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Is The Internet Making Us Stupid?
For most of the 20th century, humans’ IQ scores rose about three points per decade. 
In recent years, however, this trend has slowed and even reversed. In the words 
of Dr. Evan Horowitz of Tufts University, “People are getting dumber. That’s not a 
judgment; it’s a global fact.” The research is clear on what’s causing this: internet 
access. The internet is making us stupid—it’s impacting many of our cognitive skills 
in negative ways and destroying our collective intellect. 

The internet is making us stupider in part because 
it is full of misinformation. While there are some 
reputable sources of information online, a lot 
of content is designed with only one thing in 
mind: making you click. This “click bait” is full of 
sensationalized stories, conspiracies, and outright 
lies. And, very often, it’s difficult to tell what’s 
real and what’s not. According to the Centre for 
International Governance Innovation, 86% of 
internet users can’t tell the difference between what’s true and what’s fake. 

In addition, relying on the internet for information weakens our critical thinking 
because algorithms show us only what we want to see. Algorithms are automated 
programs that determine the kind of content you see based on what you’ve clicked 
in the past. For example, imagine you click on a few articles like “The Evils of Sugar” 
and “Does Sugar Cause Cancer?”.  The algorithms decide that you only want to see 
information about how sugar is bad. They won’t show you alternative articles about 
the benefits of sugar, the history of sugar, and so on. Without those alternative 
viewpoints, you’ll never challenge yourself to think critically. 

The internet also seriously impairs our concentration 
and our memory. Countless studies have shown that 
the more time people spend in front of an internet-
connected screen, the less they are able to concentrate. 
We get distracted by links and games, skim over what 
we’re trying to read, and have our thought processes 
interrupted by ads and pop-ups. The result is a 
functional IQ drop of up to 10 points! Studies also show 
that the internet is messing with our ability to remember 
things. This well-documented phenomenon is called 

“offloading.” Basically, people no longer commit facts to memory because they know 
the information is only a click away. 

Finally, the internet destroys our ability to perform basic tasks. Every time you 
ask your phone for directions, for example, you lose an opportunity to exercise a 
cognitive skill. Instead of learning and practicing how to navigate a map, you allow 
the internet to do it for you. The result is that people either forget or never learn 
how to do basic tasks. This problem has the biggest impact on young people, who 
have grown up with the internet. Unlike previous generations, they never learned to 
complete basic tasks like driving and cooking without the internet’s “aid”. 
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Annotating Fiction 

How to annotate: 
 Mark important lines or passages. You can underline, circle or use brackets.

 Write short notes in the margin.

What to annotate: 
 Character development & key plot events

 Themes or images

 Questions for discussion

 Your reactions & predictions

 Connections to earlier ideas in the text

Sample annotations from p. 89 in Rules of the Road: 
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Taking Notes in Textbooks 

 Write and underline each heading.

 Write down the main idea & supporting details for each paragraph.

 Keep your notes short and easy to read.
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The length of time young chimps spend under the protection of their mothers 
gives them lots of leisure time. They can spend years playing and exploring their 
environment before taking on the responsibility of caring for themselves. However, 
being this dependent for so long also has a negative side. Because the mother-child 
bond is so strong, its disruption can be disturbing. Goodall observed that young chimps 
were sometimes traumatized by weaning or by the birth of a sibling. Just like human 
toddlers, they showed their displeasure through tantrums or sulking by themselves.  

AGGRESSIVE AND ALTRUISTIC BEHAVIOR
Goodall had long thought that chimps were a relatively peaceful species, and was 
deeply disturbed when she discovered that, like humans, they have a dark side. For 
example, she observed males brutally attacking females with infants who encroached 
on their territory. Chimps have even been observed using tools such as sticks and 
stones to attack one another. Scientists believe that this kind of aggression increases 
the availability of resources for the attackers’ offspring and makes them more likely to 
survive.

Even more disturbing, 1974 saw the start of 
what came to be known as “The Four Year 
War” among the Gombe chimps. It began 
when a group of six male chimpanzees 
attacked and killed a young male from a 
neighboring group. This was the first time 
anyone had observed one chimpanzee 
deliberately killing another. The violence 
continued over the next four years, during 
which one group systematically attacked and killed chimps in the other, taking over 
their territory and their females. Chimpanzees and humans are the only two species 
known to carry out organized violence in this manner.

In spite of their violent tendencies, however, chimpanzees’ altruism, or unselfish 
concern for the well-being of others, can be quite remarkable. For instance, after a 
period of separation, chimps embrace, kiss, pat, and hold hands to greet each other 
just like people do. Scientists have observed them cleaning others’ wounds, keeping 
flies away, and even cleaning a companion’s teeth. More than once, Goodall saw 
chimps risk their lives to save other chimpanzees captured by pigs or baboons. This 
self-sacrificial behavior has also been observed in zoos where chimpanzees are kept on 
islands surrounded by water-filled moats. Chimpanzees cannot swim, yet some have 
lost their lives trying to save companions that fell into the water.

Chimps being aggressive
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LANGUAGE ACQUISITION
Chimpanzees have also been studied in the lab. Some of the most interesting 
experiments have to do with language acquisition. In the mid-1940s, Keith and 
Catherine Hayes tried to teach a young chimp named Viki to speak. Viki learned four 
words – mama, papa, up, and cup – but ultimately the undertaking was a failure. As it 
turns out, the structure of the chimpanzee larynx makes them physically incapable of 
producing human language.

Other scientists tried a different route to teaching 
primates to speak. In the mid-1960s, Allen and Beatrix 
Gardner began teaching American Sign Language (ASL), 
which is based on hand signals, to an infant chimp 
named Washoe. Washoe ultimately learned more than 
250 signs for actions and objects, as well as for abstract 
concepts like “more”. She was able to link these signs 
with the objects and actions they represented. For 
example, when she was asked in sign language to fetch 
an apple, Washoe would go and find an apple located 
in another room. She also strung signs together in new 
and creative ways. For example, she would refer to a 
refrigerator by signing OPEN FOOD DRINK, though the 
Gardners always called it COLD BOX.

The Gardners also discovered that chimps can invent new signs and learn language 
from each other. Another chimp, Lucy, had to wear a leash for her outings. She had 
no sign for leash, so one day, eager to set off, she held a bent index finger next to her 
collar. The sign became part of her vocabulary. A third chimpanzee, Loulis, was given 
no lessons in sign language. Yet by the time he was eight years old, Loulis had learned 
fifty- eight signs by imitating other chimps who had been taught ASL. He also received 
direct instruction from Washoe herself. These studies in language acquisition confirm 
that chimpanzee minds work much like human minds.

Thanks to the research of scientists like Goodall 
and the Gardners, we now know that humans and 
chimpanzees share a number of traits, behaviors, and 
abilities. These striking similarities raise important 
questions. What, for example, can we learn about 
ourselves by studying chimpanzees? And what 
differentiates us from chimps? In other words, what 
makes us uniquely human? Grappling with these 
questions is a task for all of us, not just scientists.

Nim Chimpsky, a chimp raised 
among humans and taught ASL

A chimpanzee using tools

Tool use: Cornelia Schrauf, Josep Call,Koki Fuwa and Satoshi Hirata, CC BY-SA 2.5, via Wikimedia Commons
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Annotating Nonfiction 

How to annotate: 

 Mark important lines or passages. You can underline, circle or use brackets.

 Write short notes in the margin.

What to annotate: 

 Main ideas

 Key arguments

 Brief summaries of important information

 Important terms

 Your comments and questions

What’s wrong with these annotations? 



10

Text Structures 

A text structure is how an author organizes information. For example: 

 Description

 Sequence

 Comparison

 Cause-Effect

 Problem-Solution

Paragraph 1: ____________________________ 
Have you ever seen the aurora borealis, or northern lights? They look like rivers of greenish-
blue light swimming in the sky. But why do they appear? The aurora is caused by the interaction 
of solar wind and the Earth’s magnetic field. Because the Earth has an iron core, our whole 
planet acts like a giant magnet. Super-charged particles from the sun’s solar wind excite the 
atoms in Earth’s magnetic field.  As a result, the atoms light up and treat us to an amazing light 
show in the sky. 

Paragraph 2: ____________________________ 
Cat owners who love animals have always faced a troubling dilemma: in order for their pet to 
eat, other animals must die. Cats are, after all, carnivores. In response to the demands of 
animal-loving cat owners, one company has found a way to grow meat in a laboratory without 
harming any animals. Instead, a few cells are painlessly collected from a donor mouse, and then 
allowed to grow and multiply in a Petri dish. The answer is a cruelty-free mouse meat treat that 
cats love! 
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Hákarl: The National Dish of Iceland 

Have you ever heard of a dish called Hákarl (how-kar-ul)? The 
story of this curious food begins with the gurry shark, a large, 
slow-moving animal that lives in the cold waters around the 
North Pole. It’s unique because it’s the only creature on Earth 
with extremely high concentrations of a compound called 
trimethylamine oxide, or TMAO.  

TMAO has a positive effect for sharks and a negative effect on people. For the sharks, it acts as 
a natural antifreeze and keeps them from getting too cold in the arctic waters. When consumed 
by humans, however, TMAO is poisonous.  It causes nausea, vomiting, and neurological issues 
similar to those you’d get from drinking too much alcohol. Eat enough gurry shark, and the 
consequences could be deadly! 

While TMAO clearly isn’t a problem for sharks, it was a big problem for the early settlers of 
Iceland. Desperately hungry, they tried eating gurry sharks, only to find themselves poisoned by 
the TMAO in the shark’s flesh.  

Although the obvious solution would be to not eat gurry 
sharks, that wasn’t an option for the hungry Icelanders. 
Instead, they came up with a different answer: let the shark 
flesh rot! It turns out that if you bury gurry shark flesh for 6-12 
weeks, dig it back up, and then let it air dry for another few 
months, you’re left with a cheese-like snack that’s completely 
safe to eat. The Icelanders call it Hákarl, and it’s considered a 
delicacy.  

Shark meat drying 

Brenn and Hak, Bapak Alex, CC BY-SA 4.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0>, via Wikimedia Commons 
Shark meat, fry_theonly, CC BY-SA 2.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0>, via Wikimedia Commons 
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Study Skills & Strategies 

Tips for Successful Time Management 

 Make a schedule and stick to it.

 Set realistic goals.

 Avoid multitasking.

 Eliminate distractions.

 Schedule in flexibility and fun.

Avoiding Procrastination 

Most students procrastinate at some point. Here are some tips to help you deal with 
procrastination effectively: 

 Figure out why you’re procrastinating.

 Use time management strategies: make a schedule and set realistic goals.

 Set up a study space with few distractions—put your phone away!

 Motivate yourself: build in breaks and rewards.

 Start with a small step. Don’t get overwhelmed by thinking about the whole project at
once.

 Don’t be a perfectionist. You can always fix a first draft later.

Sample Study Schedule 
2:30 – 4:30: Soccer practice 
4:30 – 5:00: Arrive home, have a snack 
5:00 – 6:00: Outline and write intro of  

Eng. essay  
6:00 – 6:30: Dinner 
6:30 – 7:00: Do math assignment 
7:00 – 7:30: Study break / relax 
7:30 – 8:30: Study for bio test 
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Test Prep 

 Organize your materials and your space.

 Use study tools actively:

 Quiz yourself using flash cards or a study guide.

 Use your notes to do tellbacks.

 Think like a teacher—ask yourself questions you think will be on the test.

 Go back to anything you missed or didn’t understand.

 Don’t cram!

 Schedule short, focused study sessions.

 Spread out your sessions.

Test Taking 

Before the test: 

 Get enough sleep.

 Get to class on time and prepared.

 Don’t cram right before the test.

During the test: 

 Listen to and read instructions carefully.

 Preview the entire test before you begin.

 Don’t get stuck on hard questions—skip them and return later.

 Review the entire test before turning it in.

Strategies for different question types: 

 Multiple choice questions: read the question carefully and read all the answer choices—

don’t stop on the first one that seems correct.

 Short answer questions: answer as much of the question as you can.

 Essay questions: make an outline on scrap paper or in the margin.



Reading Speed Grid 
Rules of the Road: 10 words per line 

# of 
lines 

Reading 
Speed 

# of 
lines 

Reading 
Speed 

# of 
lines 

Reading 
Speed 

# of 
lines 

Reading 
Speed 

1 10 16 160 31 310 46 460 
2 20 17 170 32 320 47 470 
3 30 18 180 33 330 48 480 
4 40 19 190 34 340 49 490 
5 50 20 200 35 350 50 500 
6 60 21 210 36 360 51 510 
7 70 22 220 37 370 52 520 
8 80 23 230 38 380 53 530 
9 90 24 240 39 390 54 540 

10 100 25 250 40 400 55 550 
11 110 26 260 41 410 56 560 
12 120 27 270 42 420 57 570 
13 130 28 280 43 430 58 580 
14 140 29 290 44 440 59 590 
15 150 30 300 45 450 60 600 

Conducting a Timing in a Different Book 
1. First figure out how many words per line your book has. Choose a full line of text (not a

short or indented line). Count all the letters, punctuation marks, and spaces in that line,
divide by 6, and round to the nearest whole number. That is the average words per line for
your book.

2. In your book, mark where you’ll begin reading and read for exactly one minute.

3. Count the number of lines you read during the minute. Multiply the number of lines by the
number of words per line from Step 1. This is your reading speed. For example, if you read
16 lines in a book that has 11 words per line, your reading speed would be 16 x 11, or 176
words per minute.
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