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Introduction: What If We Did Things Differently?

It was a perfectly ordinary Tuesday evening. James was stirring pasta on the stove while his six-year-old daughter Emma sat at the kitchen table, transfixed by a tablet propped against the salt shaker. His three-year-old was nestled on the couch in the adjacent living room, pacified by cartoons. James himself kept glancing at his phone between stirs, answering work emails that couldn't wait until morning.

The scene was so normal it was practically invisible—just another weeknight in millions of homes around the world.

But something made James pause that evening. Maybe it was the realization that he couldn't remember the last conversation he'd had with Emma that wasn't interrupted by a notification. Maybe it was noticing how her eyes had that glazed, distant look that appeared whenever she was on a device. Whatever it was, he reached over and gently took the tablet, powered it down, and put it in a drawer.

"Hey!" Emma protested immediately. "I was watching that!"

"I know," James said. "But what if we did something different tonight?"

What followed was thirty minutes of initial resistance, followed by something unexpected: real connection. They made dinner together. They talked—actually talked—about her day at school. They laughed when she accidentally flipped pasta onto the floor. By bedtime, something had shifted subtly but profoundly in their home.

That evening haunted James for weeks. It raised an uncomfortable question: What if there was another way to parent in the digital age? What if constant screen exposure wasn't an inevitable part of modern childhood?

This is the question I want to ask you: What if we did things differently?

I'm not suggesting we become digital hermits, disconnecting entirely from the modern world. Technology has brought incredible benefits to our lives. But when we observe how screens have colonized childhood, some troubling questions emerge. Today's children spend more time looking at devices than playing outdoors. Many of us use phones and tablets as emergency babysitters for a moment's peace. And I don't blame us—modern life is demanding, we're exhausted, and screens offer an immediate solution.

But I believe we might be losing something essential along the way.

This book comes from my experience as an imperfect parent, a child psychologist, and a concerned observer of a generation growing up surrounded by screens. It's not meant to be a manual of perfection or a list of rigid rules. It's an invitation to question the status quo and reclaim spaces of real presence with our children.

In the pages that follow, you'll find real stories, evidence-based information, and most importantly, practical tools to reduce digital dependence in your family without becoming technological outcasts. Because this isn't about eliminating screens entirely—it's about using them intentionally and consciously, bringing what truly matters back to the center: human connection.

Families who have embarked on this journey report children who are calmer, more creative, and more resilient. They talk about longer afternoons, deeper conversations, and moments of connection they wouldn't trade for any app. Most significantly, they mention reclaiming something they didn't realize they were losing: the ability to be simply present.

You might think this is impossible in your situation. That your work depends on your phone, that your children would revolt, that you're too exhausted to create alternatives. I understand. I've felt that way too. This book isn't meant to add another layer of guilt to the one we already carry as parents. On the contrary, it aims to free us from digital tyranny to reclaim moments of true family freedom.

Are you willing to give it a try? To swim against the current in a world where attention has become currency? To teach your children, through example, that there's life beyond screens?

If you've read this far, something in you resonates with this proposal. Perhaps you're concerned about the effects you see in your children when they spend too much time connected. Maybe you feel nostalgic for a simpler childhood, like the one you experienced yourself. Or perhaps you simply sense that there's another way to parent, less dependent on technology and more focused on human connection.

Whatever your motivation, I invite you to keep reading. To question alongside me. To imagine what a day, a week, a year with fewer screens and more presence might look like. To remember that, as parents, we have the power to create a different environment for our children, even if the entire world seems to be moving in another direction.

Because sometimes, the most revolutionary act is simply turning off our devices and looking into our children's eyes. Being truly there. Present. Available. Human.

So I ask you again: What if we did things differently?




Chapter 1: How Screens Are Changing Childhood

Walk into any restaurant and you'll likely see a similar scene: families seated together, yet worlds apart. Children staring at tablets propped on high chairs, parents scrolling through phones, occasional glances up to ensure food is being eaten—a tableau of physical togetherness and emotional disconnect that has become our new normal.

This scene, unimaginable just twenty years ago, represents one of the most profound and rapid transformations in the history of childhood. And while it's tempting to attribute it solely to the pandemic that altered our habits, the digital colonization of childhood began much earlier and has intensified to levels that should concern us all.

The Silent Transformation

The statistics are stark. American children between the ages of 8 and 12 spend an average of 5.5 hours daily on recreational screen time. For teenagers, this number jumps to nearly 8.5 hours—and these figures don't include screen time for schoolwork. In the UK, even preschoolers average 2.5 hours of screen time daily. This means our children are devoting more time to digital devices than to any other activity except sleeping (and in many cases, even more than sleeping).

What's most alarming isn't just the quantity of time, but how this exposure is reconfiguring fundamental aspects of child development. Let's examine some documented effects:

Fragmented Attention: Developing brains are adapting to an environment of constant stimulation and immediate gratification. The capacity to maintain sustained attention on a single task—essential for deep learning—is deteriorating. Pediatricians and educators report a significant increase in children who cannot concentrate on reading a book or engaging in non-digital play for more than a few minutes.

Mark, an elementary school teacher with eighteen years of experience, explains: "I used to read chapter books aloud to my class, and children would follow the story eagerly from beginning to end. Now, after a few pages, many start fidgeting, becoming distracted, asking to change activities. It's as if their brains have been programmed to expect a 'next video' every few minutes."

Sleep Disruption: The blue light from screens interferes with melatonin production, the hormone that regulates sleep-wake cycles. But beyond the physical effect is the psychological impact: overstimulated children who cannot disconnect at bedtime, who process intense images just before sleep, who develop anxiety about what might be happening online while they're sleeping.

Sarah, mother of two teenagers, shares: "After months of battles, we established a rule that all phones charge overnight in the kitchen. The first few weeks were hell, but now my kids sleep longer and better. Most surprising is that they themselves acknowledge the difference."

OEBPS/cover_image.jpg
Growing Without
Screens: The
Guide for Parents

Who Want to Be
Present

Amanda Ellis-Ward





