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Multitasking is pretty much seen as a necessity in the modern world. The ability to do several things at 

once – even if it’s something as apparently simple as emailing and talking at the same time – is taken for 

granted. 

But the belief that engaging in several tasks at once means we are more productive is a myth. Instead of 

saving time, multitasking not only takes longer but also makes mistakes more likely. It also does 

something to our brains. 

That was the thesis of one of the keynote speakers at a conference I attended this week. The speaker 

was Dr JoAnn Deak, a noted educator and psychologist whose books include Your Fantastic Elastic Brain. 

The conference was the annual get-together of the Girls’ Schools Association, which represents many of 

the all-girls’ private schools in the U.K. 

And even though the talk was specific to education and learning, it has implications not just for schools 

and teachers, but for employers and employees as well as parents and just about anybody who thinks 

doing more than one thing at a time is a good idea. 

The myth of multitasking may not be a surprise to some. A quick turn around the streets of a busy town 

will soon tell you that some people find simultaneous texting and walking, let alone texting and driving, 

a bit of a challenge. 

But even if you’ve always known that multitasking is a chimera, Dr Deak provides the science to back up 

your belief. 

Supported by research into how the brain functions, Dr Deak argues that the brain is only able to focus 

deeply on one task at a time. And not only that, trying to do too many things at once causes the brain to 

lose the capacity for deep thinking altogether. 

“When you try to multitask, in the short-term it doubles the amount of time it takes to do a task and it 

usually at least doubles the number of mistakes,” she told the conference. 

“In the long-term it changes the brain from being able to focus deeply on a single task well, to being 

what we call a rifle, that wants to jump around a lot.” 

Children and adolescents, with their rapidly developing and elastic brains, are particularly vulnerable to 

such changes, she added. 

The brain does not have enough connections to be doing two complex tasks at the same time. Even 

something as seemingly innocuous as listening to music while doing homework causes students to lose 

focus. 



Instead of concentrating on their math, messages are fired off within the brain preparing it to shift 

attention, followed by what Dr Deak calls a “jukebox-like search” for the parts involved in hearing music, 

and finally starting to focus on the music. 

“If you are listening to Mozart while you are doing math, whenever your brain starts to hear Mozart it 

has to leave the math part, and that takes time,” Dr Deak said. When the brain starts to refocus on 

math, it goes through the whole process again. 

What is worse, Deak went on, the more developing minds do this the more it stimulates parts of the 

brain associated with pleasure. Activities that do not involve rapid and repeated switching between 

tasks – such as listening to a teacher talking – become boring, while those that do become sought after. 

“We’re creating a generation of minds who have extreme difficulty dealing with long-term input,” she 

said. “Anything that isn’t multitasking is perceived as boring.” 

These young minds may be able to rapidly switch between tasks, but they are not able to do so in any 

depth, she added. The result is that they end up just skimming across the surface of the task at hand. 

For students, multitasking does not end with listening to music while doing homework. Taking notes 

while listening to a teacher also counts as multitasking, as does listening to a teacher while using an 

electronic device in class. 

“Using a computer while being interactive in class is one of the worst forms of multitasking,” she said. 

“The mind can’t listen intensely, process it deeply enough and write it down at the same time.” 

Ideally, teacher instruction – or input – should be in short bursts of 10 or 20 minutes, each followed by 

the students expressing what they have learned, either through discussion, notes or actions – the 

output. 

The crucial point is that this should only happen after the teacher has finished talking. In the same way, 

highlighting a passage while reading does not help learning, but if it is done after reading “it sky-rockets 

comprehension,” Dr Deak said. 

Research shows that ending each section with some form of output is the best form of learning, Dr Deak 

added. 

For many teachers – and their students – this is very much counter to the way they are used to doing 

things. But with today’s children and adolescents surrounded by so many distractions, it is vital not to 

duck the challenge. 

And the rest of us need to realize that while we may think multitasking is a good use of our time, if any 

of the tasks involve a focus, we should not be deluded into thinking it makes us more productive. 
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Right now, you might be reading this blog while cooking dinner, watching the news on TV, and riding a 
stationary bicycle. You’re trying to save time by doing multiple things at once. 
 
Truth is, you’re actually wasting time. Yes, the dinner will get cooked and you’ll elevate your heart rate. 
But I doubt you’ll remember much of anything from either this blog or the TV news. 
 
Multitasking is something everyone does these days. It’s hard not to multitask, given all the things we 
have to do and all the streams of information coming at us non-stop. 
 
I know, you think you’re good at multitasking. And to some degree, you are. You can walk and chew gum 
at the same time. Folding laundry while talking on the phone? Not a problem. A clown can ride a 
unicycle while juggling brightly colored balls. This form of multitasking works because these are rote 
tasks that don’t require much brainpower. 
 
Unfortunately, our brains just aren’t equipped for multitasking tasks that do require brainpower. Our 
short-term memories can only store between five and nine things at once. 
 
When you’re trying to accomplish two dissimilar tasks, each one requiring some level of consideration 
and attention, multitasking falls apart. Your brain just can’t take in and process two simultaneous, 
separate streams of information and encode them fully into short-term memory. 
 
When information doesn’t make it into short-term memory, it can’t be transferred into long-term 
memory for recall later. 
 
If you can’t recall it, you can’t use it.  And, presumably, you are trying to learn something from whatever 
you are doing, right?  Instead of actually helping you, multitasking works against you. It’s making you 
less efficient, not more. 
 
When I was at Google, I attended lots of meetings in which others had their laptops open. It wasn’t that 
these people didn’t care about what was being said. It’s just that they had lots of other things to do, and 
juggling several tasks at once seemed like a good idea. 
 
It wasn’t. 
 
Soon it became clear that many people were missing important stuff in meetings. They weren’t paying 
attention to what was going on around them because their brains were otherwise occupied. So the 
information shared in meetings never had a chance to break into their short-term memory banks. 
 
Fairly soon, it became clear that having laptops open in meetings was lowering productivity instead of 
raising it. So we declared some meetings no-laptop zones. 
 



// Side note: Of course, this created an unintended consequence. When people thought they had 
something more important to deal with, they simply left the meeting. While this was distracting for the 
others in the meeting, at least it was a more effective use of the escapees’ attention. // 
 
Multitasking can be expensive, too—and dangerous. I learned that lesson a few years ago. I was writing 
a text message on my phone as I pulled up to a stoplight. Sadly, I misjudged the distance between my 
car and the one in front because I wasn’t fully paying attention. I hit the other car, though no one was 
hurt. Still, it was the most expensive text I’ve ever sent. And I learned my lesson. 
 
I’m often asked if this is a generational phenomenon. Specifically, “everyone knows kids are better at 
multitasking.”  The problem? “Everyone” is wrong. Their brains, especially the limits imposed by short 
term memory, are the same as those of adults. Even though your kid boasts she can watch TV and study 
simultaneously, don’t believe her. If nothing else, learning to concentrate is a skill that will serve her not 
only with geography exam but also with life. 
 
So instead of reading this blog while watching the news, cooking dinner, and exercising, try something 
different. Go for a run or a swim. Do yoga. Give your brain a break. Everything else can wait. 


