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Objectives

• Media usage from birth onward
• Impact of television
• Impact of other screen media
• Common questions
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Screen Usage Trends
• On average, children from birth to 23 months old are watching 55 minutes of TV a day
• 2- to 4-year-olds are watching 90 minutes a day.
• • Use of mobile media starts young:
• In 2013, more than a third (38%) of all children younger than 2 years old have used a mobile
device compared to 10% in 2011.
• Among 2- to 4-year-olds, the rate has grown from 39% to 80%.
• Among 5- to 8-year-olds, mobile media usage has risen from 52% to 83%.

• • Smartphones are the most frequently used device among children 8 years old and younger.
• 51% have used smartphones for a media activity, although tablets are close behind at 44%.

Common Sense Media (2013). Zero to eight: Children’s media use in America 2013. San Francisco, CA: Common Sense Media.

Latest Data
• One-third of babies (6 months – 1 year) are using smartphones and tablets
• 52% had watched TV
• 36% had used a touchscreen
• 24% had called someone
• 15% used apps
• 12% played video games
• By 1 year of age, 1 in 7 toddlers is using devices for at least an hour a day
• Why are screens used?
• 73% to occupy child while parent doing household chores
• 60% to occupy child while parent running errands
• 65% to calm child
• 29% to put child to sleep

(Kabali, 2015)
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Smartphone Usage: Not just for high SES families

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/04/01
/chapter-one-a-portrait-of-smartphoneownership/

Using Research to Set the Record Straight

• Advice for parents is conflicting and often based on ideology.
• Commitment to providing parents and professionals solid, research-based guidance to
make informed, mindful decisions.
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What We Know Helps Children Learn

• Positive and nurturing parent–child relationships

• Quality early learning experiences that promote:
• language
• exploration
• experimentation
• problem solving
• creative thinking
• social skills
• Opportunities to transfer learning: Ability to apply
information from a past experience to a new situation

American Academy of Pediatrics Recommendations (2016)
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What We Know Matters About Screen Use

The 3C’s
•Child,
•Content, and
•Context

(Guernsey, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P41_nyYY3Zg)

Content Matters
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Television Usage

Television Viewing, Language & Literacy
• Inconsistent findings in the research
• One study with a nationally representative sample found that more TV exposure before
children reach 3 years old was associated with poorer memory and reading scores when
they were 6 to 7 years old. (Zimmerman, et al., 2005)
• Study of 6-month-olds from low-income families found that duration of daily TV exposure
predicted lower scores on tests of cognition, expressive and receptive language
development at 14 months. (Tomopoulos, et al., 2010)
• Research with children living in middle-class homes showed that the amount of TV viewing
between birth and 2 years old was not associated with scores on tests of language ability at
3 years old. (Schmidt, et al., 2009)
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Content Quality Matters When It Comes to Language Outcomes

Language-Promoting Indicators:
• Onscreen characters speak directly to
the child
• Characters actively elicit participation
• Characters provide opportunities to
respond (ie, pauses)
• Characters label objects

Television Viewing and Attention
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IWhBLweYnEI&t=59s
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The Value of Boredom
• Flexes children’s creative, imaginative thinking
• Creates an opportunity to discover and experience something new

• Teaches self-sufficiency
• Teaches perseverance and stick-to-it-tiveness
• Teaches coping strategies for less pleasant tasks

Television Viewing and Attention
• Inconsistent findings in the research
• A study of 1- and 3-year-olds found that children who were
exposed to TV more than 7 hours per day had an
increased chance of their parents reporting attentional
problems at age 7, than children who consumed less
television programming.
• CONTENT matters. Viewing ‘entertainment’ TV before 3
years of age was more highly associated with attention
problems.
• Viewing educational programming was not linked to
attention problems.
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Television Viewing and Executive Functioning
• Exposure to fast-paced programs, such as SpongeBob SquarePants is shown to have a
negative effect on 4-year-olds’ executive functioning.
• In this study, researchers randomly assigned 60 4-year-olds to one of three groups. One group
watched a fast-paced TV cartoon (SpongeBob), another watched an educational, slower-paced
cartoon (Caillou), and another drew for 9 minutes.
• Then all were given four executive function tasks that assess children’s ability to plan actions,
control impulses, use their memory, and delay gratification.
• Children who watched the fast-paced TV cartoon performed significantly worse on the executive
function tasks than children in the other two groups.
• Programs that are fast-paced and fantastical have a more negative effect on executive
functioning than fast-paced shows that are more realistic in nature.

Background Television is Not Benign

Background TV:
• Is typically not child-directed content
• Is mostly incomprehensible to young children
• Interferes in children’s play
• Is associated with poorer parent–child
interaction (Kirkorian, 2009)
• Interferes with learning, especially word
learning (Barr et al., 2010)
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Parent Involvement in Media
• While learning from TV and touchscreens can be
enhanced when parents participate with their children to
create a social, interactive experience...
• Parents watch TV with their children only about half the
time the child is watching.
• Parents use other media (mobile devices, video games,
and computers) with their child about a quarter of the
time the child is using.
• Parents talk with and interact with their children during
less than half of the child-directed programs that their
children view.

What is the Role of Parents in Media Use?

• The more parents engage their young children in verbal
interactions while watching educational programming
together, the more infants attend and respond to the
media (Barr et al., 2008; Fidler et al., 2010).
• Research shows that children 6 to 18 months old are
more responsive and engaged with the media they are
using when parents provide descriptive language that
matches the televised content.
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Television Viewing and Sleep Disruption
• More television watched per day
• Having a television in the child’s bedroom
• The amount of time spent viewing media in
the evening before bedtime
• Exposure to violent content on TV

Television and Obesity
• A television in a child’s bedroom is a risk factor of obesity
• TV and computer use have been associated with an increase in body mass index (BMI)
• Association between TV viewing and:
• reduction in physical activity
• increase in food intake
• exposure to poor quality food
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Tablet, Touchscreen, and Telephone
Screen Media

Benefits of Interactivity: E-books

• The more active children are as they engage with
screen media, the greater their learning.
• Interactive media help children to understand that
the symbolic events on a screen represent real-life
experiences
• Caution: Interactivity must be linked to the what the
child is trying to master…and not just limited to
technology

• Finally, parents scaffold what they see as the more
challenging task
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Facetime Findings
• Children who had experience “Facetime-ing” another
adult preferred and recognized that adult when they met
in real-life.
• Children also learned new words and patterns via
Facetime
• Learning occurred only when children talked to a partner
who responded to them in real-time
• Starting at about 17 months, children begin to get
something out of live video interaction with real people
and are able to apply the interaction to people--like
Grandma and other people they know--with whom they
have a relationship in real life
(Myers et al., 2016)

Learning Happens Live

• Two-year-olds learned new words ONLY when
conversing with a person live and through video chat (vs.
pre-recorded video instruction) (Roseberry et al., 2013)
• Findings underline past research that responsive
interactions are key to toddlers’ ability to learn language
(Kuhl, 2010)
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Swiping, Unlocking, Searching and more…

Small survey study (n=82) administered to parents of toddlers found that:
• Nine out of 10 (91%) parents who owned a touch screen device said their child was
able to swipe;
• Half (50%) said their child was able to unlock the screen, and
• Nearly two thirds (64%) felt their child actively searched for touch screen features.
• Children mastered these three skills by 24 months (avg)
(Ahearne et al., 2015)

Touchscreens and Fine Motor Skills
• In the UK, family ownership of touchscreen devices
increased from 7% in 2011 to 71% in 2014.
• Early touchscreen use, and in particular actively scrolling
the screen, correlates with increased fine motor control in
toddlers
• Survey study of 715 families showed that the majority of
toddlers have daily exposure to touchscreen devices
• 51.22% have daily exposure between 6-11 months
• 92.05% have daily exposure between 19-36 months
• In toddlers aged 19-36 months, the age at which families
reported their child first actively scrolling a touchscreen
was positively associated with the age at which they were
able to first stack blocks

(Rachael Bedford, Irati R. Saez de Urabain, Celeste H. M. Cheung, Annette
Karmiloff-Smith, Tim J. Smith. Toddlers’ Fine Motor Milestone Achievement Is
Associated with Early Touchscreen Scrolling. Frontiers in Psychology, 2016.)
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Transfer of Learning

(Barr, 2013, Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Hayne, 2006)

Young children consistently learn less from TV and
touchscreens than from a live demonstration because
it is difficult to understand how information from the
screen relates to the real world.
This is the transfer deficit.

(For review see Anderson & Pempek, 2005; Barr, 2010, 2013)

Learning from Touchscreens
• Transfer of learning (transferring a skill learned in one context to a new context) more difficult
when infants have to move from screens to the 3D world, and vice versa (Zack et al., 2009).
• Research with 15-month-olds shows that when parents actively engage their children while
using a touchscreen, the toddlers are 22 times more likely to transfer learning from the device to
a real object (Zack et al., 2010).
• Learning can be enhanced when there is a high level of interactional quality between parent and
child, characterized by (Zack & Barr, 2016):
• Higher levels of turn-taking and synchrony in their interactions
• More diverse information about the objects/activity—making a statement, elaborating and/or
providing new information
• Optimal levels of structure—mothers tried to organize their infants’ attention and interest in
the task
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Interactivity Can Boost Learning

• The more active children are as they engage with
screen media, the greater their learning
• 3 Groups: Watching on screen; Watching live; Watching
and interacting
• Touching the space bar or watching the show puppet
show live seemed to help children learn where to find
the hidden puppets

Apps and Tablets: More Likely to Be Solo Play

• Parents report co-using more often with their
children while watching television compared to
using smartphones or tablets (Rideout, 2013;
Connell et al., 2015).
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But Sharing Technology May Facilitate Learning
• Kindergarten students who shared iPads performed
better than their peers who used an iPad on their own or
did not use iPads at all in the classroom.
• Children who shared iPads (in pairs) scored 28% better
on their literacy tests at the end of the year, versus:
• Children who used their own devices, who improved
by 24%
and
• Children who did not have iPads in the classroom,
who improved by 20%.

(Blackwell et al., 2015)

What Makes a Great App for Young Children
Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) outlined 5 components that need
to be in placed for apps to be educational:
• Cognitively active,
• Engaged,
• Meaningful,
• Socially interactive, and
• Support a learning goal
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Impact of Parental Screen Use

•

Observational study in fast-food restaurants

• Suggests missed opportunities for valuable social
interaction with their children
• Can result in an increase in negative child
behaviors and angry, punitive responses from
parents
(Radesky et al., 2014)

Higher Levels of Screen Use May Add Stress to the Family
• Small qualitative study involving in-depth interviews with
35 caregivers, which included moms, dads and
grandmothers
• Parents discussed the challenge of their attention being
divided between child, home, and work: “The world is in
your lap”
• Parents’ emotional response to whatever they were
reading on their mobile device sometimes affected how
they responded to their children
• Parents also described more attention-seeking behaviors
from children when they were heavily attentive to their
mobile devices, which prompted negative interactions
such as snapping at kids
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Smartphones, Tablets and Sleep

• Danger of ‘blue light’ emissions from tablets and
smartphones
• Blue light prevents the pineal gland from release
melatonin, a hormone associated with night-time
(reducing alertness; making sleep more inviting)
• Teens appear to be especially sensitive

Smartphones, Tablets, and Risk of Disrupted Sleep
• 72% of children and 89% of adolescents have at least one
device in their bedrooms and most are used near bedtime
• Children using devices such as smartphones and tablets at
bedtime have over double the risk of a disrupted night's sleep
compared to children without access to such devices
• Bedtime use of media devices was associated with an
increased likelihood of:
• Inadequate sleep quantity,
• Poor sleep quality, and
• Excessive daytime sleepiness.

(Carter, 2016, JAMA Pediatrics)
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Implications

Evidence-Informed Implications
What to limit:
• Screen time use to ensure children have a balanced media diet and plenty of time
exploring the real, 3-D world with family and friends.
• Background television. If possible, turn off the TV in the background and when no one
is watching.
• Screens in children’s bedrooms or using them as part of the bedtime routine
• Your own screen media use when with children
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Consider Child, Content, and Context
• Recognize that every child is different and what is appropriate for one may be
overwhelming for another. Adapt recommendations based on what you know.
• Be sure that content is age-appropriate and reflects children’s everyday experiences, so
it has meaning to them.
• Avoid exposure to content that is confusing or scary. Limit exposure to entertainment
content.
• Participate and make screen use an interactive, language-rich experience.
• Help children bridge the gap between content they are exposed to on screens—new
words and concepts—and their real-life experiences.

Wrapping Up
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Screen Sense Resources

https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/1200-screen-sense-full-white-paper#downloads
Rebecca Parlakian
Senior Director of Programs, ZERO TO THREE
rparlakian@zerotothree.org
@rparlakian
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