

      

         

            

         

      


   





What parents say about Calmer, Easier, Happier Screen Time:


 


 


‘We’d been having rows about the computer for months so I was really surprised how quickly Noël’s method worked with our three children. On the first day of the new screen time rules the two youngest screamed like banshees, but by the end of the week they were accepting the rules, and even smiling when we praised them about it.’


 


 


‘I was worried that it would be cruel and unfair to limit my children’s screen time because most of their friends seem to be on the computer all hours. But I decided I had to be true to my values. And they didn’t protest much. Now I’m happier, and so are they.’


 


 


‘I thought my teenage boys would just laugh in my face when we tried these new strategies. They did laugh at first, but we didn’t give up. Now they love the Special Time and Family Time and Descriptive Praise. And they’re proud of themselves for being so sensible about their screen use.’


 


 


‘Homework was a nightmare, trying to police the screens, endlessly chivvying them to stay focused. We decided to put limits and rewards on the screen time, and we also used Noël’s homework strategies. Two of our children improved hugely in the first month; the oldest took longer. But we didn’t give up. And now homework is peaceful – and even enjoyable!’


 


 


‘I hadn’t realised that too much screen time was making so many other problems: being hyper at bedtime, being grumpy with his siblings, complaining about homework and reading, being disrespectful, not wanting to play outside. I love it that getting back in charge of the electronics solved so many other problems at the same time.’
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This book is dedicated to all parents who want to get back


in charge of screen time in their homes in order to


create a calmer, easier, happier family life.










Some families are struggling with extreme or atypical problems. The strategies explained in this book will be helpful, but they may not be enough to adequately address all the complex issues. This book is for self-help purposes only. It is not intended as a substitute for medical, psychiatric or psychological diagnosis, advice or treatment, for specialist teaching methods or for consultation with a qualified legal professional.
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Introduction


As I travel around the UK and the US leading workshops and coaching parents, I hear the same complaints over and over again:


 


‘My daughter spends most of her time in her room, and she’s on her computer for hours every day. I have no idea what she’s up to. When I try to go and see her to ask how her day was, she snarls at me to leave her alone.’


 


‘My teenagers bring their phones to the dinner table, no matter how many times I remind them. We can’t even have a proper conversation because they’re always texting their friends or showing each other funny videos.’


 


‘Getting my kids off their tablets is so stressful. The arguments! That’s why I sometimes pretend I’ve forgotten about the time and let them have more. But then they don’t take me seriously.’


 


‘My kids have got into the habit of watching a programme while they’re eating. I can’t talk to them about anything because they won’t listen.’


 


‘My boy picks up my phone whenever I leave it on the table, even though I keep telling him not to.’


 


‘Screen time is the first thing my kids want to do as soon as they come in the house.’


‘There’s so much arguing and negotiating about when they can be on their screens and for how long. I can’t stand listening to myself – nag, nag, nag.’


 


‘My kids have become devious, just to get a bit more screen time.’


 


‘My son kicked me when I insisted it was time to switch off and get ready for bed.’


 


I’ve written this book at the urging of parents who were feeling frustrated, confused and worried. They knew they should be doing something about the problem of electronics in their family, but they weren’t sure what to do or how. Throughout this book you’ll find simple and effective strategies that will transform your children’s and teens’ screen habits, resulting in greater cooperation and respect, more mature common sense and stronger self-esteem. You’ll all enjoy family time more, and family life will become calmer, easier and happier.


If you’re sceptical about these claims because it feels like you’ve already tried everything, without much lasting success, that’s understandable. But you probably haven’t tried these strategies yet. It’s fine to feel sceptical or suspicious; you don’t have to believe that these new strategies will work in order for them to work. All you need to do is keep practising, and you will see the results for yourself.


This is the fourth book in the ‘Calmer, Easier, Happier’ series. It’s a companion volume to the first three: Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting; Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework and Calmer, Easier, Happier Boys. Please dip into these books whenever you want more background information about typical parenting issues or more examples of how to put the new strategies into practice.










Section One


Why parents need to get back in charge










Chapter 1


Getting back in charge


Why are you reading this book? I’m guessing that it wasn’t idle curiosity that prompted you to choose this book. Even if you’ve never heard of me or haven’t read any of my other books, you were probably drawn to the title or subtitle of this book. Most likely there are some screen time issues in your home that you’re not completely happy about.


Do you want to get back in charge of your children’s or teens’ screen use? And do you feel you could use some advice about how to achieve this goal? Maybe you’re looking for confirmation that you do have a right to get back in charge of the electronics in your home? I wrote this book to share with parents a set of useful tools for getting back in charge, so that family life can be calmer, easier and happier.


It’s common nowadays to talk about screen dependency and even screen addiction. When we talk about addiction in relation to screens, we’re using that term in a metaphorical sense, but I believe that we need to treat our children’s screen preoccupation as seriously as if it were a real addiction. We know that when people are addicted to a substance or to an activity, they will find a way to satisfy their craving even if it is at great personal cost. Parents I’ve talked to have seen that screen dependency has a negative effect on many important aspects of family life, such as homework and revision, music practice, mealtimes, household chores, bedtimes, getting up in the morning, peer relationships, even tone of voice, respect and family relationships. So there are a lot of good reasons to get back in charge of the screens in your home.


In my work as a learning and behaviour specialist and the Director of the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting Centre, I hear from more than a thousand parents every year. I listen to their concerns, and I give advice that will help improve the family issues they are worried about. When I ask parents what their goals are for their children in terms of screens, again and again parents tell me the same thing. They want their children to:


 



	•
	Learn to enjoy technology wisely





	•
	Develop sensible tech-management habits





	•
	Monitor their own screen use





	•
	Limit themselves





	•
	Prioritise the important things – sleep, homework and revision, spending time with family and friends – before electronics




 


These are all medium-term or long-term goals. In the short term, parents have an additional goal. They want to protect their children from the harmful effects of the negative values that are so prevalent on screens. Parents recognise that the emotional immaturity of children and teens makes them very easily influenced. Parents want to build a firm foundation of positive values to give children a better chance as they grow up of learning how to protect themselves.


You can draw an analogy with how we feed our families. When our children are young, we make a point of giving them healthy food and guiding them into sensible eating habits. We do this to give them a solid foundation because we know that as they get older, they will encounter many junk food temptations outside of the home. Even if you wanted to shield your children from all junk food, it wouldn’t be possible. And even if you could manage it, you wouldn’t be giving them the opportunity, as they grow emotionally stronger, to practise making sensible food choices. Similarly, past the first few years of a child’s life, it’s not possible to keep children in a tech-free bubble, even if you wanted to. The best way to protect them from negative influences is by strengthening their value system.


The underlying premise of this book is that children and teens are experts at knowing what they want, but parents know what is good for their family. Your goals for your children are probably similar to those listed above; in short, you want to guide them to use technology sensibly, and you want to protect them while you can. And if you are like most of the parents I talk to, you want to be able to relax! You want to feel more at peace; you want to feel satisfied that the screen habits your family are developing are habits that are good for them.


But you may not be sure how to achieve your goals for your family. That is what this book is all about. You will be able to achieve these goals. I’m not promising that getting there will be a piece of cake. But the journey will definitely feel calmer, easier and happier than if you allow confusion or resignation to keep you from taking decisive action.


There are several ways parents can respond to the problems of screen dependency. Does one of the profiles below describe the stage you and your family are currently at?


 



	•
	Have you let the screen situation in your home drift because you haven’t known how to tackle the problem? By now you’re starting to feel really fed up. You’re just about ready to do something decisive, rather than continue to complain, nag or threaten. But you still don’t know how to take effective action.





	•
	Maybe you’ve tried laying down the law, but it seems to have backfired, leaving everyone feeling resentful. You might be feeling discouraged and powerless, but you don’t want to give up. You want to find a better way to get back in charge of the electronics in your children’s lives.





	•
	Perhaps you’ve tried to convince yourself that your children or teens are mature enough and sensible enough to monitor their screen use and to limit themselves when they can see they’re overdoing it. But it’s become clear to you that this just isn’t happening. That’s not surprising, really. Screen use is so mesmerising and so addictive; it feels so good. That feeling easily overrides your child’s common sense.





	•
	Perhaps you’ve heard so many other parents joking about their children’s screen issues that after a while the problems start to feel normal and inevitable. It seems as if maybe you should just accept the status quo without feeling upset about it.




 


Regardless of which stage you’re currently at, the positive, firm and consistent strategies in this book will help you to get back in charge. You will soon see that electronics can add enjoyment to family life, rather than adding conflict.


If you feel like blaming your children or teens for their fixation on screens, just think of the times when you, as a sensible adult, have stayed up too late, against your better judgement, watching something unmemorable on television. Or the times you’ve been lured into checking out just one more Facebook post or YouTube video. If we, the mature adults that we are, find it so easy to get sucked into Screen World, just imagine how much more tempting it is for our children and teens.


It’s only when we are in charge, when we are the deciders of what happens in our homes, that we are able to do our job of transmitting the values, skills and habits that we believe are important. When we are not in charge, our children’s immature values will prevail and will be reinforced. I’m sure you’ve read or heard the advice about making parenting less stressful by ‘picking your battles’. What this usually boils down to is avoiding situations that would result in your child or teen whingeing, complaining, arguing, pleading, crying, slamming doors or throwing himself on the floor. The problem with picking our battles is that it’s the opposite of the teaching and training we need to do in order to transmit our values, skills and habits. In this context, what I mean by teaching is making sure our children and teens know what they should do. And by training I mean guiding them into the habit of doing what they know they should do.


Children often resist this teaching and training at first because changing habits is rarely easy. It’s natural for children to react to new routines and habits and rules with some complaining, crying, arguing or even tantrums – at first. So let’s not view this annoying behaviour as a ‘battle’ to be avoided. Let’s think of these negative reactions as immature ways of expressing uncomfortable emotions. A tantrumming child hasn’t yet learned how to express his upset in words, or perhaps he is so overwhelmed by the strength of his emotion that he temporarily forgets how to control his actions. Or it could be that this sort of misbehaviour has worked in the past, at least some of the time, to get your child some of what he wants. Whingeing or shouting or arguing might have bought him a bit more time to do what he wants. Or he might have noticed that sometimes you give up out of frustration or exasperation. Or maybe he’s learned that the crying and whingeing are guaranteed to get your attention.


Our job is not to avoid our children’s negative reactions, but to teach and train more sensible reactions. We will enjoy our role as teachers and trainers much more when we remember that children are, by definition, immature. They want what they want. They believe they need what they want. Let’s allow them to feel their childish feelings. Let’s not think of their upset feelings or the resulting misbehaviour as a battle. In a battle someone wins and someone else loses. But teaching and training isn’t about winning and losing; it’s about changing habits.


Being in charge is not a static state of affairs. Over time you will probably refine your values. And as your children grow and develop, their needs will change. You will naturally continue to cycle back through the steps I introduce below until your children leave home.


How to get back in charge and stay in charge


Step One: Assessing


Before you can decide to take action consistent with your values about screen time, you need to discover exactly what’s happening. Ask yourself questions about the four screen issues in Chapter 2. Assessing (and reassessing) the current situation includes deciding whether what is happening in your home fits with your values. This step also includes listening to your children’s opinions and wishes. However, you will always have the final say because you are wiser and because it is your job to guide children towards the values you believe are right.


Step Two: Planning


In order to plan effectively, first you need to clarify (with your partner if you have one) what your values are. This enables you to decide which rules and routines will guide your children towards those values. It may not be easy to come to an agreement with your partner. Although your fundamental values may be the same, how you each tend to put them into practice might be very different.


Consistency between parents can be difficult to achieve. But we don’t have the luxury of deciding to ‘agree to disagree’. It’s not fair to our children to expect them to feel comfortable with two different sets of rules in the same home. In Chapter 8 I explain how a couple can rise above their differences and learn to compromise, to become a United Front, in order to come up with a coherent plan that both are willing to stick to.


To help you prioritise and plan, it helps to ask yourself some searching questions:


 



	•
	What makes me uncomfortable about the current screen time habits and arrangements?





	•
	Which parts of the day do I feel comfortable about because I can see that my children are developing sensible habits?





	•
	What do I wish was different at home?




 


When you’re answering these questions, don’t minimise the problem areas. Don’t try to convince yourself that ‘This is just how kids are nowadays,’ and ‘There isn’t much anyone can do about it so I might as well save myself a lot of stress by just accepting it.’ If the current situation doesn’t fit with your values, you won’t be able to accept it for very long. And if you don’t invest the time in planning, you’re likely to get stuck in a vicious circle of trying to be patient and accepting, then nagging or exploding, then feeling guilty and going back to trying to be patient and accepting.


Here’s a good question to ask yourself:


 



	•
	What do I want a typical week to look like for my children?




 


It’s useful to think of your children’s screen activities in terms of a whole week because weekday and weekend routines will be different. Take the time to visualise an ideal week during term time and an ideal week during the holidays. Then stretch yourself to visualise further:


 



	•
	What do I want my children’s typical week to look like next year? In five years? In ten years?




 


What we focus on and insist on now will shape their habits and their values in the days and weeks and years to come.


There is no one-size-fits-all solution to screen time headaches. Throughout this book I will give you examples of strategies that real families have put into practice successfully. By ‘successfully’, I mean with rapidly diminishing complaining and resistance, and with children and teens learning (over time, not overnight) to monitor and limit their own screen use more and more sensibly. You can adapt these examples to fit your situation, your values, the ages and temperament of your children, your children’s peer groups and your budget.


Step Three: Doing


Step Three is about putting your plans into action: introducing the new rules and routines, following through consistently and insisting, using the most effective and least resentment-inducing methods.


Step Three is also about learning and using the core Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies. These will help to reduce resistance and improve cooperation, motivation and self-reliance. You will find yourself turning to these strategies many times a day, whenever you want to influence your children to develop more sensible habits.


This step has two parts. The first part is telling your children what the new plan will be. The second part is following through to embed the new rules and routines.


Some of the ways that parents explain and introduce new rules are friendlier and clearer, and therefore more effective, than other ways. In Section Two, I explain how you can introduce your new plan in a way that is likely to get the best possible results. You might not feel that you need step-by-step instructions for this, especially if your children are very easy-going or very young and not yet in the thrall of Screen World. But if your child is quite sensitive or inflexible, or if he is given to big reactions, it pays to prepare carefully. This will help you to avoid most (but not all) of the complaining, arguing and tantrums.


As you put your plan into practice, you will find yourself revisiting Step One many times, assessing the current situation in your home to see the results of your actions. It’s tempting to jump the gun, but don’t assume a strategy is not working based on how the first week or two go. Stick with a new strategy for at least a month. This gives your child time to get used to the new rules and routines. If a rule or routine isn’t going according to plan after a month or so, you will need to pause to assess what went wrong (Step One) and then decide what you want to tweak (Step Two).


Getting in charge of the technology in your home and staying in charge probably won’t be easy. You will be swimming against the tide, and you may get criticism from your extended family (especially if your child’s grandparents believe that love equals indulgence), maybe from other parents at the school gates, maybe even from your closest friends. On the other hand, your family and friends may be cheering you on, and they may want to learn from you how to get back in charge.


Staying consistent will be difficult at times. Humans are not by nature very good at being consistent; we change our minds and our plans a lot. And getting back in charge can feel like hard work, for one thing because dealing with our children’s initial fury about the new screen time rules and routines can be very upsetting. You may feel frustrated, angry, guilty, confused. You may feel like giving up. You will need to keep your wits about you;  you won’t be able to let your guard down. That can feel exhausting at first, until the new routines are firmly established.


Parenting as a journey is a popular metaphor. A journey has a starting point and a destination. For the parents who are reading this book, the starting point is that you’re not completely happy with what is happening with electronics in your home: your child is too much in charge and your values are not prevailing. You won’t reach your destination in one giant leap. You’ll be taking lots of small steps. And to complicate matters, you and your partner may be at different points in this journey towards getting back in charge.


Let me conclude this chapter by reminding you of what’s possible when you use the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting strategies. Screen time problems will be significantly reduced, and most can be eliminated. Even a severe problem can be transformed. Soon it will become a moderate issue, and then it will become a mild issue. Eventually, with consistency, it will end up a very mild issue. That is probably the best result you can hope for, given that our children will always be surrounded by the influences of Screen World. But you can live with a very mild issue because your children’s objections will fade over time. Your children and teens will find renewed pleasure in non-screen activities. You will get more cooperation and respect. You will see more self-reliance and responsibility. You will have the immense satisfaction of seeing your children and teens developing more mature values and habits. This book can give you the tools to make all this happen.


Children and teens


You will notice that in this book I frequently use the phrase ‘children and teens’. It may feel to you that it doesn’t make sense to lump together such a wide age range. You may be convinced that what works for children won’t work for teens. You may feel that teens are very different from younger children and even from preteens who are only a few years younger.


In some ways this is true. Particularly in affluent, largely urban countries like ours, what’s different about modern teens, compared to younger children, is that many teens want to be treated as adults; they believe they should have the freedom to make decisions for themselves. But it’s clear to parents and teachers that teens are not even close to being mature adults. They still need plenty of teaching and training.


Another thing that is different is that the scathing attitude of many teens, especially when you start getting back in charge of electronics, can easily undermine a parent’s confidence. Especially when it comes to screen use, parents tend to vacillate between two poles. One extreme is often called ‘backing off’, which usually means trying not to nag, lecture or tell off, trying to say nothing about screen excesses and accompanying rudeness. Parents do this partly because this is what many professionals seem to advise, and also because they are nervous about how their teen would react if they were to put their foot down.


But sooner or later the strain of trying to be patient while you see your values being ignored becomes too stressful to bear. Then parents find themselves nagging, telling off, threatening, possibly shouting. Neither extreme feels good to the parent, and neither extreme is effective at guiding children or teens to develop more mature screen habits.


In Chapter 5 I address some of the worrying trends that teens and preteens are increasingly having to deal with in Screen World: cyber bullying, cyberchondria, plagiarism, gambling, sexting and pornography. Many books have been written about these deeply upsetting issues, detailing the negative impact on teens and their families. In this book, particularly in Sections Two and Three, I offer some guidelines for helping teens navigate their way through these murky waters.


Thankfully, one thing that is the same about children and teens is that the strategies I teach in this book will work to develop more sensible habits in both. It may take longer with teenagers, and there may be a few more unpleasant scenes along the way, but you can achieve your goals.










Chapter 2


The four screen issues


Screen time issues fall into four major categories.


A How much time your children and teens spend in front of a screen


A huge worry and source of guilt for many parents is the amount of time, on a typical day, their children are sitting in front of a screen. Parents feel, intuitively, that it is too much, but they are confused and don’t know who to listen to – their children, their gut feeling or the experts.


The more time children are on a screen, the more likely it is that certain problems will develop (I explore these problems in the next two chapters). But children can be very persuasive, and parental peer pressure (what parents believe that other parents allow their children to do) can lead you to doubt your own judgement.


And the experts often disagree amongst themselves too. One of the appealing features of the internet is that if you search long enough, you are bound to come across an expert who agrees with you. So you can’t rely on the experts. You still have to decide about screen issues for yourself, based on your values and also on what you know your children can comfortably handle.


How can you find out how much time your child spends in front of a screen? You may be able to find out simply by asking him. How willingly and how honestly he will share his screen life with you depends on a number of factors, including his age, his temperament, the influence of his peer group, and also how well you and he get on most of the time. You can’t count on him to tell you the whole truth if he knows you disapprove.


You might be able to find out the answer to this question by being more observant. You will probably need to jot down what you observe as memories are often not reliable. This will also minimise arguments between you and your partner if you each have differing perceptions of what your children are actually doing in their leisure time.


But children can be clever about disguising their screen time. You may be assuming your child is doing her homework, but as you walk in the room the screen suddenly switches back to her essay. Or your child is texting in the loo or after bedtime under the covers. This secretiveness is most likely to happen when parents have inadvertently turned screen time into a battle zone by telling off, threatening, blaming and predicting a dire future of exam failure and a career as a street sweeper.


The older children get, the less time they spend with us, so we can’t see what they are doing. Once teens or preteens are allowed to bring their mobiles to school, we can safely assume they will be using them whenever possible: at lunch time, at breaks between lessons, and even during lessons if the teachers are willing to overlook it. Too many teachers have given up trying to control mobile use. This is because too many schools don’t put sensible guidelines in place, or don’t monitor the problem closely or don’t follow through consistently when rules are broken or bent.


Here are the current averages for Britain:


 



	•
	
Children of three and four years old typically are in front of a screen for three hours a day.






	•
	
By the time children are five to seven years old, the average is four hours a day.






	•
	
Between eight and eleven years old, the average has risen slightly, to four-and-a-half hours a day.






	•
	
The average for teens is six-and-a-half hours a day.





Compare this with the British Medical Association guidelines:


 



	•
	
Birth to age two – no exposure to screens at all.






	•
	
Ages two to five years – a maximum of one hour a day leisure screen use.






	•
	
Ages five to eighteen years – a maximum of two hours a day.





 


As you will see in the next few pages, the Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting recommendations are more stringent than this. But ultimately it is up to each of us to decide, based on our values, how much screen time we think is right for each of our children.


The Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting guidelines:


 



	•
	
Under 3 years old – even though the current guidelines say no screen activity before age two, I ask parents to extend the ban on all screen exposure to three years old. This recommendation is based on research, parents’ reports, and on my own observation of how screen use adversely affects toddlers’ moods, concentration, confidence and resilience.





 


Below the age of three years, screen use can be detrimental. So my guidelines about content are for children three years old and above. But let me start by addressing the fact that many children below this age do spend a considerable amount of time in front of screens.


 


Nowadays toddlers are likely to be watching television, playing simple games on a tablet or on a parent’s phone, usually with cartoon characters. You may want to defend the use of screens below the ages of two or three years old by pointing out that on-screen games for toddlers teach letters, numbers, colours, animal sounds, etc. All the evidence tells us that toddlers learn these concepts and facts at the same age if an adult is willing to play with them regularly. There is no added benefit to toddlers learning via a screen.


 


At this point you may feel like arguing that parents need a break from a toddler’s incessant demands and interruptions and surely a bit of screen time won’t be harmful? This parent spoke for many when she explained why she put her eight-month-old daughter in a bouncy seat in front of a Baby Einstein-type video every evening:


 


It gives me and my husband a twenty-minute break. We can have dinner in peace and catch up on our day without being interrupted. When she’s whingeing because she wants us to pay attention to her, we feel guilty if we ignore her. This way she’s happy so we can relax.


 


What parent doesn’t want some guilt-free downtime every day? In the days before the Square Nanny, parents learned to disregard babies’ and children’s fussing, their whims and wants (but obviously not their real needs) for periods of time every day. As a result, young children, even babies, soon grew comfortable entertaining themselves for longer and longer stretches of time. Quite quickly they started developing the essential life skills of self-reliance, confidence, resilience, patience, flexibility, problem-solving, independence and self-soothing.
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