
350 Teachers Describe How Screens Are Taking Over Classrooms — Starting 

in Kindergarten 

Even as schools have banned phones, a Times survey shows how the pandemic-era 

practice of giving students their own laptops and tablets is here to stay. 

Overview: 

A national survey of 350 U.S. teachers reveals that digital devices have become nearly 

universal in classrooms — from kindergarten onward — even as schools move to ban 

smartphones. 

Key Findings: 

• Widespread Device Use: 99% of teachers said their schools provide laptops or tablets; 

81% of elementary teachers said this starts by kindergarten. 

• Pandemic Shift: The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the one-to-one device model. 

Two-thirds of teachers report higher student screen time than before 2020. 

• Common Devices: 80% of schools use Google Chromebooks, followed by iPads. 

• Curriculum Dependence: Half of teachers said their school’s core curriculum now 

requires online work; many standardized tests are digital. 

Pros Reported by Teachers: 

• Better access to information and technology skills. 

• Easier grading and real-time feedback. 

• Support for personalized learning and English learners. 

• Expands access for low-income students without home computers. 

Concerns Raised: 

• 75% of teachers say devices distract from learning. 

• Many students use them for games or videos unrelated to class. 

• Decline in focus, handwriting, spelling, and persistence. 

• Overreliance on Google and A.I. summaries instead of deep research. 

• Only 18% of districts teach students to type properly. 

Teacher Perspectives: 

• Most (70%) favor using technology “some of the time” — not eliminating it. 



• Some, like high school teacher Bill Heuisler, stress “wise” and limited use. 

• Others, like Cedric Jacobson, note both huge learning potential and reduced critical 

thinking among students. 

Tech Industry Role: 

• Google is responding with new teacher tools — screen monitoring, locks, and YouTube 

restrictions — to reduce distractions. 

• New York City, for instance, distributed 350,000 Chromebooks with 5G access, calling 

connectivity a “modern-day necessity.” 
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American classrooms have been transformed by screens in the last five years, with most 

students, of all ages, now learning on computers or tablets during the school day. 

Even as schools have moved rapidly to ban cellphones, screens are nearly universal: Ninety-

nine percent of teachers said their school provided devices to students for use in class, in an 

informal national survey of 350 pre-K through 12th-grade teachers conducted by The New 

York Times in October. 

Eight in 10 teachers said students at their school had a device assigned to them, compared 

with about a third who said that was the case in 2019 before the pandemic. 

And of elementary schoolteachers, 81 percent said students at their school receive devices 

for use in class by kindergarten. 

In a separate Times questionnaire, sent to the 20 largest U.S. school districts, nearly all said 

they provide devices to students starting in kindergarten or earlier. 

The results show how technology has become ingrained in schools, with computers often used 

for required curriculum, standardized testing and even free time. Google Chromebooks are 

the most common device. 

Online learning has brought important benefits, teachers said, like preparing students to use 

technology in their future careers, and enabling them to research topics online. 

But it has also introduced new problems, with concerns about distraction and screen time 

mounting among both teachers and parents as U.S. test scores decline. 

In the survey, which included respondents from 40 states and Washington, D.C., nearly three-

fourths of teachers who use devices in their classrooms said they distract from student 



learning and engagement in class, and a majority said children in their classrooms had used 

them to play games or watch videos unrelated to school. 

 

Still, about seven in 10 teachers said that if it were up to them, they would choose to use 

devices in their class at least some of the time. 

“It’s not either/or for me,” said Bill Heuisler, a high school history teacher in Los Angeles. “It’s 

about wisely using technology” only when necessary, he said. 

A pandemic shift, for the long haul 

Many schools began providing laptops to students in the 2010s. But the vast embrace of 

technology, for students of all ages, accelerated because of the pandemic. 

When schools went remote in 2020, districts across the country rushed to buy every student 

a personal device, and the business of education tech exploded, with districts investing in 

online apps and curriculums. 

In the survey, about half of teachers said their school’s core curriculum required students to 

work online. 

More than two-thirds said student work time on devices had increased from prepandemic 

levels. 

In elementary classrooms, most teachers estimated that students use them for an hour or less 

a day. The youngest students, unable to read or type, listen on headphones and use touch 

screens, teachers said, and need exposure to devices because most standardized tests are 

now given online. 

Karissa Mallory’s first graders in Detroit use devices to take district tests and to work with an 

A.I. tutor on their reading skills. 

Three- and four-year-olds in Lupita Villalobos’s district in Duncanville, Texas, use iPads to play 

learning games or listen to stories, she said. But she has opted out of using them in her own 



pre-K classroom, because she finds that children this age learn better through hands-on, play-

based activities. 

In middle and high schools, four in 10 teachers said students spend three hours or more a day 

on devices. Cedric Jacobson, a high school teacher in Boston, said students use devices in 

science to see interactive simulations; in math to do practice sets that adapt to their level; and 

in the humanities to draft and revise work. 

They offer “tremendous potential to advance student learning and understanding,” he said. 

But he has also observed that students have become less persistent in searching for answers, 

“blindly trusting” what they find on Google or A.I. chatbots. 

 

In the district questionnaire, officials from the largest school districts said technology was a 

key to their academic and equity goals. They said devices can offer students individualized 

lessons at their level, provide real-time translation for students learning English — 10 percent 

of the U.S. school population — and support students from low-income families, who may not 

have access to a computer at home. 

“Access to reliable technology and high-speed internet is a modern-day necessity, and, right 

now, too many New York City students don’t have it,” Mayor Eric Adams, who oversees the 

nation’s largest school district, said while announcing 350,000 new Chromebooks, equipped 

with 5G internet, for students this fall. 

Yet even as schoolwork moves online, schools rarely teach students basic digital skills. Less 

than one-fifth of teachers surveyed said their districts taught students to type proficiently. 



Roughly 80 percent of teachers said their district provided Chromebooks for students. The 

second-most common device was an iPad. 

Andy Russell, a product manager at Google who oversees Chromebooks in schools, envisions 

them ushering in a new era of education — one in which teachers aren’t lecturing in front of 

the room, but rather acting as facilitators to students learning on computers and using online 

tools to creatively show what they’ve learned. 

“So much of what teaching is today is not the when and the what, like I learned; it’s a lot more 

of the how — this is how we make a video, this is how we build infographics,” he said. 

He said Google had heard from teachers that distractions were a problem. Last month, Google 

began offering them new tools, including the ability to see live feeds of students’ screens and 

to lock screens so students can’t do anything other than the assigned lesson. 

It also automatically disables YouTube on educational accounts and allows schools to set 

devices to turn off at a certain time at night. (Many districts choose to allow YouTube, and just 

4 percent of teachers surveyed said their school put screen time limits on devices.) 

Teachers on the benefits … 

Overall, teachers expressed mixed feelings about devices. They said devices had made 

grading easier, allowed them to give real-time feedback to students and supported their ability 

to work with small groups, while others worked independently online. 

Many teachers also have deep concerns. 

Though nearly all said their schools used content blockers, students often find ways around 

them. 



 

Increasingly, teachers said, students are also using A.I. to take shortcuts. Google search, the 

default on most Chromebooks, now presents A.I.-generated summaries at the top of search 

results, which some teachers said discourages students from digging deeper. 

Many teachers worry that computers at school simply add to this generation’s total screen 

time. Teachers described students with weakened spelling and handwriting skills, diminished 

imaginations and less stamina to focus on arduous tasks that are not as engaging as apps 

that make lessons into video games. 

 


