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TED TALK (2017) Adam Alter; Why screens make us less happy. 
Topic: Technology, Happiness, Mobile phones 
Activity type: Listening, speaking, video 
Level: C1 + 
Time: 30m – 45m 
Language focus: Vocabulary related to Technology, happiness; agreeing and disagreeing 
Related published material: Headway Advanced, Unit 7 (Happiness) and/or Unit 11 
(Technology) 
 
*I personally use this as a beginning-of-course activity to introduce a 
discussion/negotiation of Mobile phone use during class time. 
 
Suggested procedure:  

A. Introduction 

Ask students to read Adam Alter’s bio and explain any vocabulary if necessary.  

Look at the title of the talk and encourage the group to predict what they think he will talk 
about. 

  

B. Part 1: Preparation for watching / Watching 

Students work in pairs or small groups to predict the answers to the following 
questions, then watch part 1 (00:00 – 05:35) and check. 

KEY 

1. In business language, what might the term dogfooding mean? 
a. Using your own product to prove how good it is. 
b. Comparing the competition’s product to dogfood to make it seem less attractive. 
c. Using dogs as ‘clickbait’ to attract potential customers to watch your ads. 

 
2. Leaders in which area famously do not practise dogfooding? 
a. The dogfood industry 
b. Education 
c. Technology 

 
3. Who said the following? Answer: Steve Jobs (founder of Apple) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

‘They haven’t used it (the iPad). We limit how 
much technology our kids use at home’ 
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4. Complete this sentence 

In a school in Silicon valley (where many of the children of tech industry executives go), 
screens are not introduced until the 8th grade. (age 12-13) 

5. Imagine this table represents the 24 hours of a typical day 

Students’ own answers 
6. What do you think ‘white space’ is used for? Tick the ideas that you think are 

relevant. 

Time for us to be individuals Creativity  Relaxation 
Hobbies  Leisure  Reflection  
Looking for the meaning of life! Thinking Close relationships 
Being human Magic Screen time 
 

Answer: All of the above! 

C. Part 2: Preparation for watching / Watching 

Students work through the exercises together then watch part 2:  (05:35 – 09:30) 
to check:  

KEY 

Pairwork activity 

  
 
Relaxation 
Exercise  
Weather 
Reading 
Education  
Health 
 

 
Dating  
Social Networking 
Gaming  
Entertainment 
News 
Web Browsing 

Minutes spent a day on these apps, on 
average: Answer: 9 minutes per day 

Minutes spent a day on these apps, on 
average: Answer: 27 minutes per day 

 

1. Discussion: What is a stopping cue?  

Students discuss possible meanings of stopping cue based on the picture. 

Answer: Stopping cues are signals that an activity has ended, e.g. 
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- The end of an episode of a TV series (you used to have to wait a week for the next one) 
- Finish reading a newspaper: you fold it up and put it away 

How do you imagine these sentences are completed? answers 

• In a Dutch design firm, the desks are fixed to the ceiling, so at exactly 6pm every day 
the desks rise to the ceiling to create a space for a yoga class /dance floor. 

• In the German motor company, Daimler, when an employee is on holiday, the 
automatic response to emails is not the typical message ‘I am out of the office at the 
moment, I will get back to you as soon as I can’ but this, very different, message:  
This person is on vacation, so we’ve deleted your email. You can email back in a 
couple of weeks, or you can email someone else. 
 

1. Practical suggestions 

Use the following images to help you guess what suggestions Adam makes for regulating 
screen time at home: 

 

• Never use your phone at the dinner table. 
• Put the phone as far away as possible. 

 

 

 

• Overcome your FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) the 
same way you withdraw from a drug and you will 
notice that life becomes more colourful, richer and 
more interesting. 

 
 

 

• Put your phone on airplane mode at the weekend. 
It feels good so people expand the phone-free time. 

 

 

 

• Think of your phone like a fast car driving along a 
coast road. You can choose either to drive past 
quickly and take photos through the window, or 
stop and enjoy the experience.  
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