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EDITOR’S NOTE

Balanced screen time can help students
develop more digitally responsible
behavior. This Spotlight will help

you understand the importance of
discussing responsible online behavior;
explore research on students’ online
activity; gain insights into the right age
for children to get a cellphone; learn
what schools can do to prevent the
overuse of technology; evaluate how
much screen time kids should

have; and more.
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Want Kids to Be More Responsible Online? Start Early

By Alyson Klein

ove over Itsy Bitsy Spider.
Here’s a nursery rhyme for
the 21st century: “Some-
times with technology, bal-
ancing’s hard to do. ... Too
much of something can make you sad or blue.”

That ditty—popularized by Common Sense
Media, a nonprofit which focuses on helping
childrenuse technologyin safer and more mean-
ingful ways—is meant to simplify a lesson that’s
increasingly relevant for kids as young as two: Be
careful about how much time you spend in the digi-
talworld and what you do while you're there.

Talking to a preschooler about screentime
limits, digital literacy, and cyber safety may
seem a bit premature. But waiting until later
in elementary school—or even middle or high
school—puts children at a disadvantage, ed-
ucators say.

“Can you imagine trying to teach a high
schooler to brush their teeth for the first time?”
asked Faith Rogow, an independent scholar and
author of Media Literacy for Young Children:
Teaching Beyond the Screen Time Debates, pub-
lished this year. “It’s much harder to instill that
habit later on. It’s possible, but it’s harder.”

The longer parents and teachers wait to
help children safely explore the digital world,
the more they will have to counter what the
child has already learned from “people who
don’t share your values, who may not have
a kid’s best interest at heart,” such as social
media companies, she added.

These days, most kids are getting exposure
to digital spaces long before they learn to read.
The overwhelming majority of children ages two
to four—93 percent—spend at least some time
on mobile media, according to a 2020 report by
Common Sense Media, which has created les-
sons in digital citizenship for young children.

Device ownership can start even before most
kids are toilet trained. Nine percent of children
under age two have their own mobile device,
according to the Common Sense report. That
percentage increases as kids get older. Nearly
half—46 percent—of children between ages two
and four have their own mobile devices, typical-
ly atablet, Common Sense found.

Once students get to 4th or sth grade, it
is easy to distinguish the kids who received
early digital citizenship and literacy training
from those who are experiencing the con-

cepts for the first time, said Darshell Silva,
a librarian and technology integration spe-
cialist at Nathanael Greene Middle School in
Providence, R.1.

By middle school, children who were given
guidance on how to navigate digital spaces early
on “are knowledgeable of dangers that are out
there,” Silva said. “They’re not using their ac-
counts to bully people. [They] don’t have 10 so-
cial media accounts. They have one or two social
media accounts. They don’t share any personal
information. And they also don'’t believe every-
thing they read on the internet.”

Getting that background knowledge early is
likely to become even more important now, as
more schools provide kids in kindergarten, or
even preschool, with a laptop or tablet to use in
school and oftentimes at home too. Before the
pandemic, less than half of educators reported
that their elementary schools—42 percent—had
1-to-1 computing programs. That percentage
soared to 84 percent by the spring of 2021, ac-
cording to a survey conducted by the EdWeek
Research Center.

Don’t stare at your screen and
ignore those around you

Early digital literacy lessons don’t have
to be complicated, Rogow said. In fact, they
don’t even have to be digital. It’s possible to
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encourage kids to begin using their critical
thinking skills early on, without ever picking
up a device.

Parents or teachers can start by pointing
out a piece of media, say a flier posted on a
mailbox, and asking, “I wonder who made
that?” That simple question will help little chil-
dren begin to grasp the concept that someone
created every piece of media they consume—it
didn’t just appear out of nowhere. Eventually,
children can begin considering how another
person’s ideas and opinions may shape the
messages they produce.

Putting healthy limits on screen time is
also a big theme of early lessons, said Leticia
Citizen, who works at Hawthorne Elementa-
ry School in Beverly Hills, Calif. She gets stu-
dents thinking about those ideas as early as
age four, during what is called “transitional
kindergarten” in California.

Citizen often kicks off her lessons by ask-
ing students to name at least one fun online
activity from the past week, and at least one
equally enjoyable offline experience.

She’ll direct the youngsters to think about
how some of the bright, fast-moving images
in virtual spaces make them feel physically.
Are their bodies restless after playing a game
online for too long? Does it hurt their eyes? Or
make their brains “go wonky and wiggly”?

And she emphasizes to the children to pay

—Shawn Poynter for Education Week
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attention to what’s going on around them, in
the physical world, over what’s happening in
the virtual one. Inspired in part by a Com-
mon Sense lesson, “Pause for People,” Citi-
zen has students think about what they might
do if they are in the middle of a digital game,
maybe even about to win, and a parent or sib-
ling comes up to ask a question.

“We talk about like how sometimes you
don’t even hear them because you're like so
engrossed in what you're doing,” Citizen said.
She’ll ask her students, “What are some things
that we need to do [to] respect and honor them
coming to talk to you and being responsive, and
then we can go back and play our game?” And
she asks them toname a time when they missed
out on something fun—like playing outside
with a friend—because they were too wrapped
up in a digital game or television show.

She helps them understand why keeping de-
vices on at night—considered bad sleep hygiene
by child development experts—can be harmful.
One of her favorite tools: A story about a family
of rabbits kept awake by the sounds of various
tablets and phones. (Spoiler alert: the mother
bunny throws the devices out the window so
everyone can get some shuteye.)

What to do when you find yourself
in an unsafe space online

Online safety is part of the picture too. Most
preschoolers and kindergarteners aren'’t profi-
cient readers, but they can still look at the pic-
tures in online app stores. That means they’re
bound to see ads that take them to digital prod-
ucts that might not be age appropriate.

Citizen shows students an online ad de-
signed to appeal to children and asks how
many of them would be drawn in by picture
of, for instance, a cute elephant. Hands go up.
Advertisers, she’ll explain, may catch their
eyes with flashy images, but they want some-
thing in return, typically money.

Other strangers that students might en-
counter online may want access to private
information, or to track down a kid in real
life. Citizen tries to put that danger in terms
young children can understand.

“We talk about how there are adults and
some kids who don’t always make the best
choices, and sometimes their goal is to try
to hurt us,” Citizen said. They may ask for a
child’s password, or want to know their name.
She’s trained children not to give out any in-
formation—not even their favorite color—
and to reach out to a parent or older sibling if
they stumble on a corner of the internet that
makes them feel unsafe or overwhelmed.

To be sure, it’s tough to tackle digital cit-
izenship for the youngest children without
parent outreach.

Part of that can just be about teaching
caregivers how to use technology with their
kids. For instance, some of Citizen’s youngest
students play an online game, Roblox, which
has a chat feature.

She helps the kids—and their parents—un-
derstand that they can use controls to disable
the chat feature, and explains why it’s not a
goodideatotalkto strangers online, the same
way it’s smart to be careful about unfamiliar
people in the physical world. They can also
agree on screen time limits and set timers
that will go off when a child should stop using
a device and move on to another activity.

Some school districts offer parents formal
training in helping their children navigate the
online world, including the Los Angeles Uni-
fied School District, which will offer a course
in the subject in its newly created Parent Acad-
emy.

By the time they get to high school,
‘their digital footprint is crazy’

Children also need to understand that
what they do online will leave a digital record
that can be difficult to erase.

Silva has done Google searches on her name
to show her students—and, with permission, re-
peated the exercise with a student. They're often
surprised to see how much information about
themis already available on the internet.

This kind of training can come too late
for some kids. “A lot of kids [go] to middle
school” without the digital citizenship les-
sons “and then before they get to high school
their digital footprint is crazy,” Silva said.

Cyberbullying is another focus of digital
citizenship lessons later in elementary and
middle school. For the most part, children
as young as four or five aren’t using their tab-
lets for social media. Instead, they’re playing
games, sometimes with other children they
may or may not know in the real world.

That creates an opening to talk about how
to treat others in a digital space.

“That’s new for kids to think about, that
these are actually other people in the screen,”
particularly if they are represented by ava-
tars, said Kelly Mendoza, the vice-president
of educational programs for Common Sense
Media. When it comes to things like kind-
ness, taking turns, and being a gracious win-
ner or loser, children need to understand that
“behavior in the digital world needs to mirror
our behavior in the in-person world.” l
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Big Numbers of Teens Are on TikTok ‘Almost Constantly.
What Should Teachers Do?

By Alyson Klein

new survey confirms what

most middle and high school

teachers already know: A

significant chunk of teen-

agers spend an unhealthy
amount of time watching YouTube or scroll-
ing through TikTok.

More than one in six teenagers say they are
on TikTok—which is among the fastest-grow-
ing social media platforms—“almost constant-
ly,” while nearly one in five say the same about
YouTube, according to “Teens, Social Media and
Technology 2022,” a report by the Pew Research
Center released Aug. 10. The report was based
on a survey of more than 1,300 teens ages 13 to
17, conducted last spring.

What’s more, over one in three teens sur-
veyed—35 percent—say they’re on at least one
of five platforms “almost constantly,” includ-
ing Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok,
and YouTube.

Overall, more teens find themselves
spending most of their time online these days
than just a few years ago. Almost half of teen-
agers surveyed—46 percent—say they are on-
line “almost constantly,” or roughly double
the number who said the same when the Cen-
ter conducted a similar survey in 2015.

Teens are clearly “highly digitally con-
nected,” said Emily Vogels, a research asso-
ciate at the Pew Research Center and a lead
author of the report.

But, in focus groups conducted prior to the
survey, she learned that teens are also “try-
ing to find the best way to interact with these
spaces. They'’re thinking critically,” she ex-
plained, saying things like, “‘I'm only going
to interact with these people because I know
who they are.”

Teens are mixed on whether or not it
would be easy to ditch social media entire-
ly. More than half of teens in the United
States—s4 percent—say it would be at least
somewhat hard for them to quit social me-
dia, with almost one in five saying it would be
“very hard,” according to the survey.

Onthe other hand, nearly half of teens say
it would be at least somewhat easy for them
to give up social media, with roughly a fifth
reporting that would be very easy.
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Teachers have a role to play in helping stu-
dents understand the impact of social media
on their behavior, attention spans, and even
brain development, said Mary Beth Hertz,
who will resume her previous role as a teach-
er atthe Science Leadership Academy at Bee-
ber in Philadelphia this fall.

Hertz is a fan of tech in the classroom,
but if she sees a student mindlessly scrolling
through a phone, she’ll ask them, “‘Are you
letting the technology win right now, or are
you winning right now?’” She’s asked students
to consider whether social media companies
are being held accountable for the addictive
behaviors their technologies are encouraging.

=

Teens are spending a lot less time
on Facebook

YouTube is the most popular social me-
dia platform among teens, according to the
survey, with 95 percent of respondents say-
ing they’ve been on the video-sharing site at
some point. About two thirds have used Tik-
Tok, while six in ten teenagers say the same
about Instagram and Snapchat.
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Where [teens are] flocking
together to interact at any
given point in time can very
much shift and change.”

EMILY VOGELS
Research Associate
Pew Research Center

At the same time, teens’ Facebook en-
gagement nosedived from nearly three quar-
ters of teens saying they’ve used the platform
at some point back in 2014-15 to just under a
third this year.

That data serves as a reminder to educa-
tors that social media is “an ever-changing and
evolving landscape,” Vogels said. “Where [teens
are] flocking together to interact at any given
point in time can very much shift and change.”
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Black and Hispanic students are
online more than their white peers

There are demographic differences when
it comes to social media use. Teenage boys
are more likely than girls to use YouTube, a
video platform; Reddit, an online discussion
forum, and Twitch, which focuses on videog-
ame streaming. Girls, meanwhile, are more
likely to hang out on Instagram, Snapchat,
and TikTok.

Higher shares of Black and Hispanic teens
report using Instagram, TikTok, Twitter, and
WhatsApp, compared with white teens. And a
slightly larger share of teens from households
making $30,000 to $74,999 annually—s1
percent—use the internet almost constantly,
compared with 43 percent of teens with fami-
ly incomes of at least $75,000 a year.

The findings about race and family in-
come are particularly important for teach-
ers to keep in mind when they are thinking
about how to address teen social media use,
or even incorporate the platforms into their
classrooms, said Supreet Mann, a research
manager at Common Sense Media, a non-
profit organization that examines the impact
of technology on young people.

“We can’t put all of these kids into a buck-
et or think that by solving problems” related
to social media use for “higher income or
white kids that we’re going to be able to ad-
dress the unique needs of minority or lower
income kids,” said Mann, who noted Pew’s
findings dovetail closely with those in a re-
cent Common Sense Media report. l
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How Often Teens Check Social Media

Percent of 13-17 year olds who say they visit or use each of the following sites or apps

@ Almost Constantly. Several times a day.About onceaday Several times a week [| Less often Do not use

5%

12% 33%
4% 38%

67%

6%
8

15%

8%

10%

‘Ilae

YouTube TikTok Snapchat Instagram Facebook
NOTE: Figures may not add to 100% due to rounding.
SOURCE: Pew Reasearch Center
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What Is the Right Age for a Kid to Get a Cellphone?

By Apoorvaa Mandar Bichu

Children and Smartphones

The proportion of 8-, 9-, and 10-year-olds with cellphones nearly doubled from

2015 to 2021, says Common Sense Media.
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SOURCE: Common Sense Media

hildren are getting cellphones at
younger and younger ages.
That’s according to a report
from Common Sense Media
based on data from its 2015 and
2021 surveys on children’s cellphone and social
media use. The research and advocacy organi-
zation found that the proportion of 8-, 9-, and
10-year-olds with smartphones nearly doubled
in those years. But the majority of parents give
their children a cellphone around the ages of 12
and 13. The percentage of 12-year-olds owning
a cellphone has leaped from 41 percent in 2015
to 71 percent in 2021.

Does that mean that 12-13 is right age for chil-
dren to own cellphones? Some pediatricians said
they are agnostic on that point.

“As a pediatrician, I don’t recommend one
specific age [since] I think much of it depends on
the reason for the need for the cellphone,” said
Dr. Nusheen Ameenuddin, an assistant profes-
sor of pediatrics at Mayo Clinic, and the chair-
person of the American Academy of Pediatrics

§2015 82021

97%

Council on Communications and Media.

According to Ameenuddin, if the reason
for providing children with a cellphone is
safety, then it is advised to give them one with
fewer features, just enough to connect in case
of an emergency.

“You can also disable certain features of
smartphones with certain plans, so that’s some-
thing I would encourage parents to look into and
take advantage of so that a cellphone is not an
all-access pass for a child who might need some
boundaries in place,” she said.

The pediatrics academy recommends “par-
ents and caregivers develop a plan that takes into
account the health, education, and entertain-
ment needs of each individual child as well as the
whole family.” It provides a customizable family
media plan on its official website for families to
follow together, which the family can revise as
needed.

According to the report, The Common Sense
Census: Media Use by Teens and Tweens, re-
leased in 2021, 8- to- 12-year-olds use about five

6

and a half hours of screen media everyday while
13- to-18-year-olds use about eight and a half
hours. Social media use has increased in 8- to-
12-year-olds, from 31 percent in 2019 to 38 percent
in 2021, and almost 1in § tweens say they use so-
cial media every day.

“Kids who have increased screen time,
which is now something that smartphones can
provide, [that] can affect sleep, mood, and aca-
demic performance, especially if they are using
the time to compare their lives to what they see
online and feeling less than adequate as a re-
sult,” Ameenuddin said.

According to Mike Robb, Common Sense
Media’s senior director of research, “when we
look at the effects of media and technology, it
oftentimes has as much, if not even more, to do
with what [kids] are doing with that time.”

“So if you are, for example, on social media,
and you're exposed to content that promotes
negative body comparisons, or cyberbullying,
or hate speech; that can have negative impacts
on your mental health. Conversely, those kids
who are using social media to connect with their
friends and be artistic and creative ... are more
likely to say that social media is having a positive
effect on their mental health,” he said.

Experts say that while technology can have
some positive impact on children through the use
of educational apps or by providing ways to stay
connected in times of limited face-to-face inter-
action, there isn’t enough evidence of benefits for
development related to screen time or apps.

“There is far more evidence that shows that
passive consumption of media, including so-
called educational media, can actually have the
opposite effect on development for very young
children,” Ameenuddin said.

According to experts at Common Sense
Media, it is unlikely that media use is going to
go down, which is why it is imperative to ensure
both a high-quality and a safe media experience
for children.

“I think it’s really on parents, schools, and
other stakeholders in kids’ lives, to help children
learn how to use the technology responsibly and
safely,” Robb said.

At the end of the day, pediatricians say that
waiting until 13 to give children cellphones is a
good rule to follow as a general guideline, but
since “parents know their children and their level
of maturity and ability to handle a cellphone the
best ... that takes precedence over general recom-
mendations,” according to Ameenuddin. ll
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Students Are Behaving Badly in Class.
Excessive Screen Time Might Be to Blame

By Sarah D. Sparks

ithout even counting
digital instruction, the
amount of time teen-
agers and tweens spend
staring at computer
screens rivals how much time they would
spend working at a full- or a part-time job.
Educators and children’s health experts alike
argue students need more support to prevent
the overuse of technology from leading to un-
healthy behaviors in the classroom.
According to an annual report from the
nonprofit Common Sense Media, screen
use for children and adolescents ages 8 to 18
jumped 17 percent between 2019 and 2021—a
steeper increase than in the four years prior
to the pandemic. Screen use rose by nearly 50
minutes per day for those ages 8 to 12 (tweens)
to five hours and 33 minutes per day, and by
more than an hour and 1§ minutes for teen-
agers, to eight hours and 39 minutes per day.
And those increases do not include students’
screen time in class or for schoolwork.
Teachers say they see the effects of height-
ened digital exposure in the classroom. In a na-
tionally representative survey by the EdWeek

Research Center in February, 88 percent of ed-
ucators reported that in their experience, stu-
dents’ learning challenges rose along with their
increased screen time. Moreover, 80 percent of
educators said student behavior worsened with
more screen time. Over a third said student be-
havior has gotten “much worse” due to rising
screen time.

Behavior problems associated with excessive
screen time were relatively well-known even be-
fore the pandemic, including: ramped-up reac-
tions to stress, poorer focus and executive skills,
and higher risk of both acting out and internal-
ized depression or anxiety. In some cases, stud-
ies have even found students’ technology-relat-
ed focus problems can be severe enough to be
misdiagnosed as attention deficit disorders.

What counts as too much screen
time?

But it’s less clear just what kind and how
much digital activity qualifies as “excessive.”
The American Academy of Pediatrics recom-
mends children ages 2 to 5 get no more than
an hour of any sort of screen time a day, but it
sets no time limits for school or recreational
digital use for school-age children.

—iStock/Getty
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One massive research analysis released
at the start of the pandemic found that the
amount of daily screen time builds across de-
vices; an hour of playing on a tablet or phone
apps followed by a couple of television shows
and another hour of internet browsing, quick-
ly adds up to four hours of screen time.

The timing of digital use matters too.
Minimal screen time after dark on top of
excessive screen time during the day can
significantly damage sleep for children and
adolescents, according to Michelle Garrison,
a sleep specialist and research associate pro-
fessor in child and adolescent psychiatry at
the University of Washington in Seattle.

In part, that’s because the blue light exuded
by many digital devices mimics bright sunlight
and delays the release of melatonin, the chemi-
cal that regulates natural sleep cycles. Garrison
said video games and social media that trigger
reward mechanisms in the brain also make it
more difficult for children to quiet their brain
activity, reducing both the quality and quanti-
ty of the sleep they get. This, in turn, can make
students more tired and irritable and less fo-
cused on learning the following day.

“Sleep isn’t actually always a valued goal
for tweens and teens,” Garrison said in a brief-
ing for the Children and Screens Institute of
Digital Media and Child Development.

It’s important for educators to help stu-
dents connect their sleep habits to other goals
they do care about, she said: “Whether that’s
getting into less fights with their parents or
siblings or their girlfriends or boyfriends, or
doing better at school, or even being faster at
soccer practice, there’s lots of different things
that are downstream effects of getting more
sleep. Often those are things that we can real-
ly leverage to get tweens and teens more mo-
tivated to work with us around media use.”

Context and content are critical
when evaluating use of digital
devices

Lumping together different kinds of
screen time is a mistake, experts say. There
are no studies that analyze the interactions
between school- and out-of-school screen
time, but studies have shown that time spent
on educational content can be beneficial even
when non-educational content on the same
platform has negative effects.

“Research suggests that what kids actu-
ally do with that screen time and the context
of that use is a better predictor of outcomes,
both positive and negative” than total hours
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on a device, said Michael Robb, the senior
research director at Common Sense Media.
“Completing an assignment on Google Docs
is not the same thing as watching TikTok
videos, is not the same thing as playing vid-
eo games, is not the same thing as FaceTime
chat. All these things are very different; they
serve different needs.”

Experts stressed the need for schools to
teach students healthy technology behaviors
as explicitly as they teach in-person classroom
behaviors and social norms. That means help-
ing students to become mindful about:

- Physical effects: Identifying when
and how technology use may change
a student’s sleep, eating, or exercise
routines. For example, students may learn
how to schedule screen time or change
color settings to improve sleep.

Mental effects: Identifying when
technology use is causing cognitive stress or
emotional distress. For example, students
can learn how to limit their use of social
media sites that spark negative body images
of themselves, or they can take breaks

from screen time when they have difficulty
focusing.

Social effects: Identifying how to

be a “good digital citizen,” including
protecting your own and other’s privacy
and behaving in civil rather than bullying
ways on digital platforms. This also
means teaching students how to balance
in-person and online socializing.

Teaching students to choose higher-qual-
ity digital content can also improve behavior.
For example, University of Washington re-
searchers found that preschoolers’ behavior
problems fell when their parents substituted
educational and positive social content for
more violent content, even without reducing
the children’s total screen time.

For example, when the Wichita, Kan.,
public schools district invested in tablets for
all its students, it also trained teachers in a
digital citizenship curriculum. That content
includes lessons on creating balance in digi-
tal use, respecting others online, and think-
ing critically about the content consumed.

Garrison emphasized that schools and par-
ents should work to give students opportunities
to practice making healthy decisions about dig-
ital use and engaging in positive behavior, rath-
er than setting up total bans on digital devices.

“For many reasons, the abstinence-on-
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In my opinion/experience, when the amount of screen
time increases, student behavior typically:

Impact of

Screen Time on
Student Behavior

@ Cets much worse
@ Gets a little worse
@ Not affected
Gets a little better
@ Gets much better

*Results show responses
from teachers, principals,
and district leaders.

In my opinion/experience, when the amount of screen
time increases, student learning challenges typically:

Impact of
Screen Time on

Student Learning
Challenges

ly approach to media use is not always the
best,” she said. “So many students ... talk to
me about how they’re really, really strug-
gling, because they’ve never had to be the
one who’s in charge of when the device is shut
off at night.”

Kristen Craft, the former principal of Ando-
ver High School in Andover, Kan., and the 2021
Kansas Principal of the Year, agrees. Craft en-
courages more video game esports activities in
her school to help rebuild engagement for stu-
dents whose main social connections had been
digital during the pandemic. Esports teams in
schools provide structure and team connections
for competitive video gaming which might oth-
erwise be more solitary.

Craft said she is seeing students struggle
to regulate their behavior “because they
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@ Cet much more severe
@ Get a little more severe
@ Not affected

Get a little less severe
@ Get alot less severe

*Results show responses
from teachers, principals,
and district leaders.

spent so much time not having structure and
guidance. I would say that [student] behavior
issues are better when they have [digital use]
that’s purposeful like esports.” l
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Three ways
to ensure

quality
screen time

Active screen time can engage students, build confidence, empower learning and help
develop lifelong learners. So how can educators offer solutions that require less screen time,
while driving successful learning?

1 Shift from passive to active screen time: Technology solutions have the potential to accelerate student
learning. However, many solutions are passive digitized worksheets or sit-and-get instruction. Active
screen time, on the other hand, offers students in-the-moment-adaptive instruction. The right programs
offer interactive instructional screen time that engages students with the right concepts at the right time.

2 Engaging screen time means engaged learners: Screen time can motivate students with interactive,
age-appropriate learning that responds to individual strengths and needs. Intelligent Adaptive Learning™
technology captures student behavior and scaffolds and adjusts instruction to meet students where they
are. This approach ensures that students always work within their zone of proximal development resulting
in higher engagement and confidence-building-building practice.

Remember, usage doesn’t always mean growth: Each student accesses hundreds of technology

3 programs every month. That’s why it’s critical to know if each solution enhances learning. Educators and
program vendors are responsible to ensure that screen time helps students advance. Programs should
capture data throughout usage and provide insight into student progress, allowing educators to better
measure the efficacy of a program.

J Learn more.
@ dreambox Visit dreambox.com
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How Much Screen Time Is Too Much?
The Answer Is ‘It Depends’

By Alyson Klein

ne of the biggest critiques

of full-time virtual and

blended learning is that kids

spend way too much time on

screens. Students have com-
plained about getting headaches, and educa-
tors have suffered from “Zoom fatigue.”

So how worried should educators be
about all that time students spend staring at
a Chromebook, iPad, or cellphone screen, es-
pecially if it’s followed by hours of television
or video games? How many hours of screen
time per day is too much?

To answer those questions, Education
Week spoke with Lisa Guernsey, a senior fel-
low and strategic advisor with the Education
Policy Program at New America, and Michael
Levine, Senior Vice President, Learning and
Impact, for Noggin, Nickelodeon’s online in-
teractive learning service for preschoolers.

This interview has been edited for length
and clarity.

How worried should educators and
parents be about screen time?

Guernsey: The research doesn’t match up
with the sensationalized headlines. The re-
search actually shows that there are many
things at play in a child’s life and what they’re

learning from a screen interaction. It’s not just
about the amount of time that they spend in
front of a rectangle slide screen.

Instead of time, we really have to look at the
three C’s. And those three C’s are looking at the
Content on screen; understanding the Context
in which the child is playing, watching, or ob-
serving what they’re seeing on screen; and then
the third C is the [individual] child. There’s so
many different needs that children have at dif-
ferent ages and different stages of development
in their own context of their family but also in
their community.

Can you talk about the fears that
parents, and even kids, have had
about too much screen time during
the pandemic?

Guernsey: 1 think it’s completely valid that
there were concerns, because in the pandemic
it was certainly the case that alot of things were
not available to our kids. Being able to be with
their peers, or running around outside, or for
the older ones being able to go to a concert or a
football game. [Kids were] not being able to get
together with friends. It was not a good year. To
stay inside and to have to try to find ways to en-
tertain yourself or to keep your kids learning is
really, really difficult. So Ido think that we need
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to recognize that we want something different
than what we had last year and we want that to
be something that’s engaging for children.

The science of how children learn really
points to how much social interaction mat-
ters. How much just getting engaged with new
content and exploring new things and being
able to ask questions and have some critical
inquiry about what you're seeing and exploring
that really leads to even more engagement for
kids. That can happen through great TV shows,
through really cool [digital] games. That can
also happen offline.

Instead of asking the question, ‘how do we
get kids off screens?’ Let’s turn the question
around and ask ‘how do we make next year so
much more interesting, engaging, interactive
for our kids?’ I think that that may very well
mean for families that have the means and the
ability to do so that their kids do some things off
screen now. But it doesn’t mean that we'’re go-
ing to suddenly go back to this world in which
all screens are bad.

Are there any health issues related
to screen time?

Levine: It’s really important that parents and
educators realize that screens can be disruptive
to sleep. I think a lot of kids did get out of their
sleep routines [during the pandemic] and very
young children need quite a lot of sleep. We
do need to be concerned about screens [being
used] late into the night.

Can you talk a little more about how
content figures into screen time?

Levine: When you think about the digital
media diet that your child should have, there
are things that really are more like treats and
then there are things that are wholesome, you
know, fruits and vegetables [of television shows
or games]. It’s extremely important that the par-
ent monitor and review the quality of content
as well as the context and the needs of that in-
dividual child. Once you're getting into the kids
who are parts of peer culture, Pokemon Go and
Minecraft or more violent video games, there’s
quite a lot more work that needs to be done.

How can you improve the context
in which your child or student is
experiencing screen time?

Guernsey: [When teachers or parents
watch with their kids], they’re learning to-
gether, they’re having fun. There’s a positive
emotional experience that comes out of that.
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We build on that in communication with
teachers, and having more of a two-way street
But [it’s] also just recognizing, ‘Hey, it can be
fun to talk to your kids about that game that
they just played or to maybe play along with
them. If it sparks something that they might
want to do offline, that’s great too, like maybe
that character was so much fun for them they
want to draw a picture of'it.

How can teachers help parents
navigate their child’s use of digital
media now that most schools have
resumed in-person instruction?

Guernsey: Continued communication be-
tween families and teachers can really go a
long way to helping children themselves feel
like they’re supported both in school and
then back at home. Maybe that means con-
tinuing to use Zoom, at times, with parents to
connect over the best thing for [the] child or
having moments where there are songs and
stories that are told together through virtual
spaces so that parents can be engaged in that,
especially for those parents who cannot get to
those parent teacher conferences at 4 p.m. on
a Tuesday afternoon. The most underserved
kids, in communities that haven’t had the re-
sources they need, they really need that eco-
system of support more than ever. H
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Learning
technology

Discover why adaptive software is
critical to creating meaningful learning. “DreamBox is
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on that promise. In fact, many only adjust the pace of instruction to differentiated
meet student needs. This approach fails to consider why a student e e
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is struggling to grasp a concept. It may disengage them further
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because instruction is both repetitive and slow. effICIEHt Way to

. . . . - provide every child
Intelligent Adaptive Learning™ solutions go beyond adjusting
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pace and repeating lessons. Personalized learning considers how a virtual tutor.”
students approach a problem and adjusts instruction to meet them
where they are Tom Torkelson,
’ Founder and CEO of

Personalized technology programs allow students to independently IDEA Public Schools

engage with the material because the software helps them thrive
within their zone of proximal development. Intelligently adaptive
programs enables students to experience more meaningful learning

and produces better outcomes with less screen time.

Learn more about Intelligent Adaptive
Learning software at dreambox.com
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How to select
technology that

accelerates
learning

The potential for screen time to effect learning hinges on how well it can empower students

to learn and enhance classroom instruction for teachers. These quick tips help educators

select programs that will accelerate learning and offer balanced screen time for all students.

1. Students may be
at very different
learning levels in
every area.

2.Teachers have
limited bandwidth
for new solutions.

3. Students spend
too much time on
screens.

B) Rely on instructional programs that use
only summative data about student work
(answers only) rather than insight on
students’ approaches to problem-solving.

B) Bloat your tool kit. Programs that are
difficult to implement can feel like one
more thing teachers must bring into the
classroom.

B} Create unnecessary screentime with
digitized worksheets or solutions that
measure only usage hours rather than
academic growth.

Seek out learning programs that leverage
real-time data across student skills and
understanding.

Adopt programs that streamline
educators’ workflow so they can focus
on supporting students, not completing
tasks.

Ensure student time on devices is
meaningful and actually promotes
learning. Explore tech solutions that can
prove they produce rapid results with less
screen time.

DreamBox provides adaptive instruction that can be implemented in minutes, executed by any educator in any

learning environment and yields rapid results for students at every level in just weeks. With DreamBox, students

have a personal math or reading tutor at their fingertips.

d dreambox
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Teacher Tips: How to Reduce Screen
Time When School Is Online

By Catherine Gewertz

ike a long shadow sweeping the

country, the coronavirus has

transformed K-12 schooling, forc-

ing millions of students to learn

from home, parked in front of
computers for many hours each week. And that’s
triggered new concerns about how much time
kids are spending looking at screens.

Santhana Pierre’s daily schedule offers a
glimpse of many students’ new realities. The
10th grader opted for the all-remote option at her
school, Pathways College Preparatory in St. Al-
bans, N.Y. She’s on her laptop in her bedroom or
on the living room couch pretty much constantly
for the school’s entire day, which runs from 8:30
a.m.to 1:39 p.m. After a quick break, she goes
back to the screen to start her homework.

“Ihate it. It gets me so tired,” she said. “I nev-
er really leave the screen all day except for lunch
break. I wish we had more assignments that were
offthe screen.”

How much time kids spend with digital
screens is hardly a new concern. Adults have

worried about it for years, mindful of research
showing that excessive time using computer
screens or watching TV is linked to eye strain,
trouble sleeping, and other difficulties. The
American Academy of Pediatrics urges par-
ents to set consistent limits on screen time,
but doesn’t specify maximum time parame-
ters for children § to 18.

Screen Time ‘On Steroids’

But now, when the pandemic has shuttered
many school buildings, children are adding
dozens of hours of screen time each week as
they learn remotely. A massive review of re-
search on screen time, landing in the journal
JAMA Pediatrics just as schools closed down
in March, was a tart reminder of the risks that
were about to escalate.

“The same screen-time issues we faced
before COVID, now we're facing them on ste-
roids,” said Seth Evans, who leads the Cam-
paign for a Commercial-Free Childhood’s
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work on digital devices in schools.

Oft-screen learning is particularly import-
ant when there are still so many students who
don’t have regular or sufficient access to de-
vices and the internet, said Michael Barbour,
an associate professor of education at Touro
University California who specializes in vir-
tual learning.

“Regardless of whether screen time is
good or bad for kids, strictly from an equi-
ty perspective, teachers should be thinking
about how they can deliver instruction in
ways that don’t involve a screen,” he said.

But these concerns are colliding with real-
ity. Many teachers trying to manage their stu-
dents'—and their own—screen use are caught
in a bind if their districts require hefty doses
of logged-on school time.

“So much of what the kids do, even when
they are with me, is on the computer,” said
Shannon Guevarez, who teaches 4th grade
at South Hanover Elementary School in Her-
shey, Pa., where students come to school
some days and learn from home on others.
“They need some opportunities to just close
their screens sometimes.”

Taking a Don't-Stress Approach

While some experts urge teachers to pay spe-
cial attention to creating assignments that take
children away from their computer screens, oth-
ers are urging compassion and flexibility.

Erin Wilkey Oh creates online media re-
sources for teachers at Common Sense Ed-
ucation, which has long studied children’s
digital habits and cautioned against exces-
sive screen time. The organization’s most
recent survey, in 2019, showed that children
8 to 12 years old averaged nearly five hours a
day using screens recreationally—TV, videos,
gaming, social media, video chatting. Teen-
agers averaged more than seven hours daily.
Computer-based schoolwork added only an-
other 20 minutes for the tweens and an hour
for teenagers, amounts that are surely soaring
now with remote and hybrid learning.

Nonetheless, Oh urged teachers not to
stress themselves out too much over screen
time right now.

“We’ve never faced this before, and there
are bigger concerns,” like equal access to
remote instruction, Oh said. Teachers are
already struggling to manage district man-
dates on remote instruction time, and they’re
worried about students who aren’t connect-
ing. “I'm awed by how they’re stepping up. I
wouldn’t want to put more burdens on them
right now,” Oh said.
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I never really leave the
screen all day except for
lunch break. I wish we had
more assignments that were
off the screen.”

SAMANTHA PIERRE
High School Student
St. Albans, NY

Education Week asked teachers and re-
mote learning experts for easy, low-stress
ways to find a healthy balance of on-screen
and off-screen time for their students. We also
include a list of additional resources (even
though you’ll have to go online to get them).

Remember that not all screen time is
equal. Quality, not just quantity, matters. An
hour online discussing Song of Solomon with a
teacher and other students is not the same as
an hour alone in a basement playing Mortal
Kombat. Active engagement matters, too. Ex-
perts urge teachers to choose lively games or
discussions rather than lecture, for instance.
And in these times of isolation, screen time
that lets students make good connections with
their teachers and peers is important, too.

Don’t let tech blind you. Guevarez, the
Hershey, Pa., teacher, said that teachers can
sometimes let “the technology block our
vision a little bit.” They feel surrounded by
teachers trying new technologies, and think
they should, too, but they forget all the things
they know that don’t have to do with the new
technology.

Teachers are also putting a lot of pressure on
themselves to be “within reach” all day, in part
because they miss their kids, said Christine Pin-
to, who teaches kindergarten in Arcadia, Calif.

Think learning goal first, format
second. Jessica Twomey, a Long Valley, N.J.,
kindergarten teacher who works with Pinto to
design offline activities for teachers in a project
called “Innovating Play,” encourages teachers
to put technology second when thinking about
remote instruction. “Think first about your
learning goal,” she said. “What experience
do you want to provide? And then consider
your options. The screen is only one option.”

Choice boards can play a new role.
These grid-shaped sets of instructional activi-
ties have been around a long time; some know
them as learning menus. During the pandem-
ic, they’re getting renewed attention not only
for including offline instructional ideas, but
for giving students agency in a world that feels
out of control. Teachers are creating and shar-
ing their own versions on social media.

Catlin Tucker, a former teacher and the
bestselling author of books on blended learn-
ing, was so concerned about heavy screen
time during the coronavirus that she created
free choice boards with activities designed
to take elementary and middle school stu-
dents off their screens and help them get ac-
tive, like doing math with pieces of pasta, or
drawing a comic strip based on a newspaper
article. (There are wellness boards to help
teachers take breaks from the screen, too.)

Carve out non-screen time, even
during live sessions. Some teachers divide
online classes into chunks, with time to intro-
duce a new topic, time away from the screen
to work on it, and then a regroup for questions
and reflections at the end. Maria DeRosia,
who teaches sth grade in Ann Arbor, Mich.,
said her students are supposed to leave their
Zoom on from 8:10 a.m. to 3:13 p.m. daily, but
she directs them away from the screen peri-
odically to work on assignments. She remains
online, within reach if they have questions.

Remember the old-fashioned stuff.
Asking kids to use pencils or pens with note-
books, work with manipulatives, or read
books or articles made of paper can give them
a break from their screens. Students in hy-
brid models can pick those materials up on
in-school days, but schools doing all-remote
learning would have to manage curbside
pickups or driveway deliveries, which isn’t
always feasible. A new whitepaper from the
Campaign for Commercial-Free Childhood
urges schools to use printed materials and
handwritten homework whenever possible.
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Consider listening. Audiobooks, pod-
casts, and recorded read-alouds are getting
renewed attention as teachers try to break up
their students’ pixel-gazing time. Lately, Gue-
varez has been using “The Imagine Neigh-
borhood,” a story podcast designed to help
students deal with emotions sparked by the
pandemic. When the children are at home,
they can listen while they relax on the couch
or take a walk. When they’re in the class-
room with her, she plays the episode through
a sound projector and the kids sit quietly or
color while they listen. Teachers at her ele-
mentary school also like “Tinkercast” and
“Brains On!” for science, and “Forever Ago”
and “The Past and the Curious” for social
studies. They’ve also recorded social studies
read-alouds from Joy Hakim'’s A History of US.

Don’tforget the power of handwriting.
Barry Frank, an English teacher and coach at
Queens School of Inquiry in Flushing, N.Y.,
said he is having his students keep handwrit-
ten notebooks throughout the year. They’ll
also be sketchnoting on paper, rather than
taking notes in a Word document, during
some lectures and videos. Students will sub-
mit their notes by taking pictures and send-
ing them electronically. Frank has nothing
against technology; he’s the tech coordinator
for his school. “I love it, but we have to find a
balance,” he said.

Harness the power of hands-on learning.
Most experts said that now is a great time to
use hands-on and project-based learning.
Learning fractions by cooking a recipe or ex-
ploring nature and writing about it can get
children off their computer screens while they
master academic standards. DeRosia creates
new choice boards, each with 25 activities stu-
dents can choose from, every Wednesday.
They always include off-screen options, such
as building a catapult out of household mate-
rials. Experts said there are many projects
students can do, both at home and in their
communities, that can be carried out masked
and socially distant, from gardening to docu-
menting images of a COVID-19 world. l
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Helping Students Outsmart Their Smartphones

By Angela Duckworth

ow do I get my students to
stop looking at their phones?
We can all use some
help to put a little distance
between ourselves and our
vices. Here’s something I wrote recently on the
topic for Character Lab as a Tip of the Week:

Question: What temptation is hardest for
teenagers to resist?

Answer: Cellphones

How do I know? I've been studying self-con-
trol in adolescence for nearly two decades, and
increasingly, my data implicate cellphones as
the single most potent temptation in the lives of
young people.

Phones are a limitless source of immediate
gratification. Finished scrolling through your
Instagram feed? You can rewatch an episode of
“The Office.” Craving something else? There’s
always Snapchat, TikTok, and ... the list goes on.

When pitted against homework and
studying, phones are the “easy” choice be-
cause, to paraphrase Aristotle, the fruits of
education are sweet, but the roots are often
bitter. In other words, thinking hard about
things you don’t yet understand is not nearly
as effortlessly pleasurable as the myriad di-
versions you have in the palm of your hand.

It’s impractical to ask teenagers to swear
off phones altogether. But it is possible to
share evidence-based strategies for out-
smarting their smartphones. The trick I like
best is also the one most commonly recom-
mended by undergraduates in the classes
I'm teaching this year—what scientists call
situation modification. It involves intention-
ally changing your physical surroundings to
make it easier to resist temptation.

Consider, for example, this data collected
from thousands of high school students on Char-
acter Lab Research Network. The farther stu-
dents reported keeping their phones when trying
to study, the higher their report card grades.

Of course, correlation is not causation.
Still, my guess is that the young people in
your life have already discovered that their
phone is less tempting when it’s out of sight,
out of earshot, and hard to reach. But it may
not have occurred to them that they can, as
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a habit, capitalize on situation modification.

For the middle or high school students in
your life, here are suggestions, courtesy of
my undergraduates, on how to successfully
resist reaching for their phone:

Try ...

... putting your phone in a closet or on an-
other floor.

downloading the SelfControl app,
which blacklists access to websites for a pre-
determined time period.

... putting the notifications on your com-
puter on “do not disturb” and shutting off
your phone for 30 minutes at a time.

... turning your phone completely off and
putting it in a random bag somewhere. This
will especially help when you have a busy day
with lots of plans already set out.

... plugging your phone in across the room
before getting in bed so you go to sleep with-
out wasting time on your phone. l

Angela Duckworth is a behavioral-science ex-
pert offering advice to teachers based on scientific
research. She is also the founder and CEO of the ed-
ucation nonprofit Character Lab, and professor of
psychology at the University of Pennsylvania.
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