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Introduction



ONE SATURDAY MORNING, Matthew comes home after a sleepover party celebrating his friend Alex’s twelfth birthday. Once Matthew has thrown down his coat and sleeping bag in the kitchen, his mom greets him and asks, “What’d you guys do at the party?”


“Oh, you know, we stayed up late playing video games,” Matthew says.


His mom doesn’t let that go. “How late were you up?”


“I don’t know… late.”


She follows up. “What games?”


“You know… the usual. Mostly Call of Duty.”


“You do anything else?” his mom asks.


Matthew replies, “Yeah, well, we watched a movie.”


“Did you guys talk to one another?” she asks. She knows she is starting to push her luck asking so many questions of her twelve-year-old son, but she is anxious to know the answers.


“Well, we texted a bunch, in-game,” Matthew says, impatience creeping into his voice.


“While the movie was going on?”


Matthew looks at her funny. “Yeah, kind of, always.”


“Didn’t you do anything else?”


“Not really,” he says. “We ate. They ordered pizza. Before you ask: it was pepperoni. Okay?”


His mom laughs. “You’re right. I was going to ask what kind of toppings. Okay, well, be sure to get some sleep tonight.”


Later, Matthew’s mom is on the phone with Alex’s mom. As they discuss the prior evening, they figure out that the entire party, from the 5:00 p.m. arrival time through the eleven o’clock departure the next morning—minus a few hours of sleep in the wee hours—was spent on the boys’ devices. The kids at the party are all well behaved, do well in school, and have strong friendships. But as their parents can’t help but see, their kids’ experience of childhood is highly mediated by digital devices.


Nothing seems to be going wrong for Matthew or Alex—and the boys certainly aren’t bothered. Should their parents be worried?


YOUNG PEOPLE ARE growing up in a world that is significantly different from the one that most of their parents experienced during childhood. Even compared with the time when millennial parents were growing up, the world is more complex, more interconnected, and faster-paced.


Technology is a key driver of these changes. Today, virtually all children in well-off societies are growing up with a phone in their hand, access to much of recorded knowledge at their fingertips, and a whole lot of questions in front of them about what life will be like. While there are exceptions—the children from low-income families or from remote areas may lead a more analog-oriented, less digital life—the lives of children are increasingly mediated by digital devices around the world.


We have written this book for parents who wonder what they should do about the role of technology in the lives of their children. Parents today are facing urgent new questions: How much time should kids be allowed to spend staring into screens? At what age should we let them have their own social media accounts? What about playing video games—how much is too much? How can we keep them safe from harm online? Are our children going to grow up less socially able if they’ve had their nose in a screen for too much of their childhood?


We address these common fears in this book, but we also want to illuminate the possible benefits young people can gain from their use of new media and technologies. We take up these topics and offer advice in a simple, straightforward way that is nevertheless grounded in the most reliable research.


WHY SHOULD YOU READ THIS BOOK?


You might wonder why you shouldn’t just google an answer for each of these questions as they arise instead of reading an entire book. After all, you can find plenty of advice online about how to handle every parenting question, especially when it comes to technology and kids. Some of that advice is very good. There are some terrific blogs and websites out there. We read Sonia Livingstone’s Parenting for a Digital Future blog regularly, for instance. We are devotees of the Family Online Safety Institute’s guidance as well as much of what Common Sense Media and the American Academy of Pediatrics offers parents. We will point you to many of these excellent resources and others that we have found to be reliable over time. They are all easy to find online.


Through this book, we offer two main benefits that you just can’t get from googling. First, we share parenting suggestions that are grounded in the best research about kids and technology—the best research we’ve been able to find, be it our own research or that of others. We have been studying this topic for years, since long before social media became a thing. And second, we offer these suggestions in the context of a consistent philosophy about raising children in this digital age. We call this philosophy connected parenting. While you might not always agree with us on each topic, you will always know where we are coming from and why.


We approach this topic as researchers, educators, and parents. For more than a decade and a half, we have been researching kids and technology. Together, we have co-led a series of research projects through the Youth and Media Lab at the Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University. We have overseen research centers on technology in the United States and in Switzerland. We have taught high school, college, and graduate students. John has been the principal of a residential high school (Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts) with more than a thousand students from every state and from dozens of countries around the world. And in what we consider our most important role, each of us is the parent of two kids, all of whom are now in their teenage years.


This book builds on our previously published work. In 2008, we wrote Born Digital, a book that has been published in ten languages and updated in multiple editions over the years.1 The idea for this new book comes out of the many presentations and school visits we have made since Born Digital came out over a decade ago. At every one of those events, parents would ask for our advice. Parental advice wasn’t the main purpose of the original book, which had more of an academic focus and explained our and others’ research on youth and media. We hadn’t intended to advise parents.


This new book presents an answer to the question we heard again and again: In light of all this research, what advice can we offer to parents? Put another way, in the midst of all this change and complexity, what’s a parent actually supposed to do? How can the research help people do their incredibly important jobs as parents? How can a parent support a child in enjoying the benefits of the digital age while managing the risks?


For The Connected Parent, we base our observations on the research that supported Born Digital and the reams of sound research published since then. Our research has primarily taken the form of surveys, focus groups, and structured interviews conducted between 2005 and 2020. In addition to our own research, we draw extensively on the work of other researchers from around the world. We recommend that anyone who wants a deeper dive into the research consult the many books and research reports we cite in this book.


OUR PHILOSOPHY: CONNECTED PARENTING


As mentioned earlier, we call our overall philosophy in this book connected parenting. The idea is for you, as a parent, to engage positively with the young people in your life when it comes to digital issues.


The connected parent understands the basics of how the digital world works; you don’t have to be an expert, but you do have to roll up your sleeves and stay abreast of the technology. As a matter of fact, it’s fine to recognize that your child will know more about the technology while you will know more about life. What we share about technology in this book, plus what you would learn from occasional use of the internet, including email and social media, is plenty. We think that the right idea is to be engaged in social media enough so that you can remain credible in these conversations.


Connected parents seek to establish—and then keep open—a positive line of conversation about technology with their children. A parent can help kids make sound choices about their use of technology as they grow and as circumstances shift. Instead of always looking for the exact answer, the connected parent looks for a good conversation starter and a way to engage with a child in helpful ways. We do know how tough this effort can be, especially in families where everyone is working hard and where time (and patience, for that matter) is short. We hope this book can help prompt conversations in any family, even as circumstances dictate that parents will sometimes need to make their own unique decisions.


The connected parent keeps the line of communication open especially when things get difficult. That’s when your input is most crucial. Whether or not they ask for it, your children need your good common sense and your love, even tough love—particularly when they are struggling. They will have an easier time hearing it when the advice is part of this long-running conversation, rather than a one-off. By keeping the lines of communication open, you will have established a track record of listening to your child and giving sound advice on good days as well as bad.


Connected parents understand the ways that digital media now touches every aspect of a young person’s life. Especially since computing went mobile, children have technology connected to their bodies most of the time. All too often, they sleep next to it and turn right to it the moment the alarm on the phone wakes them up. Their social lives course through it. Their schoolwork is often accessed from their phones—as are their grades and feedback from their teachers, if they are lucky enough to get feedback. They learn about health, sex, politics, and fashion online. They do much of their shopping through a mobile phone or laptop. For some, the most fun games are experienced through a screen. We have to come to grips with the ubiquity and the power of digital media.


The best news about connected parenting is that most of the sound parenting practices from the past still work in the digital age. That’s not to say nothing has changed. In fact, a lot has changed. But not so much that the job of the tech-savvy parent should be overwhelming.


Connected parents don’t let fear guide their approach. They need to establish a sense of balance for the complex issues in a child’s life today. The research clearly shows the many benefits of technology use for young people as they are growing up. These benefits include the potential for social and emotional growth, increased creativity and productivity, new avenues for learning and for engaging with the world, and opportunities to connect with a more diverse group of friends. As a connected parent, you are open to these ideas and possibilities—especially the possibility that your child will grow and benefit from experiences with digital media and new technologies.


The connected parent understands, too, that some youth behaviors are risky and others are decidedly mixed. Some young people can share too much information about themselves through digital devices. Many of the most popular services, using advanced psychological research, are literally designed to encourage them to do so. Some young people also put themselves in harm’s way through apps and websites. And some young people struggle with the seemingly inexorable pull of games and social media online—especially when they are supposed to be doing their homework.


To boil this philosophy down, you’ll want to keep these five key elements in mind as a connected parent:




• Keep a constructive conversation open with the young people in your care about digital issues and all the important topics in their lives.


• Engage with the technology yourself so you can remain credible and model good behavior.


• Seek a sensible balance between providing support and offering independence, shifting this balance over time as appropriate.


• Embrace the positive aspects of digital culture while helping young people develop the skills they need to mitigate the risks.


• Keep an open mind about what sound data can teach us rather than succumbing to fears about new technologies.




Most of the questions and concerns facing parents today are not completely new. Many of today’s parents—especially millennial parents—have grown up with these same technologies themselves. That’s a big change from ten or fifteen years ago. Connected parents continue to stay abreast of the different ways in which their children are growing up.


More recently, however, there have been profound changes in how children relate to one another, how they read and learn, and how they engage in civic life. We have an awesome responsibility to help them take advantage of what is great and good about the digital world and to navigate the parts that are confusing and, occasionally, downright scary. The positive news is that many researchers, educators, and parents are putting their heads together to come up with strategies to help guide the way.


Our guiding philosophy of connected parenting grows out of the idea of connected learning.2 A network of researchers formed the Connected Learning Alliance and developed the connected-learning paradigm as a guide for educators, parents, and policy makers so that they can find better ways to use technology to enhance children’s education. We were among those who have developed and championed these ideas of connected learning. This field of research was funded by the MacArthur Foundation, where John now serves as president. In this book, we extend the idea of connected learning directly into recommendations for how all of us parents and others caring for children can take advantage of the things the digital world has to offer our young people, while we also address the risks they face as they grow up.


A GUIDE TO THE BOOK


The Connected Parent is organized around the questions we most frequently received from parents over the years while we were on the road discussing our research. We have also heard versions of these questions from tweens and teens themselves—especially the many incredible research assistants who have been working in the Youth and Media Lab.


Our advice, like our work, has primarily focused on children aged thirteen through to their adolescence, which, as research shows, now extends into a young person’s twenties. We comment where appropriate on issues related to younger children as well, to the extent that there is sound research to provide guidance. But the focus of this book falls on youth during their tween and teen years.


The ten topics often find their way into conversations in the form of a parent’s worries:




Screen time: How much time online is too much?


Social life: Are kids less social these days because of technology?


Privacy: Is it true that kids no longer care about privacy?


Safety: How do we keep our kids safe from harm in a digital age?


Anxiety: Why do our kids seem more anxious than ever?


Addiction: Is it possible that my child is addicted to technology?


Gaming: Should I be worried about all the violence in popular video games?


Diversity: Is technology affecting our kids’ abilities to engage with others across differences?


Learning: Are our kids learning less than we did? Do they read less and cheat more?


Civic life: Are young people more apathetic than we were?




We don’t have all the answers to these questions. Sorry to disappoint right at the start, but it’s true. Some of these questions lack an easy answer. In each case, we offer you our point of view in light of what we consider the strongest available evidence. Sometimes, the research isn’t yet all that clear. In other cases, the question leads to a judgment call. And as any parent knows, the hardest issues facing kids as they grow up can feel intractable. We will honestly admit when we believe that the research is still ambiguous as well as when we think the findings are incontrovertible—and which advice lines up best with what the research shows.


The effects of digital media on young people are still unclear. Parents we have talked with over the years have had wildly divergent views about whether media and technology use is fundamentally positive or negative. Parents vary enormously in how concerned they are about digital media use and how they wish to address it. On the flip side, many parents are excited about the possibilities for learning, socializing, and civic engagement online. Researchers, too, can disagree as to whether and to what degree we should be worrying about certain issues, especially relating to screen time.3


As a result, each chapter includes a mixture of fact and opinion. We have drawn facts from the most reliable research we can find on each given topic. Sometimes, we have conducted that research ourselves; most of the time, we draw on the research that others have done. Then we offer our opinions in the form of advice. We approach each topic in the knowledge that every family is different. The answers to the hard questions of parenting in a digital age are going to depend on many factors. Each young person is unique. Kids need different things at different ages. Every family’s available time and financial resources are also unique. What’s going to work in a household with two parents, one of whom is home full time, will not work in a household with a single parent who is barely staying afloat while holding two jobs.


Given this diversity of experience and needs, we aspire to offer general principles that can work in a range of situations, but we also know that sometimes, you will have to deviate from the script. Sometimes, a family will need support that goes far beyond the advice this book can offer. While the book’s recommendations about intergenerational learning and joint family activities might apply to all families, we’re of course acutely aware that parents and children from less resourced communities might have very different experiences and struggles in both their offline and their online environments. Schools, libraries, after-school programs, and other institutions often play a special role in supporting families from less privileged backgrounds. And we can all find ways to help raise awareness in our larger communities about issues of our children’s technology use.


The book’s chapters follow a simple format. First, we define the chapter’s central topic and the related issues that worry parents the most. Then, we set forth the most salient data on that issue, making clear the degree of certainty that we have in the facts available to us today. Third, we present a philosophy that guides our approach to each topic. The core of the chapter takes the form of practical advice based on these data and our experience as educators, parents, and researchers. We organize ideas around parents’ frequently asked questions in the “Common Questions” section near the end of many chapters. And we conclude with a short recap section with the most important takeaways from each topic for easy reference. As your children grow up, you might not want to reread the whole book or even an entire chapter, so these recap sections might serve as a quick resource to which you could return as time goes on.


Along the way, endnotes point you toward some of the most important research on each respective topic. We encourage you to read the original studies for topics of particular interest and to draw your own conclusions about the right choice for you and your family as your child grows. We do not pretend to have the only—or even the best—advice for every child and every family situation. At the end of the book, a “Further Reading” section suggests books and other resources that we have found especially helpful in our own research and parenting.


In this book, we intend to provoke your thinking and prompt good conversations with your kids. So, let’s jump in—and connect with the ways young people are growing up in this increasingly digital age.















PART I



GROWING UP IN A HYPERCONNECTED WORLD













CHAPTER ONE



Screen Time


JAMIE, AGE FOURTEEN, wakes up around 6:30 a.m. on school days. The first thing she does is reach for her phone, the one that’s buzzing to wake her up. It’s on the floor right beside her bed.


Her eyes only half-open, Jamie flips through a series of applications that indicate she’s got messages. Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter. School email can wait till later. (As she often explains to her mom, email is what adults use—it’s not for kids.) One Snap story catches her attention. She gets pulled into the narrative and from there into other stories. She loses track of time as she scrolls. It’s thirty minutes later before she makes her way to the shower.


Smartphone back in hand, Jamie spends breakfast flipping through her Insta feed. On the bus to school, earbuds in, listening to music, she plays games until she arrives. The school day doesn’t involve too much screen time in the classroom, but every break spent walking through the hallways allows for a check of her phone and her various feeds.


After school, she’s at the library for an hour or so, online for a research project. By late afternoon, she’s on a friend’s couch, each of them on their phones, chatting with friends elsewhere, listening to music together. She comes home, and her phone is still out during a quick dinner. Jamie turns to Netflix in the evening, bingeing on her favorite show of the moment (reruns of The Office). Her mom comes into her room at 11:00 p.m. to tell her to shut down her computer and go to bed. Jamie objects but eventually gives in, and she’s asleep by midnight.


Does Jamie’s routine sound excessive? Actually, her daily screen exposure is probably below average for a teenager in the United States. If her total media usage is under nine hours a day, she’s below the norm in this country today. Yet her relationships with other young people and the outside world, every day, seven days a week, 365 days a year, are mediated by technology.


THE IMAGE OF a young person staring into a smartphone is a sign of the times. Adults are no different. This image will be one of the most enduring aspects of this era. Given how quickly technology and behaviors are changing, it is likely that this image will look hilariously dated not too long from now. The interface and our kids’ practices are bound to change. Someday a person staring down into a phone will look the way a 1980s hairstyle does to a teenager in 2020. But for now, the face-in-phone image is ubiquitous.


Many parents have concerns about their kids and their screen time. How much time should a child spend looking at a screen? Starting when? How much is too much? At what point should I insist that they put away their phones? Should I be monitoring what they’re doing on their phones? They seem so infatuated with their device—is that healthy?


A screen is often a highly reliable babysitter, as every harried parent of young children knows. You have a long car ride? Plane ride? A long wait at the grocery store? Dinner with friends? The best way to get some peace is to put some kind of a device with a game, movie, or Netflix subscription in front of your child. We get it. We have been those harried parents.


It’s not easy to know how hard you should work to resist what seems like the inexorable pull of these technologies. You might wonder, as we do, whether there is a way to flip the script and make some of that screen time turn from a concern into a benefit for your kids. Though this topic is never an easy one, you do have options and there are ways to support your children as they grow.


WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS


The data confirm your impression that Jamie and her friends are experiencing much of their childhoods through their digital devices. These screens connect them with each other and the rest of the world. Living a digitally connected life, as virtually all our children do in the United States and other wealthy countries, means that a screen is turned on somewhere near them for hours every day. It is completely reasonable to wonder if your child is spending too much time staring into screens.


The research on screen time may surprise you, though. A moderate amount of time engaged in digital activities is not inherently harmful. In fact, moderate use of devices can bring many opportunities for socializing, self-expression, exploration, and creativity. Large-scale studies, such as a study of thirty-five thousand young Americans and their caregivers, have shown that one to two hours of screen time a day can lead to higher levels of social and emotional well-being for young people than levels found in their peers without this screen time.1 Concerns about social and emotional behavior only arise in the cases of the relatively few young people whose use of digital devices fall outside the typical range of reported screen time.


Put another way, the relationship between screen time and well-being in childhood is not linear. More screen time does not simply mean more harm to kids. The harmful effects of screen time come only from excessive engagement in digital activities. What constitutes excessive can be tricky to define and can differ by person, type of activity, and other circumstances. The research suggests that the Goldilocks principle should guide the connected parent: Not too little, not too much, but some kind of a balance is right for most young people in most situations.


Let’s start by digging into the data about how much time most young people are spending on screens. The most important piece of technology in a young person’s life is typically the mobile phone. Through this mobile device, a young person accesses the latest social media feeds, interacts with friends, watches movies, and plays games. More often than ever before, children either own or have access to smartphones that they use to go online, watch Netflix or YouTube, do their homework, post on social media, and chat with their friends. They also use their mobile phones to ask for help when they need it, as the extraordinary results of Crisis Text Line—a mobile service that connects those in need with help—have demonstrated.


Getting a grip on the precise numbers for how many young people have devices and how much time they spend on which activities can be tricky. The numbers vary according to which study you read, but overall they show a clear upward trend in recent years. According to a 2018 report by Common Sense Media, 89 percent of teens owned their own smartphone, compared with 41 percent in 2012.2 A 2018 study conducted by the Pew Research Center found that 95 percent of young people aged thirteen to seventeen in the United States have or have access to a smartphone.3 Data from other parts of the world also reflect high rates of access to devices. For example, 56 percent of children in the United Kingdom use smartphones to go online daily, and 82 percent of children in Brazil use phones to access the internet.4 In Canada, nearly 60 percent of young people own a mobile phone.5 In Switzerland, it’s 98 percent.6 The exact rates reported in these studies will vary a bit, depending on the exact question the researchers asked. But the message is the same across cultures: most kids in wealthy countries have regular access to digital devices and use them a lot—more and more over time.


There is reason to worry about inequities in the digital world, but access to phones is fairly widespread in wealthy countries. According to the 2018 Pew report, “smartphone ownership is nearly universal among teens of different genders, races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic backgrounds” in the United States.7 The same is true in many other countries, such as those in Western Europe and East Asia. But smartphones are not the only screens young people use. The Pew study also found that 84 percent of all teens say they have or have access to a game console at home, with higher shares (92 percent) among boys than among girls (75 percent).8 While wealthier families are more likely to own game consoles, ownership among lower-income families is catching up in recent years. Another screen that facilitates the digital lives of young people is a desktop or laptop computer, with 88 percent of teens reporting access to such devices at home; the percentage is higher for wealthier families with advanced educational degrees.9


Taken together, the data suggest that young people are spending a lot of time each day on digital devices. Over the past few decades, the amount of time spent online has been steadily increasing. Nearly half (45 percent, to be exact) of teens say they use the internet “almost constantly,” according to the 2018 Pew Research study.10 That number has nearly doubled from a survey a few years before, when 24 percent said they were using the internet “almost constantly.”11 Another 44 percent said they go online several times a day.12 These responses are consistent with the findings of other large surveys and qualitative research: nine out of ten teens go online at least several times a day. Several researchers have been studying this phenomenon for decades and writing reports about it every few years. Their findings have been borne out time and again: as the years pass, tweens and teens spend more time, on more devices, doing more things. The same is true for adults. Nevertheless, these basic numbers are only part of the story about the question of screen time and parenting.


If you remember just one thing from this chapter on screen time, it would be this: the way young people use their screens is more important than simply how much time they spend on those devices. Young people are using digital devices in various ways that are often surprising to adults. Digital activities and usage patterns differ widely and can include watching shows, gaming, messaging, learning, and activism.


To get started, we offer a few data points on two activities that parents often seem particularly curious about when it comes to screen time: entertainment and social media usage. Teens spend about nine hours a day using entertainment and social media, according to the most recent large-scale study in the United States.13 Tweens are not far behind, at about six hours a day.14 These figures do not include any time at school or doing homework. The kids’ digital time could be spent watching TV or movies (whether on a traditional TV screen or streamed on a laptop over Amazon or Netflix), playing video games (on a separate console, a smartphone, or a PC), hanging out on social media, or listening to music.


This study, conducted by researchers at Common Sense Media in 2015, shows that many types of behavior and usage patterns are masked by these overall numbers. Among both teens and tweens, about 6 percent report no time spent using entertainment and social media. On the other end of the spectrum, 11 percent of tweens and 26 percent of teens spent more than eight hours a day with this kind of digital media. That’s more than a full-time job for these kids—and seven days a week rather than the typical five-day workweek.15


Social media drives some of the concerns parents have about screen time. Adoption of social media platforms has grown steadily over the years but is now slowing down in the United States, according to the latest statistics. Young people have been a key driver of social media and platform diversification, with Instagram and Snapchat gaining popularity recently since around 2017. Teens and tweens express a range of views about their experiences using social media. On the positive side, 81 percent of teens aged thirteen to seventeen say social media makes them feel more connected to friends, and 68 percent report that these platforms make them feel as if they have people who will provide emotional support in difficult times. On the negative side, 45 percent of teens state they feel overwhelmed by all the drama on social media, and a slightly lower percentage say they feel pressured to post certain types of content to make them look good to others. Not all young people can step back and think critically about their use of media, but some do—and most young people surveyed recognize that the effects of social media are neither uniformly good or bad. Their recognition of the dual nature of social media is an opening for discussion.16


One clear finding to emerge from these data is the ubiquity, the scale, and the increase in screen time for tweens and teens over the past few decades. The way that young people spend this large amount of time, outside school and on top of homework, has obvious consequences. The messages that they are receiving, how they interact with one another, the data they are creating about themselves, the risks they are running—all of these things matter a great deal to their development. At a minimum, it is incumbent on us as parents, along with the children’s teachers and other mentors, to help them contextualize what they are doing and learning. And it makes sense that we would help them use this time productively where possible.


Younger children tend to have much less screen time per day. The data relating to this measure have been relatively stable since around 2010. A similar study by Common Sense Media, tracking the use of media by children from infancy to eight years of age, found that it averaged a bit over two hours per day.17 While TV was still the most common screen type in this 2017 survey, mobile devices have been gaining ground fast. Two 2019 studies showing that very young children tended to spend more time online than was recommended laid the cause for this tendency at the feet of their parents.18


Although the gap is narrowing with time, wealthier parents are still more likely than poorer families to have access at home to high-speed internet. Other divides, including racial divisions, also persist for broadband service at home. As Pew reports, “Racial minorities, older adults, rural residents, and those with lower levels of education and income are less likely to have broadband service at home.”19


A small majority of parents in the United States (55 percent) say that they set some limits on the amount of time that their children spend online during a given period. Some parents report that they set time restrictions as a consequence for bad behavior, but many others simply apply across-the-board limits on time online. Parents of younger children, including younger teens, are more likely to set time-based limits than are the parents of older teenagers.20


You might reasonably wonder how certain we are about the research on any given topic. For screen time, the amount of time our kids are spending online is very clear. In this respect, we are extremely confident. A few great researchers have spent more than a decade studying this issue and updating their research over time. The methodologies they use are sound, and the studies tend to find nearly the same results for similar populations. And the exact numbers don’t really matter; what matters is the order of magnitude of screen time. In other words, we know that more and more of most kids’ lives are mediated by devices.


So what’s a parent to do about all this screen time? And to what degree is it a problem? These are thornier questions. The data are not as helpful in this respect. The short version is that moderate use of screens can be a benefit for most young people. On the other hand, there can also be a connection between high levels of screen time and anxiety, addiction, and aggression among young people. Higher levels of screen time can also be associated with obesity, unhealthy diet, depressive symptoms, and lower quality of life.


We understand that families are very different, from one to the next, in terms of their circumstances. Families with a great deal of privilege and means—and that includes our own households—have greater ability to manage the time spent online in their household. Families with two parents and fewer children have logistical advantages in this respect, too. For a single-parent household with multiple children with a wide range of ages, the advice in this chapter on limiting screen time may be much harder to follow. We get that. And there aren’t easy answers in those cases, as the parents involved know, even with the best of intentions.


THE CONNECTED PARENTS’ APPROACH


It may help you to know our basic philosophy of parenting with respect to kids and technology before we dispense any advice. We both have teenage children. We’ve sought to align our own parenting at home with what we’ve been learning from our work with the Youth and Media team at the Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society.


For both of us, our work in this field has stemmed in part from trying to figure out the best way to parent our own children as they were growing up. John’s spouse was in graduate school studying early childhood development when their first child was born. As researchers of the internet and digital media, both of us see the benefits of using technology in learning, connecting, and growing up. But those who study early childhood development, in particular, have some real concerns about screen time, especially for the youngest of children. So who’s right?


Our philosophy has been to seek to gain the greatest benefits from digital media while mitigating its downsides. We have seen and experienced how technology can be a tool of empowerment that has sometimes allowed children to participate in civic life and engage with ideas and other people in ways otherwise not possible. And young people can use the technology as a lifeline to get the help they need in key moments. We seek a balance in terms of the approach we take with our children and our students.


We have found that most one-size-fits-all rules for screen time don’t work well. We want young people to embrace the creativity and innovative spirit of the internet, the fun and vibrancy of (some) social media, and the excitement of the digital era. Young people can use new technologies to create new forms of art, develop skills that may earn them jobs in the future, and start new political and social movements that change the world. At the same time, many young people get pulled into counterproductive activities online. They don’t always spend their screen time well or act using their best judgment. They can put themselves at risk in a variety of ways.


Connected parents work from the premise that children do need limits, both for technology usage and for other activities. Young people benefit when we define and enforce those limits, even as they press (and sometimes rage) against them. Rules and guidance need to change with the child’s age and circumstances. While they can take different forms, rules always need to be clear and fairly enforced. Kids see through our ambivalence and lack of integrity faster than we realize. They have an amazing meter for recognizing insincerity and hypocrisy. We need to think through our approach in advance, communicate it as clearly as we can, stick to our beliefs as long as it’s appropriate to do so, and adjust along the way.


Rules are much more easily set than enforced. Both of us are parents of young people with busy and complicated lives. Even as the data suggest that we should set some limits, especially for young children, we know that the complexities of life often get in the way. And if we can’t always live up to the ideal and need to accept limitations on enforcement, some research suggests that the key is not only to set standards but also to have ongoing discussions about the reasoning and concerns behind them. At least then, young people are better informed about the risks they are taking if they decide to take advantage of the weak spots in their parents’ monitoring abilities.


Connected parents listen to their children and discuss issues such as screen time and appropriate limits with them. When we pose questions to young people in national surveys and in focus groups, we include space for teens and tweens to share their own concerns about technology use. Young people themselves can and should have a voice in helping us understand their practices in an ongoing way that provides texture and context for the data that we collect more formally. For this reason, we urge connected parents to listen carefully to the lived experiences of the young people in their care.


We need to be the adults who set and enforce the rules. But our kids can help guide us along the way. They don’t always get the decision-making authority, but we can learn a lot from them. They also appreciate being heard and understood, even when we end up disagreeing with them. Technological change has broken down certain boundaries and hierarchies. When managed with care, this change can form stronger connections between us and the young people in our lives. We should embrace these connections, which can help us improve how we ourselves teach and learn.


Technology isn’t a separate category of parenting. The way our children interact with media is part and parcel of their complex lives. It is connected to nearly everything else: formal and informal learning, friendship, the development of civic life, the preparation for the workforce, and the way kids relate to institutions and one another. Your rules about technology will make sense to your children when the details are part of a coherent philosophy. The philosophy should be grounded in a real-world understanding of how much your kids value their digital devices and the connections they enable—especially whenever our adult perspectives differ from our children’s.


Finally, our philosophy on how much time young people should spend using digital technologies turns in part on what they are doing when they are online. The studies of screen time help give us a sense of overall scale of kids’ day-to-day exposure. But there’s a difference between a ten-year-old spending several hours playing Minecraft and the same kid spending those same hours watching reruns of a sitcom on Netflix. The time spent on Netflix isn’t necessarily harmful to our kids, but other activities just might be more creative and challenging and might lead to a happier, healthier childhood. This philosophy, grounded in sound research and years of practice, sets the frame for our specific advice.


OUR RECOMMENDATIONS


When you think about whether to set rules for your children in terms of time spent on digital devices, we urge you to consider this question more broadly: do you generally set any rules for your children? Unless you follow an extreme parenting philosophy, your answer is almost certainly yes. You don’t let very young children use the hot stove. Young children can’t cross the street on their own or walk to day care without you. You require them to get a certain amount of sleep (or at least you try really hard to get them to sleep). You ensure that they periodically eat something.


The connected parents’ answer to whether young people need rules about their engagement with technology is yes. The real answer is a bit more complicated than that, but we start with the premise that too much of anything can lead to problems down the line and that you want to maximize the good things while minimizing those that cause harm. If your child spends half the night on the phone texting with friends and scrolling on social media, he won’t be rested enough for school the next day. Or if your child spends the whole afternoon playing Fortnite rather than doing homework, her grades may suffer.


We have found that students actually want you to set some boundaries on screen time and the types of things they can do online. Even if (or more likely, when) they push back in the moment, they are well served by carefully set, consistently upheld limits. You have no doubt seen this phenomenon over and over again in parenting. Most young people need adults to limit their excesses and to show them a good pathway forward in life.


Let’s start with the most basic of questions: How much time should they spend online? The answer depends a lot on the age of your child. Most experts suggest that virtually any kind of screen time for the very youngest children is not a good thing. Over time, it makes sense to give young people more freedom as they demonstrate that they can handle it. The American Academy of Pediatrics published an important revision of its screen time guidelines in 2016, and we agree with their latest recommendations for the youngest children:21




Birth to eighteen months: Avoid all screen media—phones, tablets, TVs, and computers—where possible. The academy and other researchers have found that lasting negative effects on children’s development of language, reading ability, and short-term memory are possible at this age. Studies have also shown problems associated with sleep and attention. One caveat to this basic rule: video chatting or phone chatting with grandparents or faraway family or friends is fine. In fact, it is to be encouraged, for all sorts of good reasons unrelated to technology.


Eighteen months to two years: If you like, introduce some short clips, fifteen minutes a day at most, of some high-quality children’s media. Watch them with your children. Whenever possible, don’t use these devices as an electronic babysitter. We know that this advice is easier said than followed, especially for folks who have little backup parenting support and few childcare options. Children will recognize what you are doing with your devices, and they will want to participate, too. Your modeling from the start makes a huge difference.


Two to five years: The academy recommends that parents set a limit of no more than one hour a day of high-quality programming for children, though we would advise focusing more on the quality of the programming and your interactions with your children than on the precise amount of time involved. When they are watching, be sure to watch shows with them. Talk to them about what they’re seeing. Give them context for what they are watching and how it connects to the world around them. Try to break up the exposure into discrete doses, rather than a solid block of time, and be sure to intersperse discussion, reading time, and other forms of direct human engagement with the screen time.




Our advice is to prioritize creative, unplugged playtime for your very young children, at least up through the toddler age. No evidence convinces us that extensive screen time at a very early age affords any advantage. And there are definitely reasons to think that sharp limits for babies and toddlers are likely to serve them well over time.


Some parents marvel at their toddler’s seemingly innate ability to interact with technological devices. It’s true. A very young child can zip through the interface of an iPad in a way that seems much more natural than a grandparent’s first attempts. The child’s facility has to do with many factors, one of which is the way that Apple and other big technology companies approach design. They design pathways that feel intuitive for younger minds.


As amazing as a toddler’s ease with an iPad can seem, that’s not a reason to believe that kids need to learn to use an iPad at age one, for fear that they will never get a job in Silicon Valley or will never compete in an increasingly digitized workplace. We’ve in fact been struck by how many of our colleagues who work in Silicon Valley and other tech hubs keep their kids far away from technology for as long as they can.22 Some parents go as far as to enroll their children in Waldorf or Montessori schools, where tech is kept from kids for the entire school day. These parents know something about what it takes to succeed in the technology field, and early exposure to the latest apps doesn’t make the list. Though not a scientific study, these decisions by Silicon Valley parents should at least make others reconsider their children’s tech exposure.


Even from the very beginning of your child’s life, you’ll want to imagine how your child’s technology use will progress throughout childhood. The connected parent doesn’t necessarily have it all plotted out exactly, but having a general game plan makes sense. This exercise is particularly important for a reason that all experienced parents and teachers know well: it is much easier to set tighter limits early on and then relax them over time, as kids’ behavior warrants, than it is to impose harsher limits after allowing certain freedoms.


The connected parent’s strategy teaches and guides a young person along the trajectory of childhood. For virtually everyone born today, there will be a time in their infancy when they are not yet using screens themselves. And then one day, probably nearer the end of adolescence, they will have unfettered access to screens and all manner of digital technologies. Our job as the adults in their lives is to teach them good habits along the way so that they will be ready for the freedom they will enjoy as adults.


The parents’ job is to adjust those boundaries over time. If the period from age zero to six is really about tight limits, you could consider the age range from about six through a child’s tween years as a time to introduce some decision making. This idea may not seem totally feasible to you, but we started in our own households with the idea of half an hour a day of any type of screen time for our young kids and then scaled up from there over time. By the time they are in high school, it’s almost impossible to restrict their activity. They will just route around your controls, and you will undermine their trust. Spend the time up till then helping them develop the skills they need to make good decisions in their digital life. Here are our suggested approaches to the next age ranges.


Six to Twelve


Start small and work your way up. Thirty minutes a day for a six-year-old may be reasonable, heading up toward two hours a day (especially on a weekend day) for a twelve-year-old. Keep in mind that this is the age range when many schools will start to require your child to do things online, including doing homework and submitting it online. Many students will obtain their first mobile device during this time—or will see their friends get one and wish for one of their own. As the limits change, consider the various ways in which the limits might work. For example, you may be more permissive with time on screens over the weekend or on long bus trips. Rules that are clear and flexible in the right ways can help you build and maintain a trusting relationship with your child. Again, the quality of their time online is just as important as, if not more important than, the sheer time. For a ten-year-old, two hours spent on learning-related game apps may be more productive than two hours spent watching reruns of iCarly or, in the case of Jamie in the vignette at the start of this chapter, The Office.


Thirteen to Fifteen


Parents can scale up from two hours per day to no more than four hours per day. Research shows that one to two hours of screen time per day is often associated with positive social-emotional behavior, with problems reported in some instances when the amount goes above four hours a day.23 You still need some rules during this period, but they are much harder to enforce. This age range is probably the last one for which you can actually manage any type of real limits on young people’s activities (and many kids by this point feel that their period of freedom is long overdue, but every child is different).


Many kids have mobile devices at this stage. Kids in their early teens often begin using a wider range of applications, games, and social media. Many students first join social media sites in this age range, in part because most major social media companies often require users to state that they are at least thirteen years old before they can create their accounts—though, obviously, companies have limited ability to enforce these age restrictions. This age range is often the time when online trouble first occurs for young people. For example, they might experience their first bullying (either as the one who bullies or the one who is bullied).


Nevertheless, adults find it much harder to monitor mobile devices today than did parents of an earlier era, when the family might have kept a shared desktop computer in a common area of a house. Even as it becomes harder to enforce limits, you still need some rules if you can enforce them well. Many parents will retain the right to log in to their children’s accounts and check their text messages. Such a practice is likely to be unpopular with your children and conflicts with their need for more privacy as they grow older. But you may have some opportunities to engage in productive conversations about online behavior as a result of having these sometimes-fraught interactions with your children over your ability to log in to their accounts. Gradually, these conversations about screen time and device usage will become more important and effective than strict rules and enforcement schemes.


Sixteen and Onward


In a child’s life, there’s a point at which most parents won’t be able to enforce many, if any, controls. For many parents, that point is somewhere around age fifteen or sixteen. At this stage, the connected parent focuses on providing advice and context for what their teens are experiencing. You might also want to share your own struggles with limiting your digital device usage—a great conversation starter in our own parenting experience! By seeing what your child’s friends and their parents are posting, you may also learn about important things happening in your child’s life. This knowledge may help you have good conversations with your child. You are still a crucial person for your children, even if they seem to want you to act more like a potted plant in the corner of a room than as an active and visible participant in their lives. Whatever your situation, don’t abdicate too soon.


WE HAVE TWO final pieces of advice. First, we have emphasized rules and enforcement quite a bit throughout the chapter. But the connected-parenting approach means you need first and foremost to keep communication channels open. In our experience, it is as important to have conversations about the rules and the rationale behind them as it is to set them. More often than not, listening carefully, empathetically, and with an open mind to our children can help parents gain surprising insights.


An anecdote from Urs’s family might illustrate the point. One of the norms in Urs’s home is that he and the rest of his family put down their phones during family dinners. They never stipulated it as an explicit rule, but it became the default over time. One evening, however, Ananda (a teenager at the time) asked for an exemption to this unwritten rule, with the explanation that she wanted to be there for her friend, who was not doing well. As this story shows, the best uses of digital technology sometimes require parents to see things from their children’s perspective and occasionally to make exceptions to the rules.


Second, for children of all ages, we urge you to emphasize one rule about time and screens: kids need to get off devices an hour before they intend to fall asleep. The absolute minimum is that they shut off their screens at least a half hour before bedtime. One of the clearest findings from the research is that excessive media use can lead to too little sleep for kids. This issue is most acute among teenagers, who tend to get far less than the steady nine hours and fifteen minutes of sleep that they need each night. Screen usage is a major culprit. You have to set a firm rule that favors sleep over late-night binge-watching and video game playing. And then you have to follow the rule yourself, or it will backfire on you.


Now that we’ve set out some rules of thumb, let us acknowledge the many reasons you might choose to deviate from this overall plan. For example, you may need to adjust your screen-time limits for your child’s overall development picture. Some young people are thriving everywhere—they have plenty of good friends, enjoy a positive and appropriate sense of self, are doing well in school and activities, and are connected to family and teachers. For these kids, more permissive limits may be appropriate. But for other young people, who are struggling in one area or another, some firm redirection of their time may be in order.


What if your ten-year-old child attends a school with a 1:1 iPad program (a school program in which each child has an iPad), where all the schoolwork is done on tablets? Or what if your school has gone all virtual, as many schools around the world had to do during the COVID-19 pandemic that began in early 2020? Plainly, an hour or even two hours a day may not be sufficient for your child to do all the homework. Kids need time to get their homework done. Likewise, a young person who has a challenge seeing or hearing may need a digital device for much of the day for assistance.


The connected-parenting approach doesn’t call for absolutes with exceptional circumstances such as these. Parenting arrangements may be part of the equation, too: with a single parent working two jobs, the enforcement of any kinds of limits may be more challenging than in households with multiple caregivers and more flexible work schedules. Homeschooled students and those who are autodidacts (kids who teach themselves really well) may be learning a ton on YouTube—and that may be just exactly how they should be spending much of their time.


As with most things in life and parenting, it’s about finding a healthy balance and then staying true to your word. Think through a series of questions as you review your plan for online time. Are your children doing well in school? Do they seem to have a healthy and positive social life? Are they getting the recommended amount of sleep, exercising regularly, and eating healthily? When they are interacting with media, is it generally a positive experience? If things are generally going well, you probably don’t have to worry too much about how much time they are spending online. If any answers to the preceding questions seem off to you or to other adults in your child’s life, then you should go back and review their screen habits. And when you set a plan in place, stick to it—consistency is essential—and avoid hypocrisy at all costs. We are big believers in the importance of consistency in rule-setting and explaining any appropriate variances from the norm. You need to live by the rules you set for your kids, or they will see right through you.


COMMON QUESTIONS


You might still have some related questions on your mind, so we offer some answers to these common questions on hot-button topics.


At what age should a young person get a smartphone?


How about a computer?


In John’s house a few years ago, when his children were still young, he and his wife made a family decision that twelve was the right age to get a mobile device and that the start of high school (roughly age fourteen in the United States) was the right age for the kids to get their own laptop. John and his wife based their decision about these ages on the Goldilocks principle that this book advocates for connected parents. They wanted their children to be reachable when the kids were traveling between home and school and other activities and to be able to connect with friends and mentors online. But they didn’t think the children needed to be glued to their phones earlier than that. There was no magic to the age John and his wife selected; they just applied their best judgment based on the data available to them and the circumstances of their family.


In light of some of the most recent data on mobile phone access, your children may start asking about a phone at around age nine. The right age for access will, of course, be up to you and your situation. This issue is as much about a family’s finances as it is about anything else. For many families, another mobile phone on the plan is going to be prohibitively expensive. A good plan that many families use is for a student to get a mobile phone at the age that he or she can do a bit of work outside the home to contribute to the cost of the service plan.



What kinds of screen time are more beneficial for young people?


We take a broad view of the benefits that young people can derive from their time using screens. For young children, TV programs such as Sesame Street have been designed to teach them empathy and the skills needed to thrive in a complex, diverse world. We consider this time well spent, especially when children and caregivers watch together and talk about each lesson during and after the show. We are also fans of Dora the Explorer, whose adventures teach kids about problem-solving, sensible risk-taking, and human kindness. The Curious George TV series and movies are classics that promote children’s curiosity and exploration and a greater understanding of right and wrong. Minecraft is a building game, a bit like Lego blocks, that can entertain kids for hours while engaging their creativity. Scratch, a visual programming language designed for kids, has taught many millions of young people to code. Moreover, time spent independently exploring topics of interest online, texting friends, and engaging in identity play can all be hugely valuable to young people as they grow older. For teens, their exploration of the world of online activism and their abilities to seek out information, including how-to videos, can lead to lifelong value. For many more ideas, consult Common Sense Media, which reviews screen time options by age and type.


What are the best practices when it comes to using devices at night?


This one is really simple: using a digital device close to bedtime can undeniably delay anyone’s ability to sleep soundly. What’s also abundantly clear, most kids, and nearly all teens, get less sleep than they need to thrive. Their brains need the special kind of downtime that sleep affords. The rule in our families is that there are no screens allowed for a half hour before one’s set bedtime. (Some researchers argue that an hour, or even longer, before sleep is better.) We also urge charging your devices in a place other than right beside the bed, to avoid temptation!


What about family contracts and community contracts related to screen time?


Family contracts are a common idea: all the family members enter into a contract, agreeing to each person’s screen time limits, before access is granted to the network or a new device makes its way into a child’s hands. These contracts can work, but we’ve observed that parents seldom limit themselves enough, so the contracts seem one-sided to kids. Lopsided agreements rarely work. In fact, they usually backfire. So if you do try a family contract, then be sure to give yourself equal treatment!


Another idea is the community contract: a group of families or an entire grade at school enters into an agreement. For example, everyone agrees that no child gets a mobile phone until, say, age twelve or the seventh grade, whichever comes later. You can imagine many variations on this theme. If you think such a contract might work with your friend group or extended family, go for it. Remember how important the peer group is for young people, especially in the tween and teen years. By helping your child build a positive peer group, you will help ensure that every day, your messages about screen time and online activities will be reinforced by positive peer role models rather than undercut at every turn.


It’s tricky to judge the best quantity of time spent online, since the quality of the digital material varies so widely. For sure, some amount is too much at every age. You probably agree, or you wouldn’t have picked up this book. Our central message is that it helps to make a plan early, make sure that it’s clear to your children, carefully explain any deviations from the rules, and stick to your plan.


One final note before we move on: remember that our kids are watching us. All the time. For many young people, the most powerful role models through childhood are their parents. We hope so, anyway. That means that your own digital practices matter a great deal. So put down the phone, grab your child by the hand, and head outside for a walk or a game in the park. It’ll be good for everyone.


KEY TAKEAWAYS


The Goldilocks principle should guide the connected parent’s approach to screen time.


Large-scale studies show that few young people regularly use digital devices so much that their usage has harmful effects. Precise guides are hard to come by and vary according to the age and experience of the young person.


Common sense is a wonderful guide when it comes to screen time. If your children are thriving in other areas of their lives, and their screen time strikes you as moderate, then all is probably well. If your children are having other kinds of problems in their lives and spend a very large amount of time online, then a conversation is in order about cutting back or setting limits.


Limits on screen time should be based on age and other contextual factors. We agree with the American Academy of Pediatrics that the youngest babies should not be exposed to screens for extended periods, other than for the purposes of connecting with distant friends and relatives or the like. As they grow, screen time can increase. Set limits early, and relax them over time.


Except for the smallest babies, quality of screen time matters much more than the sheer quantity. We are much less focused on precise amounts of screen time than with the context surrounding the use of screens. With younger children, the connected parent will watch TV or use screens with the child, engaging together with programming that is age-appropriate. For older children, keep an eye on the types of activities as well as the quantity, and remain in conversation about screen time and usage.


Technological limitations on screen time can work at younger ages, but these controls are much less effective with tweens and especially with teens. Most internet service providers offer technical ways to limit the use of the internet, for instance. These parental controls allow you, mostly for free, to limit the amount of time someone spends online and the user’s type of use in your home. In the teen years, technological limits are virtually useless and, worse, tend to undercut the relationship between caregiver and child. Avoid technological controls that undermine trust; instead, work to develop positive habits that will persist after the child has left your home.


Screen time is not necessarily all bad! A moderate amount—say, an hour or two a day—has been shown in large-scale studies to be associated with positive social and emotional behavior.24
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