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Not Knowing Enough 
to Know What We 
Don’t Know…

We live in an age in which we 
would like to see ourselves as 
Tom Cruise in Minority Report, 
the ultimate tech-savvy 
multitasker. And we are perhaps 
closer to this than we may 
believe. But in truth, the 
potential of our technologies far 
outweigh our abilities to use 
them as effective tools. 

Those of us who are Generation 
X or before grew up with 
television (understood to be the 
babysitter for latchkey children 
around the globe). Computers 
were the stuff of NASA and 
scientists. Even Generation Y 
had to contend with dial-up 
modems. So just how savvy are 
we? 



Addiction, 
addictive, 
addicting?

“Television has proved that 
people will look at anything 
rather than each other.” (Ann 
Landers, 1950s)

Many of the same concerns 
expressed about technology and 
internet in the 21st century are the 
same that surrounded the advent 
of television in the 1940s. 

Are we talking about the same 
thing? Is our current access to 
information more dangerous than 
it was during the 1950s?

Plug in, tune out. Is technology 
an addiction—or does it merely 
amplify our addictive tendencies?

Is Ebay problematic as an entity 
or as a vehicle to fuel a shopping 
addiction?



Easing Sensitivities: 
Gifted and Exceptional 
Individuals (Likely) 
Addicted 

• Richard Feynman
• Aldous Huxley
• Beethoven 
• Edgar Allen Poe
• Allen Ginsberg
• Dorothy Parker
• Ernest Hemingway
• John Steinbeck
• David Milch

(writer/producer)
• Carl Sagan
• William Faulkner
• Tennessee 

Williams
• Buzz Aldrin

Source: Talentdevelop, 2018



Coming to Terms 
with Addiction

Addiction is a condition in 
which a person engages in use 
of a substance or in a behavior 
for which the rewarding effects 
provide a compelling incentive 
to repeatedly pursue the 
behavior despite detrimental 
consequences.
complex conditions that affect 
reward, 
reinforcement, motivation, 
and memory
It involves systems of the brain.

Addiction impacts the 
executive function of the brain. 
As a result, the addict may be 
unaware of detrimental impacts 
to self or others emerging from 
his/her behaviors. 

Excerpted from 
Psychology Today, 2018



 Dopamine (the neurochemical associated with reward) and the 
limbic system: feelings of pleasure designed to encourage 
behaviors to be repeated

 Normal activities (eating, drinking, etc.) produce normal 
levels of dopamine and do not alter/reprogram the brain for 
addiction

 Drugs and other stimuli have a tendency to mimic dopamine 
or cause overproduction and flood neuroreceptors with 
dopamine (and more is always needed to ‘feed’ the addiction)

 In many cases, drugs or other stimuli produce 
dopamine/feelings of pleasure: the brain is unable to produce 
normal levels of dopamine (the faucets are turned off—harder 
to feel good without the drug/stimuli)



 Positive feelings about an 
experience (including learning) 
produce endorphins (euphoria) 
and dopamine (stimulates the 
prefrontal cortex) – chemistry 
of repetition

 Negative feelings about an 
experience produce cortisol –
which puts the brain in survival 
mode and causes anxiety 
(chemistry of avoidance)



Coming to Terms with 
Technology (Internet) 
Addiction/Overuse

Internet addiction/overuse 
is characterized by excessive 
or poorly controlled 
preoccupations, urges, or 
behaviors regarding 
computer use, and Internet 
access that leads to 
impairment or distress. High 
comorbidity of Internet 
addiction with psychiatric 
disorders, especially 
affective disorders 
(including depression), 
anxiety disorders 
(generalized anxiety 
disorder, social anxiety 
disorder), and attention-
deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder.

Source: National Institutes of Health, 2018



 Addiction or Overuse?
 Technology addiction is an 

umbrella term that includes 
any or all of the following:
 Cybersex/pornography
 Video gaming
 Online gambling
 Ebay/online auctions/shopping
 Excessive social media use
 Excessive texting, tweeting or 

abuse of similar applications
 Smartphone overuse
 Information overload

 Often refers to a variety of 
obsessive or compulsive online 
behaviors  rooted in a combination 
of biological, genetic and 
environmental factors

 Mental health: anxiety, depression, 
social phobia and sleep problems. 
Similar traits to those found in 
shopping addicts (impulsiveness, 
etc.) are present in those exhibiting 
symptoms of technology addiction

 Personality: Self-esteem, crave 
social interaction but not in person, 
etc.

 Environment: Job/school stress 
(little support)



 The average person spends at least 
two hours per day on social media. 
For teens, this could reach nine 
hours per day

 Worldwide, 3.1 billion people use 
social media

 About 210 million people across 
the globe suffer from internet or 
social media addictions

 Teenagers who spend at least five 
hours per day on their phones 
(connecting through social media) 
are twice as likely to exhibit 
depressive symptoms as those 
who spend one hour or less

 71 percent of people sleep next to 
their mobile devices at night

 Ten percent of teenagers check 
their phones ten or more times per 
night

 Approximately 50 percent of those 
using smartphones whilst driving 
are accessing social media (90 
percent of drivers admit to using 
smartphones behind the wheel)

 Over 240 million Americans (74 
percent of all Americans) check 
Facebook daily

Source: Mediakix, 2018, among others



 Preoccupation with previous online activity or anticipation 
over new activity

 Using technology/internet increasingly to maintain existing 
levels or pursue new levels of satisfaction

 Feel the need to respond immediately to postings, tweets, 
etc.

 Staying online (much) more than was originally intended
 Restlessness, moodiness, irritability when attempting to 

scale back on technology use
 Using technology as an escape from feelings of 

helplessness or guilt, anxiety or depression
 Using technology to avoid human contact



 Anxiety when away from a device
 Unable (on multiple occasions) to control, cut back or stop 

internet use
 Jeopardize significant relationships, professional or 

educational opportunities because of internet use
 Defensive, attempt to rationalize behaviors when 

confronted 
 Euphoria when ‘connected’ /adrenalin 
 Sleeplessness – not shutting off or down
 Dishonesty about usage, especially when confronted
 Anxiety, shame or depression resulting from technology 

use
 Withdrawing/neglecting once pleasurable activities



 Being gifted is a gift—unless you are the one experiencing it first hand (both 
blessing and burden)

 Gifted have a tendency to look outwardly for approval and inwardly for 
blame

 May experience unique pressures to ‘perform’ as if the spotlight is always 
on—even when alone

 The gifted individual employs a somewhat bifurcated approach to life 
(rational and emotional) 

 Solutions must be epiphany based to mitigate perceived threat against the 
social personality and related pushback

 The greatest risk is the social risk, and the greatest challenges for educators 
and parents alike are socioemotional 

 Gifted tend to be great starters, but at times lack discipline for follow 
through (beginnings are always fun!)

 Things come naturally—without having to work hard
 Seeking a sense of relief including compulsive needs to ‘fill the void’



One Word Says it All: 
INTENSITY

Giftedness has both 
intellectual and emotional 
elements that are complex, 
multifaceted and layered.

Intensity impacts every 
aspect of the lives of gifted 
and talented individuals. 
They tend to ‘go all out’ in 
just about everything.

It is not that they feel more 
than the non-gifted, but 
experience these feelings 
rather vividly and deeply. 
This is an experience that 
can prove alarming and 
warrants our attentions.

Source (in part): SENG, 
2015



 Different conceptions and expectations of friendships than 
their peers (and rejection/endings are Shakespearean) 

 Strong attachments to a few friends (versus having many 
friends and acquaintances—in real life, may be different 
online) 

 Social pressures to moderate achievements in front of 
peers

 Perfectionism
 Isolationism
 Enhanced sensitivities

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



 Depression
 Questions authority
 Overexcitability
 Underachievement
 Anxiety
 Boredom
 Withdrawal
 Hypersensitivity
 Love to see ideas in print or onscreen
 Impulsive / Multipotentiality /FOMO

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



 Enjoy complexity 
 Can be flexible thinkers (but often rigid)
 Creative and original thinkers
 Enjoy hypotheses, what ifs, etc.
 Are keen on aesthetics 
 Engage in fantasy, role playing
 Intellectual curiosity
 Emotional intensity/deep emotional reactions
 Well developed senses of justice and fairness
 Strong sense of empathy, with both children and adults
 Need to be able to ‘turn off’

Source: Australian Government, Department of Education, Science and Training, 2008



Happy Outside, 
Anxious Within

Because our gifted and talented 
tend not to wear emotions on 
their sleeves (out of fear of 
embarrassment or disapproval), 
one may never be fully aware of 
the level of stress experienced 
until it is too late.

So many live lives concealed by 
an emotional suit of armor until 
the pressure builds up to an 
extent where everything is 
released suddenly.

What we may perceive to be an 
immediate change in behavior or 
disposition may have been 
building for years.

Remember that it is the 
affective domain that truly 
warrants our collective 
attentions.



When in the flow state,
the brain is actively
seeking out information
from multiple sources
to engage in problem
solving activities.

The brain actively seeks
out new challenges and is
chemically rewarded for
solving problem (part of 
our survival mechanism).

That is where motivation,
Persistence and creativity
make their homes. That is 
FLOW and it may be 
chemically addictive.

Gaming
Social Media



 Safety behind the screen: 
social relationships 

 Extreme and varied offerings 
online versus school 
(cognitive and affective needs 
attended to online)

 Ongoing, nonstop activity 
and a plentitude of 
opportunities for success 
(filling the void)

 Ability to do/be 
something/someone 
different / less mundane (role 
playing)

 Compensating online for 
what cannot be found in the 
real world and becomes a 
substitute  (and later an 
addiction)

 Social stagnation in the real 
world and misconceptions 
about friendships (can also 
impact perfectionism and self 
esteem (counting ‘friends’ 
followers)

 Need for immediate and 
varied gratification

Source: Roberts, 2010



Are you a perfectionist? Are you a control freak? Do you grind your teeth at 
night? That's an A-type personality - they are driven, competitive, aggressive, 

run on imperatives - have to, must do, should do. They are likely to find 
themselves unable to switch off, they can't relax, if they do they crash into 

exhaustion.

Even if they are watching TV they have multi screens. It's a level of 
hyperactivity driven by a fear of not being in control. It's the accessibility, the 
sensory experience of swiping that screen, the instant gratification… there 

is something quite pleasurable about that.

For a lot of people it's the lack of offline time which causes hyper-arousal of 
the brain. People walk about in a state of distractibility.

-- Doctor Nerina Ramlakhan, quoted in BBC News



 Social relationships and the self 
fulfilling prophecy (online and in-
person)

 Critical consumers and 
producers of information: 
executive function—lengthening 
the fuse (rejecting impulsivity) 

 Questions about the ‘quality’ of 
addiction : no consensus exists—
it is a problem, but is it as bad as 
opioid addiction insofar as its 
chemical effect and alteration of 
brain structure?

 Is technology a medium, vehicle, 
catalyst or end in and of itself?

Source: Roberts, 2010



 Remember that it is difficult to mitigate the impacts of 
designed addictive experiences (consider disappearing 
stories on Instagram and the addictive properties of other 
social media): retrain gradually. No quitting cold turkey.

 Attend to CAUSES as well as symptoms. Get to the root of 
the problem—not just its manifestations. In this manner, 
technology use becomes a means to an end.

 Help gifted and talented set reasonable expectations and 
resist pressure to be ‘always on’ (also impacts other areas of 
giftedness, including perfectionism)

 Protect sleep. Always. To the extent possible, keep devices 
at bay.



 Technology is ubiquitous and pervasive—even in educational 
settings. In this way, one cannot avoid technology as one 
might avoid other addiction triggers (bars, shopping malls, 
places, friends etc.). Balance is essential.

 Remember the importance of epiphany-based solutions.You 
may be miles ahead in crafting creative solutions. Gifted and 
talented individuals are the next state over. Has to come from 
within.

 Problems and challenges may have the same or greater 
impact online as in ‘real’ life. Do not allow children to suffer 
alone and in silence.

 Model balance and engagement as a critical consumer and 
producer of information—using examples.



 Consider disparate impacts on specific elements or types of 
giftedness. Creatives, traditionally gifted and high achievers. 
Technology overuse may have a greater effect or lure with twice-
exceptional students.

 Find novelty in real life and provide plentiful opportunities for pro-
social activities. If these needs are met in the real world, chances are 
that they need not be met in the virtual one.

 It takes a village, not a wiki. As an educator, you may only have a 
piece of the puzzle. Work collaboratively with parents to identify 
possible catalysts and strategies to mitigate the impacts or potential 
for overuse.

 Mindfulness—in many forms allows our gifted to live in the now and 
diminish the amplified anxieties of virtual life in the past or future.

 Love them. Support them. Allow them to get the giftedness ‘off 
their chests’.
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