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STUDENTS  UNPLUGGED

Students at Portland's Lincoln High School experience life without technology

By Molly Hottle, The Oregonian on October 10, 2010 at 4:52 PM 
For four days this week, Elise Cramer didn't pick up her cell phone. The 17-year-old Lincoln High School senior didn't check Facebook or turn on the television, either.

She and 53 other Lincoln students participated in a technology fast for the school week, which was shortened by a day for teacher in-service time.

Cramer coped better than one might expect for someone her age.

"It's liberating kind of," she said. "You're not connected, and you get to discover new things."

The challenge was the idea of English teacher Jordan Gutlerner, who asked two of his classes to unplug all technological devices, including cell phones, computers, the Internet, video games and music-playing devices. The challenge was voluntary, but all but two students took part.

 "I want them to have more of an awareness of how often they use these devices and why they use them," said Gutlerner, who joined the fast. "And then I want them to decide on how they continue to use them."

On the third day, the students shared varying responses to the assignment.

 "I feel really anxious because I don't know if I'm missing something important," Amanda Schenberger said. "I keep thinking, 'I can't wait for this to end because I need to check my e-mail.' How many Facebook notifications am I going to have after this?"

But others reported benefits. 

Robert Paige said when his parents aren't home, he usually turns on the TV and all the lights for comfort. This week, he had to find other things to do.

"I just kind of sat and thought," he said. "I was thinking a lot about where we're going with the world ... about technology and what impact it has on society."

Paige, an avid videographer, said it's been hard not to check Craigslist for equipment deals. But he said the assignment has been eye-opening.

"Our generation has been exposed to the media way too early," Paige said. "I think that's degrading society to the point that we're not going to be able to recover. Technology is a great help, but we don't need it."

Elise Cramer said the assignment showed the importance people place on feeling wanted.

"We want people to reach out to us," she said. "Without that, I think you feel lonely. Being alone is not a bad thing, but we're never alone."

Cramer was among many who broke the fast for one reason or another. She checked e-mail for assignments. Paige kept in contact with his parents via cell phone, and he couldn't resist watching the latest episode of "Sons of Anarchy."

Even Gutlerner slipped, ordering Chinese food from a cell phone.

"I think these devices are addicting," Gutlerner said. "Even people who aren't addicted to them are behaving as though they are."

On Friday, Gutlerner's students were allowed to boot up again. He said he assumes most will return to normal usage, but some vowed to change. Several said they were considering deactivating Facebook and MySpace accounts.

Gutlerner hopes the fast catches on with other Lincoln teachers. His students are considering challenging the rest of the school to unplug for a couple of days later this year.

Elise Cramer thinks it's a good lesson.

"You don't have to go live in the woods, but you have to be conscious about how you use these electronics," she said. "When people are educated about what they're doing, that's when they can make a personal decision to change."
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