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The greatest addiction of our time is distraction. And every day in the classroom, I witness its grip tightening. Bright, curious minds walk into lectures dulled by fatigue. Some arrive sleep-deprived after scrolling well into the night. Others can’t focus for more than ten minutes. A single WhatsApp ping or Instagram vibration shatters their concentration like glass. They sit before me physically, but mentally, they’re elsewhere—trapped behind glowing rectangles.
One student recently set aside an evening to study. But before opening his books, he glanced at his phone—“just a minute,” he thought. One reel turned into five, then twenty. An hour vanished, lost to an algorithm that knows him better than he knows himself. “Tomorrow, I’ll focus,” he told himself. But tomorrow never comes. This isn’t just procrastination. It’s a crisis of neurological conditioning—deeply rooted in how our brains respond to dopamine, the chemical that governs motivation, pleasure, and reward.
Much of what I observe in classrooms mirrors the findings of Dr Anna Lembke’s groundbreaking book Dopamine Nation (2021). A Stanford psychiatrist, Lembke explains how the brain’s natural reward system—once designed to reinforce meaningful effort—is now overstimulated by constant digital feedback. Dopamine, which once rewarded problem-solving and connection, now floods our systems with every like, swipe, and scroll. Effort is no longer a prerequisite for reward. Dopamine is now delivered instantly—and that’s what makes it so dangerous.
We live in the attention economy, where every second of your focus is monetised. A 2021 study in Nature Communications by researchers at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam confirmed that exposure to fast-paced digital content shortens attention spans and impairs memory retention—especially in adolescents.
And I see this in real time. Smart students doze off mid-discussion. Others shift restlessly—not out of boredom, but digital withdrawal. Some install focus apps, only to spend hours tweaking settings—a sophisticated form of procrastination. They’re not lazy. They’re overstimulated.
Our students are not just distracted—they’re overwhelmed. And it’s not limited to academics. The 2024 Indian film Khel Khel Mein dramatises this brilliantly. During a wedding gathering, six friends play a game where they must reveal all phone notifications publicly. What starts in jest spirals into chaos, as secrets unravel and carefully curated digital lives fall apart. The film’s message is haunting—behind every ping lies a part of us we no longer fully control. The curated digital self masks a growing disconnect from reality.
I see the same in my students. They no longer capture memories—they construct them. A single selfie involves filters, angles, and approval-seeking. Spontaneity has been replaced with scripted perfection. Natural elegance is replaced with posed confidence, and real presence is sacrificed for curated images. We don’t just use social media—we perform on it. This is the emotional cost of algorithmic living.
Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche once said, “He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.” But in a world where our “why” is replaced by Wi-Fi, and metrics define meaning, what are we really chasing?
Today’s students live in a state of perpetual almost—almost productive, almost fulfilled, almost present. We’ve replaced essays with emojis, meaningful conversations with DMs, deep reading with TikTok summaries. The joy of effort is eroding, and with it, the depth of experience.
Even those who design these platforms aren’t immune. As Dr Lembke observes, developers and engineers now report rising levels of burnout and fractured focus. The very tools meant to optimise life are reducing it to metrics. Algorithms don’t care about joy—they care about engagement. Our attention isn’t nurtured—it’s mined. Psychologists now warn of dopamine receptor downregulation—a state where the brain, bombarded by stimulation, becomes less responsive to joy. Everyday activities—reading, walking, conversation—begin to feel dull. Like addiction, it spirals into compulsive craving and emotional numbness.
So how do we reclaim ourselves?
It starts with awareness. This isn’t just a personal failing—it’s systemic design. Educators, parents, and students must understand how platforms hijack attention. Only when we name the manipulation can we begin to resist it. Then come boundaries: turning off non-essential notifications, setting screen-free hours, unplugging during meals and sleep, and yes—embracing boredom. Because boredom isn’t a problem—it’s a portal. Great thinkers across centuries—from Einstein to Rumi—found clarity not in constant input, but in quiet contemplation. It’s in boredom that creativity stirs, focus sharpens, and real thinking begins.
As an educator, I believe this also demands a curriculum shift. We must teach not just digital skills, but neuro-awareness. Equip students with the language to understand how attention is manipulated—not just by platforms, but by design. Let them learn how dopamine works, how it influences behaviour, and how to build cognitive resistance to engineered distraction. We must also reintroduce analogue practices: journalling, sketching, reading physical books. Encourage hobbies not meant for sharing, but for being. Not every moment needs a filter. Let parts of life remain unshared—and sacred.
And yes, we must model this ourselves. In my own classes, I’ve reduced tech use and focused more on immersive dialogue, handwritten assignments, and uninterrupted thinking. Sometimes, the best learning happens in silence—not stimulation.
And what of those designing the digital world? Can infinite scroll become finite again? Can we develop platforms that encourage reflection instead of reaction? Can we prioritise wellbeing over engagement?
In an era of engineered pleasure and digital highs, perhaps the boldest thing we can do is slow down. Unplug. Disconnect. And let go of what has become the most adamant pursuit of modern life: constant stimulation. Not for nostalgia’s sake—but for mental survival. Because it’s not just about feeling good. It’s about feeling alive again.
It reminds me of a teacher who once told me: “There’s a difference between illusion and delusion. The first is building castles in the air. The second is starting to live in them.” It’s time to come back down. To reclaim focus. To rediscover effort-based joy. To protect our attention—not just as a skill, but as an act of personal freedom.
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