend to be a professional pollster or social scientist. I am not​
​paid by textbook or pencil companies, and I don’t believe that students should never​
​learn to use computers and the internet. As I said, I am a mother first. I care deeply​
​about my children’s education, and about the education that MCPS provides to the​
​broader community. I asked these questions to all members of the MCPS community​
​because I wanted to know if I was alone in my experience. I’m providing MCPS with a​
​report that I helped create. I am also providing the raw survey responses, removing​
​names and personally identifying information.​

​Please review the survey responses in full, and please consider following our​
​recommendations.​​MCPS, as one of the nation’s largest​​and most successful​
​public school districts, can lead the way on finding a solution to this nationwide​
​problem of falling test scores, worsening mental health, and overwhelming digital​
​distraction.​​Most urgently, much stronger controls​​are needed on what students can​
​access on the Chromebooks. Digital distraction is incredibly widespread, appears to be​
​harmful to learning, and exposes our children to disturbing content. If stronger controls​
​are not possible or practical, drastically reducing the amount of time spent on​
​Chromebooks is critical.​

​Sincerely,​

​Marissa Walker​


