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Putting 
more 
focus on 
multitasking 
Habit is fine if person is working 
towards a single goal, say experts 
By KEZlA TOH 

WHEN he writes an essay, un- 
dergraduate Vincent Lee also 
listens to music as weU as moni- 
tors his Facebook account and 
smartphone for updates and 
messages. 

Asked whether he gets side- 
tracked by these activities, the 
24-year-old said: L'I would be 
bored if I had to focw on just 
one thing." 

He feels he gets more things 
done. "I finish my assignment 
and connect with friends at the 
same time," he added. 

But recent studies - such as 
one from the Chinese Universi- 
ty of Hong Kong - have shown 
that heavy multitasking can be 
couht erpr oductive . 

Other studies also showed 
that those who habitually sc- 
cess information from several 
media sources at the same time 
were unable to distinguish be- 
tween relevant and irrelevant 
information for the task at 
hand. 

Heavy multitaskers focused 
less well on a task requiring 
much attention, even when in- 
structed to do SO. 

Psychologists here are not 
agaipst multitasking - so long 
as one is working towards a sin- 
gle goal. 

Psychologist Daniel Koh of 
private practice Insights. Mind 
Ceritre sald taSh that d R b m e  
one another will a 
greater impression, henee irn- 

proving memory". 
For example, reading aloud 

and listening to the audio track 
of a story reinforce the learning 
of' words, he noted. 

But if the activities are for 
different goals - such as tex- 
ting a friend while trying to  fin- 
ish homework - multitasking 
might not be a good idea, he 
added. 

The .effectiveness of multi- 
tasking also hinges on how 
good people are in focusing on 
the core task, said Dr. Raymond 
Cheong from the Children/ 
Youth Learning and Develop- 
ment Centre. 

"They should learn to focus 
on one thing first - multitask- 
ing is taking what someone is al- 
ready doing and mldng it bet- 
ter - to train them to become 
effective and efficient work- 
ers," he added. 

Some educators - recognis- 
ing today's trends - have cho- 
sen to rnake use of students' 
rnultit~king abilities to boost 
learning. 

Since last year, Chinese-lan- 
guage teacher Joycelyn Ng 
from Guangyang Primary 
Schoal has started teaching Chi- 
nese characters using aerobics. 

Moving their anns to the mu- 
sic, they remember the sttokes 
better, she said. "They take the 
active learning role and learn 
hem to adapt fast, rathez than 
jwt fa- 00 en0 task, 
which is to sit and listen to the 
teacher," said Mrs Ng. 

A study by the National Uni- 
versity of Singapore (NUS), 
published . last year, revealed 
that teachers in the classroom 
now have to vie with students' 
mobile phones and laptops for 
attention. 

The study found that stu- 
dents often felt the urge to re- 
ply to cellphone mes'sages irn- 
mediately while they also 
surfed the Intemet on their lap- 
tops when lectures got boring. 
The students said they were 

opposed to any move to curb 
multit.asking with new media in 
classrooms. 

Educators agree, saying that 
any form of control is futile. 
"There are and always will be 
students whose minds will 
rove, and today's multitude of 
gadgets gives' them a lot to 
choose from to entertain them- 
sehes, " said Dr Seshan Ramas- ' 
wad, an associate professor of 
marketing education at Singa- 
pore Management University. 

In his opinion, the best way 
to fight back is "to be a more 
engaging instructor who simply 
compels attention".. 

But the need to multitaslc 
seems an Uincreasingly ineeta- 
ble partn of operating in to- 
day's world, said Dr Khng Kiat 
Hui, research scientist at the 
Centre for Research in Pedago- 
gy and Practice .at .the National 
Institute of Education. 

She added: "It will be perti- 

M* of 
multitasking 

Genuine multitasking has 
been described as a myth 
in ,books such as The 
Myth of Multitasking: 
How "Doing It Alln Gets - 
Nothing Done by. 
business coach Dave 
Crenshaw. 

The argument is that 
rather than completing 
two or more tasks 
simultaneously, a person 
just shifts from one task 
to another quiekly. 
. For example, he 
switchs from a phone 
,conversation to a 
document on the 
compter screen, then to 
an e-mail and back . 

believing that he is 
doing them 
simult~eotdy. 

But juggling tasks and 
refocusing attention back 
and forth takes up time 
and may hinder progress. 

nent to equip students with the 
skills that may help support 
learning and operating in 
environments with 8 ~ ~ 4  
'information overloaK* 
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