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About the Author


Dr Elizabeth Kilbey is a consultant clinical psychologist who has spent the last 12 years working with children both within the NHS and privately. She has a Masters in Child Development and during her career she has helped families to tackle everything from toddler tantrums to teenage meltdowns as well as more complex and challenging mental health difficulties. Elizabeth has three children.




About the Book


There is a ticking time bomb in our children’s lives. It’s in our schools, nurseries, homes, in our bedrooms, in our living rooms and under our roofs, easily accessible 24 hours a day. It is causing arguments in families and it is affecting our children’s brains, their behaviour, their weight and their development. It is changing the way our kids play, how they socialise and spend their time. Screen-use is the quiet invader in all modern homes, and the frightening thing is that most parents feel powerless to stop it and are, in fact, addicted to it themselves . . .


This book will:


- help you understand the dangers of too much screen time, especially for a child below the age of eleven


- show the warning signs to look out for at each stage of your child’s development


- equip you with the tools to stop screen time becoming a problem for yourself as well as your children


- show you to take back control of your child’s online behaviour and create a safe family environment where screens can be used positively


- help you to bring up healthy, well-balanced children


Dr Elizabeth Kilbey is a leading clinical psychologist and an expert on Channel 4’s The Secret Life of 4, 5 and 6 Year Olds.  She has helped hundreds of families dealing with  lots of different issues, and has witnessed first-hand that screen time  concerns parents more than anything else. It is the most talked-about  topic in modern parenting and, with no official government guidelines,  it is no wonder that parents are feeling lost, confused and fearful. Elizabeth’s book is a must-read for every parent concerned about the amount of daily screen time their young children are having.




To Rita and Roy




All the case studies in this book are based on real families I have dealt with in my clinical work. However, to protect patient confidentiality, names and some identifying details have been changed.





Introduction



Why do we need to unplug?


 


 


There is a ticking time bomb in our children’s lives. It’s in our schools, nurseries, homes, in our bedrooms, in our living rooms and under our roofs, easily accessible 24 hours a day. It is causing arguments in families and it is affecting our children’s brains, their behaviour, their weight and their development. It is changing the way our kids play, how they socialise, and how they spend their time. That time bomb is screen use – and the frightening thing is that most parents feel powerless to stop it, or change it.


As a leading clinical child psychologist, I have helped hundreds of children and their families, and I have seen that screen time worries parents more than any other issue. It is the one worry that unites nearly every single parent I see, and it is the most talked about topic in modern parenting.


Most parents are gravely concerned about the amount of time their kids are spending in front of a screen, yet they feel confused about what the true risks are and what they should be doing to manage this problem. At the end of 2016 an Ofcom report revealed that the internet has replaced TV for the first time ever as the most popular pastime for UK children.1 Recent research shows that almost half of British parents fear their children are addicted to screens – with a staggering 47% worrying that their children spend far too much time ‘plugged in’.2 Combine this with the fact that there are no official government guidelines on managing screen time and it is no wonder that parents feel lost, confused and fearful.


The worrying truth is that the effects of long-term screen use on children still aren’t fully understood – but, as I will illustrate, the evidence we have so far is deeply troubling. I have seen some of those effects first-hand in the children I have worked with. It’s not unusual for me to see adolescents who spend so much time online that they are unable to sleep, or perform at school – such as the fourteen-year-old boy who was online for 19 hours a day, who refused to go to school, and who wouldn’t leave his bedroom. This might sound so alarmingly extreme that it’s easy to assume this is a rare and highly unusual event, but unfortunately it is not. Increasingly, I come across young children who are so absorbed in their online time that they will wet themselves rather than leave their screen to go to the toilet. One child I treated had taken to defecating in takeaway containers in his bedroom rather than spend any time away from his online game, such was his obsession with remaining on his device. When I started my career twenty years ago, I had never encountered anything like this: it was unheard of. But twenty years ago the internet was not commonplace: it was not in all our homes and workplaces like it is now. I could not have predicted the extent to which it would change my work – and the lives of the children I work with.


Why is there a problem?


Too much screen time for kids ‘could cause long-term brain damage’.3


Spending too much time online is ‘causing mental illness in children’. 4


 


Every day parents are reading headlines such as these. Their message is loud and clear: too much screen time is damaging our kids. We don’t know how to respond to this, and it’s all too easy to think the problem doesn’t apply to your children or you. Much of this problem, I believe, is due to the fact that we learn how to parent from our childhood experiences and from growing up with our own parents. We have a model, or code, of how to parent that comes from our own experiences of being parented: in psychological terms, this is called an ‘internal working model’. We have a set of rules or ways of doing things, ‘a moral map’ that’s passed down through families and which helps guide us. For example, what children should eat, when they eat, where they sleep. When it comes to parenting your children, your decisions about these things will come largely from what you did as a child. Did you eat as a family, or did the children eat first and parents later? What time did you go to bed? Did you co-sleep as a child, and is that commonplace in your family? However, our children are the first generation of ‘digital natives’, meaning they have been born into, and are being brought up in, a world where their experiences, their learning and their home life are heavily influenced by digital media, in a way that ours was not. From the day a child is born, digital devices are part of their world. Whereas up until a few years ago a baby’s birth would have been announced in the newspaper or with a written card posted to friends and relatives, now news of their arrival is passed on via email, text or by being announced on Facebook and Instagram. Chances are, a smartphone or a tablet will be in the delivery room with the parents to immediately capture their baby’s first moments on a screen. One study showed that babies are now so used to digital devices in their lives that over a third of them learnt how to use a smartphone before they could even walk or talk.5


As parents, historically we simply have no experience to relate to that is in any way comparable to the way our children live today. We don’t have any lived experience of screen time on which we can draw, which is why it’s so troubling. Managing devices in your child’s life is not part of our internal model of parenting because it wasn’t part of our lived experience growing up. We don’t have any knowledge to draw on or guide us based on what our parents would have done with us. This is the first time we have been faced with a parenting challenge with no guidance at all from the previous generation. At the same time, we are exposed to a raft of conflicting information about how to manage screen time, from pseudo-science to scare stories in the media. We worry about the impact the digital world is having on our children. Will screen use lead to our children growing up too fast? Are our children losing their innocence at a young age because of what the digital world is exposing them to? Is screen time going to affect our children’s attention span and ability to concentrate, or cause hyperactivity or violent behaviour? Will they become addicted to a digital device? Or are we holding our children back by not embracing the digital world, so placing them at a disadvantage educationally and socially?


Let’s compare the digital world to sugar, another global health crisis affecting our children. Most parents wouldn’t dream of handing a biscuit tin to their child every day and letting them help themselves to as many biscuits as they wanted, whenever they wanted. But many parents don’t think twice about giving their child unregulated access to a digital device such as a tablet or a smartphone. Are the effects of screen time really less damaging to our children than the effects of sugar?


I was driven to write this book because the effect of the digital world on children increasingly concerns me. I’ve witnessed a worrying change in our children: play has changed from a physical, creative experience using toys and imagination to something that involves sitting down in front of a screen, alone, for hours at a time. Parents can see for themselves the all-consuming, absorbing lure of the online world for their child. Their children frequently don’t listen to them any more; they refuse to do homework; getting them off their screen is an endless battle; and the first question children often ask when they wake up in the morning is ‘Can I go on the tablet?’


However, I would also strongly argue that the current situation is not all bad. Far from it. I can see the huge number of positives of the digital world. For example, it has changed the way I deliver my therapy – from showing children YouTube clips and prescribing information websites to parents, to sharing children’s interests in current games as a way to communicate with them. I’ve also experienced the impact of the digital world personally as well as professionally. As a mother of three children, I am familiar with the issues involved in parenting children in the digital age. I can see how rapidly things have changed between my eldest child (who got a phone at eleven and a tablet at fourteen) to my youngest (who has had access to an tablet since the age of four and could look up things on YouTube before he could even write). I’ve struggled with my own worries about how to integrate and exclude technology from my family life, and now I want to pass that knowledge on to other parents. I want parents to know about the dangers the online world poses, and to feel more confident in the choices they make regarding their children when it comes to screen time.


Is banning screen time for children the answer?


I don’t believe that banning screens is the solution. My career in psychology (and working with children) has taught me the importance of being realistic and practical. Banning screens is impossible in today’s switched-on society, especially as a lot of schoolwork and homework is now done electronically, and some schools even give pupils their own tablets to work on at school and at home. The digital world is here to stay. Parents have no choice about whether to get on board with technology or not: instead, we have to work with it.


I think part of the problem is that any official advice from ‘experts’ is quite detached from what children and families are actually doing in reality. It is a bit like sticking to a diet – it all sounds good on paper, but putting it into practice is very different. I spend the majority of my working life going into people’s homes. When I walk in the door, I can guarantee an adult will shout: ‘Turn that tablet/phone/computer/console off!’


So if a ban is not the answer, what is? I believe the most important thing for parents to do is to create, and teach, good digital habits. They should talk to their children about the online world to ensure they have a healthy relationship with screens. I want parents to begin to understand that unregulated access to the internet can lead to all sorts of difficulties. Rules around screen time should be in place for your children – just as you have rules for everything else, such as bedtimes, homework and behaviour. Parents need to start early and create good digital habits for their children before it becomes a problem. Many parents I meet have only become aware that screen time is a problem in their family when their child hits adolescence. But the bad news is that if you leave it until the teenage years to try to manage your child’s screen time, it may well be too late. It’s much harder to take back control once your child is already spending the majority of their time in front of a screen, and their patterns of behaviour have been established. This is particularly the case in the hormonal minefield of adolescence.


The very best time to create good online habits and stop screen time from becoming an obsession is in ‘latency-age’ (or primary school) children.


What is latency, and why is it so important?


‘Latency’ (which covers the period from the age of four to about eleven) is arguably one of the most neglected, yet most important, stages in a child’s development. (By ‘neglected’, I mean that there are few books on this stage of child development, and less information and support for parents. There are many more books on babies, toddlers and teenagers.)


We know from a psychological perspective that this period is crucial to a child’s development – but, alarmingly, it is also a time when many parents take their eye off the ball.


In the first few years of a child’s life, they reach a lot of developmental milestones. They learn to roll over, sit up, crawl, walk, babble and talk. During these demanding and exhausting years, there is a huge amount of support and advice available to parents (such as health visitors, and endless books on everything from sleeping to weaning to tantrums and potty training). However, by the time children start school, life for parents, at least on the surface, seems easier. Children have, by this point, achieved the majority of their developmental milestones, particularly motor and social milestones. They can walk, talk and dress themselves. They are gaining independence. This is the period of calm after the toddler tantrums – and before the teenage terrors. It’s the part of childhood in which the rate and acquisition of skills appears to slow down. Things become more stable and settled.


Although things may appear dormant, this is actually a crucial stage in a child’s development. It is ‘dormant’ in the way that a garden is dormant in winter. There might not be much to see above ground, but hugely important things are going on beneath the surface.


This is a time when the developing brain is highly ‘plastic’ (neuroscientists use this term to describe the ability of the brain to organise or reorganise itself to meet changing demands), and is moulded and shaped by the experiences it has. Thanks to advances in neuroscience, we now understand that young brains are plastic and are constantly making new neural pathways in response to a child’s environment and experiences, so we have a far greater responsibility to think about what experiences they have than we ever realised before. And it is also the period when the lure of screen time really takes hold. If, at this crucial stage, children are constantly plugged into a device, then what impact is this having on their developing brains? And, equally importantly, if they are constantly plugged in they are missing opportunities to develop the all-important social and emotional skills they will need for life.


Much of the emotional work of latency is to store up energy for what lies ahead – namely, the rapid changes children will go through in adolescence. We know that primary-age children are open and impressionable. They are like sponges, taking in information that will enable them to successfully navigate the world around them and preparing themselves for the storm of adolescence. Latency is also when children start to develop their own identities and interests and begin to form their own social relationships. As they enter the wider social world of school and begin to meet new people and have experiences outside their family units, they start to develop their own ideas and interests.


This is also a very important stage for parents. This is a time for them to enjoy their child’s growing independence and to establish the stable, secure relationship and connection with their child they will need to help them weather puberty.


The rapidly changing digital world is upsetting the developmental calm and stability that latency requires. Screen time has created a new battleground within families. In homes around the world, parents and children are clashing about how much time they are spending online. This is the crucial window for parents to teach children good digital habits about online safety and how to use their judgement, before children become adolescents and they have a great deal more independence.


Latency is all about socialisation – making friends and beginning to develop some autonomy and independence in preparation for growing up. However, if our children are constantly glued to a screen, then we are at risk of raising a generation of socially isolated children with poor social skills. By the time children become teenagers, over-reliance on (or obsession with) screen time threatens to impact on every part of their life, from their ability to make friends to their academic achievement. Just one example of this is a Cambridge University study that recorded the activities of 800 fourteen-year-olds, then subsequently analysed their GCSE results. Children who spent just one extra hour per day on screens saw a fall in their GCSE grades equivalent to two grades.6


In this book I will:


[image: image missing]  help parents understand the dangers of too much screen time on a latency-age child


[image: image missing]  help teach parents what dangers to look out for at each stage of their child’s development


[image: image missing]  give them the tools to stop screen time becoming a problem, so they can bring up healthy, well-balanced children


[image: image missing]  help them take back control of their child’s online behaviour and create a safe family environment where screens can be used positively.





Chapter 1



The effects of screen time on a latency-age child


How screen time could be affecting your child’s development, including their physical development, play, learning, concentration and social skills


I have been a clinical child psychologist for over a decade and have worked in the NHS for nearly twenty years. In that time, I have seen so many changes in the range and types of problems that children experience. Perhaps most surprising of all is a decrease in the age at which some of these problems can occur. Alongside this, I have witnessed – both professionally and personally – the rapid rise of technology. I strongly believe there may be a link between some of the difficulties young children are having and their use of technology at a younger and younger age. As I said in the Introduction, I am most concerned for children in the middle age-range of childhood, which is often called the latency phase.


In the past decade, the amount of time that British children spend online has more than doubled. In 2005, eight- to fifteen-year-olds were online for 6.2 hours per week. By 2015, the average time spent online had increased to 15 hours. Children start to go online younger too – in 2014, according to Ofcom, 47% of three- to seven-year-olds used tablets with internet access. By 2015, this had risen to 61%.1


It is clear that more children than ever are using screens and they are on the internet for much longer than before. I work with children and families around a range of day-to-day issues and challenges they face, right up to serious mental health difficulties. I specialise in behaviour management and helping children with a range of issues, such as anxiety and low mood. I help families to understand why their children are behaving the way they are, and what they can do to support them. I also work with teenagers and young people, and have gained an invaluable insight into the life of today’s teenagers.


Most parents I work with worry about the effect that spending time online has on their children. Whether it is the temper tantrums children throw when parents try to remove a device from them, or children who are bored, uninterested and unwilling to do anything that doesn’t involve a screen, these parents intuitively know that screens are having a negative effect on their offspring. Many professionals are clearly troubled too. On Christmas Day 2016, the Guardian published a public letter written by forty clinicians, academics and authors about their concerns that a screen-based lifestyle is harming children’s health.2 In it they expressed how they believed children’s health and well-being are being undermined by ‘the decline of outdoor play’ and ‘increasingly screen-based lifestyles’. They stated: ‘If children are to develop the self-regulation and emotional resilience required to thrive in the modern technological culture, they need unhurried engagement with caring adults and plenty of self-directed outdoor play, especially during their early years (0–7)’ and they called for national guidelines on screen-based technology for children up to the age of twelve.


It is interesting to note that some of the world’s most famous ‘tech gurus’ are very low-tech – or even no-tech – when it comes to their own offspring. When a journalist once commented to the late Steve Jobs that his children must love the latest iPad, his response was: ‘They haven’t used it. We limit how much technology our kids use at home.’ Many executives in Silicon Valley reportedly send their children to Waldorf Steiner schools, which exclude screen time before the age of twelve.


But what effect are screens having on our children – and their childhood? As a starting point, I have listed here the developmental milestones a latency-age child should be meeting – and when they should be meeting them.






	

Aged four









	

Social/emotional issues




	

Language/communication









	

Most children:




	enjoy doing new things



	play ‘mums and dads’



	are more and more creative when playing make-believe



	would rather play with other children than by themselves



	cooperate with other children



	cannot often tell what’s real and what’s pretend. They talk about what they like and what they are interested in








	

Children will:




	know some basic rules of grammar, such as correctly using ‘he’ and ‘she’



	sing a song or recite a poem from memory



	tell short stories



	be able to say their first and last names













	

Cognitive (learning, thinking, problem-solving) issues




	

Movement/physical development









	

Children should be able to:




	name some colours and some numbers



	understand the idea of counting



	start to understand time



	remember parts of a story



	understand the idea of ‘the same’ and ‘different’



	draw a person with two to four body parts



	use scissors



	start to copy some capital letters



	play simple board or card games



	tell you what they think is going to happen next in a book








	

Children should be able to:




	hop, and stand on one foot for up to two seconds



	catch a bounced ball most of the time



	pour, cut with supervision, and mash their own food






















	

Age five









	

Social/emotional issues




	

Language/communication









	

Most children:




	want to please friends



	want to be like their friends



	like to follow rules



	like to sing, dance and act



	are aware of their sex



	can tell what’s real and what’s make-believe



	show more independence



	are sometimes demanding, and sometimes very cooperative








	

Children will:




	speak clearly



	tell a simple story using full sentences



	use the future tense (for example, ‘Grandma will be here tomorrow’)



	say their name and address













	

Cognitive (learning, thinking, problem-solving) issues




	

Movement/physical development









	

Children should be able to:




	count ten or more things



	draw a person with at least six body parts



	print some letters or numbers



	copy a triangle and other geometric shapes



	know about things that are used every day in their world, like money and food








	

Children should be able to:




	stand on one foot for ten seconds or longer



	hop – may be able to skip



	do a forward roll



	use a fork and spoon, and sometimes a knife



	use the toilet on their own



	swing on a swing, and climb






















	

Age six









	

Emotional/social issues




	

Language/communication









	

Most children:




	have fears, such as a fear of monsters or large animals



	want their parents to play with them. Parents are their main source of companionship and affection. A gradual shift begins, though, to fulfilling more of these needs with friends and other people they admire, such as teachers



	play in ways that include a lot of fantasy and imagination



	like to be the oldest, and feel as if they are taking care of a younger child



	usually like to play with friends of the same sex



	start to understand the feelings of others, with the encouragement of parents and other caregivers. But they are still most focused on themselves



	begin to develop a sense of humour. They may like simple jokes and funny books and rhymes



	be able to tell a coherent story about people and objects in a picture or predict when one event will follow another, such as going to the park after school








	

Children will:




	produce most sounds accurately, though may still have difficulty articulating certain letters properly



	have fluent speech by now: indeed, it may seem as though they never stop chattering



	be able to produce speech that is generally intelligible, and sentences should be mostly grammatical



	be able to give their full name and know their age, birthday and where they live



	understand common opposites, such as big/little, heavy/light and under/over



	develop increasingly descrip-tive and detailed language



	recognise when words are unfamiliar, and may ask what they mean



	be able to read at least ten easy words, such as ‘cat’ and ‘hat’, and read simple books



	copy short words accurately, and may be able to write some words unaided



	do increasingly detailed and sophisticated drawings and paintings



	know how many fingers and toes they have



	often be able to count up to 100, repeat three numbers backwards, and understand the concepts of ‘half’ and ‘whole’













	

Cognitive (learning, thinking, problem-solving) issues




	

Movement/physical development









	

Children should be able to:




	tell you their age



	count to, and understand the concept of, ten. For example, they can count ten sweets



	learn to express themselves well through words



	start learning to write



	start to grasp the concept of time








	

Children should:




	be starting to lose baby teeth



	have an increasing sense of body awareness and balance



	have better coordination they can hop, skip, jump, walk more steadily on low walls or beams, catch a ball in their hands without clasping it to their chest, and may learn to ride a bike













	

Movement/physical development









	



	be able to distinguish left and right



	have more developed fine motor skills, so they have more control over a pen and write and draw more accurately



	be able to dress themselves and tie and untie shoelaces



	be involved in more focused play, such as doing more complicated jigsaws or building more complex structures with bricks
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