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“Get off that computer, now!”

“Joel, for the fifth and final time get off 
that computer, now!” pleads his mother.
Eleven year old Joel soothes Aimee by 
calling out, “still saving it mum. It’s just 
taking a long time.”
“It always takes a long time. Just goes 
to show how much better we’d all be 
if you took up reading or magic tricks. 
Hurry up! You’ve got homework to do,” 
calls Aimee.
“Mum I think the computer might have 
a virus. Could be why it’s running slow. 
I’ll do a check while it saves my game,” 
Joel calls.
“Thank you, but that’s not really helping 
me. I need you off the computer to do 
your homework. It’s getting late.”

Aimee decides to investigate. Joel 
doesn’t hear her approaching his  

bedroom. Joel is startled and minimises 
his game screen to hide what he’s up to. 
It’s too late! Aimee caught sight of the 
game as Joel reduced it to the toolbar.

“Joel you’re such a liar. You had no 
intention of getting off the computer. 
You’re making up all kinds of stupid 
excuses to stay on it,” Aimee screams as 
she pulls the power cord from the wall.

The screen crackles into blankness. Joel 
watches his mother take the power 
cord and keyboard and storm out of 
his room. He follows her with his iPad 
in hand.
“What do you think you’re doing 
with that? How dare you! You’ve got 
homework to do,” barks Aimee.
“This is my school iPad. My homework is  

on it,” says Joel apologetically.
Aimee supervises Joel closely while he 
completes his homework. She’s fuming, 
and once he’s finished, she snatches the 
iPad from him for safe keeping.

“Joel, I’m fed up with your lies. You’ll 
say anything to have more and more 
time on the computer. You’re addicted. 
Let’s see how you go over the next 
week without any screens whatsoever!” 
announces Aimee.
“I’m sorry mum. I’ll go and have a shower 
and get to bed,” Joel quietly responds.

An hour later, in the darkness of his 
bedroom and under the bedcovers, 
Joel isn’t drifting off to sleep. He’s on 
high alert playing his new game on 
Nintendo DSi.

Ingredients:

    Recipe rescue:
 
savvy ideas to balance the use of big and small screens

The scenario…

• A parent who’s used screens as a 
  babysitter in the past and now wants  
  to change the arrangement  
• A heavy-handed parent who acts like 
  a ‘screen Nazi’ 
• A parent who knows their child cannot 
  self-regulate their time on screens  
  and isn’t sure what to do
• A parent worried about the effect 
  of computers and video games on  
  their child’s moods, socialisation and  
  learning 
• A parent without a plan and unsure 
  how to create one
• A parent who sees their child as 
  having a computer or video game  
  obsession and must stamp it out 
• A child who’s learnt to play a power 
  game and has now included the  
  computer on the power play menu
• A child without real world friendships 
  trying to connect and entertain  
  themselves online
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Finding a balance takes more than 
you think!

The intoxicating appeal of video 
games is understandable - they’re 
fun, the action is fast and furious, the 
challenges are inviting, and screens 
have the capacity to feed the brain 
with rich visual and auditory stimuli. 
This stimulus is so powerful that while 
engaged, our brains set up a tantalizing 
positive feedback loop hard to tear 
away from. Given that the ‘off switches’ 
in kids’ brains aren’t fully developed 
until they reach their mid to late 

twenties, it’s no wonder so many find 
it hard to self-regulate. Even the basic 
act of receiving a text message triggers 
the brain’s reward centre! It’s like a hit 
from a drug and the more you get and 
send, the better you feel. What about 
you? Can you resist the siren call from a 
status update from ‘facebook’?

Each of us have to deal with a backdrop 
of extremist chatter, warning that 
kids are fast becoming video game 
addicted, internet obsessed and that 
a cyberspace predator is just a click 
away. These devotees will shout from 
the roof tops that studies link excessive 
screen-time with depression, sleep, 
anxiety, posture problems, back pain 
and issues concerning kid’s attention 
spans, socialisation and obesity, 
let alone their risk of exposure to 
inappropriate pictures, video and 
information. They’ll trot out facts we’ve 
long known about with their chilling 
spin on it.  They’ll quote a latest piece 
of research to prove that those who 
constantly use computers and mobile 
phones are more likely to develop 
stress symptoms, depression and two 
heads. They’ll also tell you that internet 
overuse, obsessive computer use and 

problematic overexposure to screens 
has become so bad that it will be added 
to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) and be 
called ‘Internet Addiction Disorder’ 
(IAD).

While IAD looks set to be added to the 
DSM-V, clinicians are already offering 
expensive digital detox programs for 
so called addicted kids and adults! 
No one in their right mind would deny 
that pathological screen use severely 
restricts living a balanced life. It’s just 
plain common sense - ‘moderation 
in all things’ or you risk living with 
dysfunction. We are not alarmists and 
reject hysterical calls suggesting that all 
kids are becoming addicted to screens. 
Instead, we’d like to take you down a 
road where your poise, leadership and 
ingenuity creates an approach to help 
kids find balance between screens 
and other aspects of living a real life. 
Working towards a balance is a much 
healthier approach than coming down 
heavily on kids by banning, hiding and 
blatantly limiting screens and devices. 
Heavy handedness is more likely to 
push kids into becoming oppositional 
and deceitful. 

Let’s be real. Most kids, and quite a few adults, have trouble turning off screens.

    Recipe rescue:
 
savvy ideas to balance the use of big and small screens

In this chapter the term ‘screens’ include big and small screens; computers, iPads, iPods, Surfaces, Xbox’s, handheld 
PlayStations, smartphones, DS’s, televisions and so on. This list will be obsolete in five years, but you get the idea!

The goal of this Recipe rescue is 
to develop approaches to skilfully 
support kids to find balance between 
time on screens and other activities. 
The foundation has got be a trusting 
relationship, because as your kids 
mature, you won’t be able to monitor 
everything they do. Good screen habits 
and routines are best established early 
on and embedded in ‘good sense’ 
rather than being seen by kids as a  

rule to break.
You will not like this Recipe rescue if you 
have frequently used screens to babysit 
your children. If you have, and you 
can’t see this, then forget what follows. 
Your dependency on having the 
babysitter will outweigh any intelligent 
suggestion we might offer. Similarly, 
you will not like this Recipe rescue if 
you are a screen addict yourself and 
won’t change.
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What’s happening at home at the 
moment? Here are a few questions to 
help you put things into perspective; 

If you’ve answered “yes” to just a few 
of these questions then you know that 
now is the time to introduce a little 
more balance in the use of big and 
small screens. Let’s begin.

How much is too much time in front  
of screens?

In May, 2012, Dr Aric Sigman condensed 
an array of research about the impact of 
excessive screen-time on the physical 
and mental health of children and 
teens. He told the Royal College of 
Paediatrics’ annual conference that; 

His proposal falls into line with the 
recommendations of most child 
development experts.

We respect that parents have a right to 
choose how carefully they apply and 
stick with such guidelines. Our question 
is, “Why would a parent choose to 
ignore them when the evidence 
concerning children’s wellbeing and 
excessive screen-time continues to 
build into a disquieting picture?” 

Observe and record

To work out whether your kids are 
spending too much time on screens, 
start charting or logging the time 
they spend on them. After doing 
this ever so inconspicuously for a 
fortnight, study your results and 
compare their on screen-time to the 
recommended guidelines. Also, take 
notice of what your child is playing  
on screens. Affectionately introduce  
the term ‘screen rubbish’, which  
describe games that are all about fast 
trigger and mindless amusement! 
There’s nothing wrong with a little 
‘screen rubbish’ in everyone’s diet, as it 
can be quite therapeutic!

If you think screen-time is excessive 
and you decide to act on it, we suggest 
that a collaborative approach is the first 
tool of choice. Talk to the kids about 
their unbalanced screen usage. If they 
are older, share the research with them. 
Show them just how much time they’re 
clocking up and what’s recommended. 
Explain that it’s not your intention to  

take the screens away because you 
know how much enjoyment they get 
from them. Appeal to their trust in you 
to bring better balance into their lives. 
As you know, old habits die hard.

A compassionate word

Some children, especially those on the 
Autism spectrum become fixated on 
screens and video games very easily. 
Their appetite for these is insatiable, 
and excessiveness is rampant. Tread 
gently here, but it is imperative to 
gradually bring balance into their lives 
as well.  While they may use screens to 
wind down and regroup emotionally, 
it is important that they actually earn 
extra screen-time by being cooperative, 
helpful and agreeable. Some of these 
kids are so lonely that the computer has 
gradually become a substitute for face 
to face social contact and amusement. 
Take it gently as you re-establish a 
balance, but a better balance must be 
the end goal here.

•  Littlies under 3 years of age  
   should have little or no  
   screen time

• Children from 4 to 8 years  
  should not exceed 90 minutes  
  per day

• Teens under 18 years should  
  have a maximum of 2 hours  
  a day
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Enlightenment isn’t being a 
‘screen Nazi’?

Do you act and sound like a ‘screen Nazi’? 
Do you swing between permissive  
and punitive, one day allowing them to 
spend hours of uninterrupted screen 
time and then the next day deciding 
they are screen addicts and you 
must ban screens? Instead of gently 
developing proactive plans around 
the sensible use of screens, do you 
find yourself screeching, “For the last 
time, get off that bloody computer” Or  
worse, do you go head to head with 
your child and in a blinding moment 
of rage grab the computer’s cord and 
yank it from the power socket just like 
Aimee in our scenario did? Do you find 
yourself going on and on, and lecturing 
them about their supposed screen 
mania? Do you think your neurotic 
attitude towards this also shows some 
manic traits?
 
We suggest that you take stock and 
start to think rather than endlessly 
react. Do whatever it takes to lose your 
preoccupation over stomping out the 
kids’ screen-time and stripping them of 
their dignity. Why? As we’ve mentioned 
previously all kids and teens stick close 
to forbidden fruit. As soon as they fear 
they’re not getting enough, they’ll push 
to get what they can. When it is obvious 
that we distrust and dislike what they 
love, we actually drive them to it. As 
well, when kids sense that you’re at war 
with them, their natural instinct is to 
battle you and gain ground at all cost. 
You know this anyway, don’t you?
We’ve got one last question that 
might help you gauge whether you’re 
a ‘screen Nazi’. When something goes 
wrong is your first instinct to withdraw 
screen privileges from your child? 

Highlight alternate activities

Getting off the computer when time 
is up is hard for kids. We know that 
it’s doubly hard for some because 
they haven’t got anything worth 
moving to that might match the 
level of engagement they feel while 
playing on a screen. To help ease them 
away from the game create a list of  
attractive things they could do instead 
of playing on the computer.  Take a 
look at the chapter, ‘Mum, I’m bored!’ 
Here, you’ll find 57 fabulous boredom 
antidotes, and some of these may just 
do the trick! Another option, providing 
they have a little screen-time left, may 
be to move from the computer to the 
television to watch a favourite program 
recorded earlier. 

Establish expectations early

Those who know tell us that it’s best to 
keep kids virtually screen free during 
the first three years of their lives. Then 
gradually introduce screens, and 
extend time based on the kids’ capacity 
to handle it and respect family rules. 
Be very clear about how much screen-
time is available to each child each day. 

If your child pushes for more, don’t give 
in. Instead, be practical and explain to 
them the behaviours they need to be 
showing in order to have more screen-
time. As with all things at home, rules 
work best when the kids have been 
involved making them and when the 
result is a reasonable representation of 
their opinions. Make compromises and 
make it win/win for everyone.

Shared screens in shared spaces

Right from the start, locate the 
computer(s) in a shared area of the 
family home. By doing so, you’ll have 
the best chance to monitor their use.  
Sharing a computer is super social 
training because as we share we learn 
to become mindful of the needs of 
others. The flip side to sharing screens 
in a shared space is to supply each 
of the kids a bunch of screens with 
internet access and set them up to use 
them in their bedrooms behind closed 
doors. For some parents, this is the most 
reliable babysitter money can buy, and 
yet, these very same parents have the 
audacity to complain that their children 
are addicted to screens. 

If your child already has a pack of 
screens freely available to them in their 
bedroom, we’ve got to ask, “What were 
you thinking?” You know it’s never too 
late to make adjustments and introduce 
the idea that screens are expected to 
be used in shared spaces. Sometimes, 
just by relocating the computer from 
a child’s bedroom is enough to reduce 
their screen usage.

Sharing a computer is super social  
training because as we share we learn to 
become mindful of the needs of others.
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Timetables and schedules

To simplify the sharing of screens, 
create a timetable with the kids so they 
know how much time they can spend 
on various screens each day, and when. 
Be sure that the time they are given for 
video games is reasonable because it is 
frustrating to just get started and then 
have to turn the game off. We suggest 
about thirty minutes. Also consider how 
you might break their screen-time up 
into several parcels of twenty to thirty 
minutes, rather than being with the 
screen for an hour and a half nonstop.

Having a permanent visual reminder to 
glance at is a wonderful little life saver. 
Not only does it help to regulate the 
amount of screen time, but most kids 
take comfort in having a computer 
timetable because it provides a sense 
of security. So, once you’ve built a 
timetable stick with it! The other bonus 
is that it becomes so much easier to 
keep track of the number of hours the 
kids are on screens each week. 

The rule of thumb for most of the 
families we work with is not to schedule 
screens during mornings before school. 
Screens stay off as there’s always a 
lot to do. In a few cases, parents will 
introduce a short screen-time before 
school as an incentive for kids to stick 
with the before school routine. Try it by 
all means, but be prepared to drop it if it 
doesn’t pay results. Most families build 
screen-time into weekday afternoons, 
mixed in with a range of other activities. 
Our cleverest families create a ‘golden 
rule’ and stick to it. That is, for a child to 
receive their allotted screen-time they 
must have cooperated in the morning 
as they prepared for school and have 
had a fair go at any homework.

There can be social costs for kids when 
scree-time is cut 

The fact is that most kids have friends 
and acquaintances at school and 
online, so if you’re considering winding 
back online time you’ll need to consider  

 
the impact this may have on their 
relationships.  Ask them how shorter 
bursts of time will impact on games, 
especially if they are part of a team. 
Accept the very real possibility that 
your child may be criticized when those 
from their online community notice 
that they aren’t online as much. There 
aren’t easy answers. One thing we do 
know is that your child will appreciate 
you understanding that screens can be 
an important part of their social world. 

My child’s online life gives them all the 
social connections they need

A deluded few argue that some kids 
blossom socially in the freedom and 
anonymity of online lives in games and 
in chat rooms.  Our response is that kids 
need to have real lives independent 
of their cyber ones in order to 
develop socially, emotionally, and 
physically. They need a complete set 
of interpersonal skills that an exclusive 
online life cannot provide.
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Time limits

Even with a perfectly colour coded timetable setting 
out various screen-options for each of the kids at 
precise times each day of the week - you’ll still run into 
problems. The problems usually relate to time limits. 
That’s right, even though the start and finish time  
can be seen on the timetable, finishing up gracefully and 
on time, can be a problem for lots of kids. So, let’s think 
ahead and plan for this highly likely contingency. Here 
are a few ideas to help kids stay within time limits;

Set a stopwatch or the kitchen timer as they begin

Be sure that you and your child can hear it when it finally 
sounds! For younger kids, find a timer that helps them 
see how much time is left. Sand or goo-timers are perfect. 
Otherwise google ‘audible timers’ and be amazed! These 
are electronic and they display the passing of time and 
can tell you how much is left in five minute increments. 
They’re inexpensive too.

“But I’m in the middle of the game!” 

When the timer goes off you’re likely to hear, “But I’m in 
the middle of the game!” Prepare for this. Almost every 
game has a save game function, so your child can pause 
or save in the middle of a game without losing any 
points, clues, weapons, resources and so on. You may 
have to help them work out how this function works. It’s 
a good investment to sit with the kids sometimes as they 
play their game. By doing this you’ll understand what the 
game is about, why they like it, why they get so involved 
and how it works. We suggest that games without save 
points (or games designed to get to specific places 
before you can save) are only played on the weekend.

Chat room sites 

Likewise, your kids will enter a phase where they like 
chat room sites or enjoy chatting with others as they play 
a game. In most cases, these will not cause worry. Our 
advice is to sit with them in the beginning, and coach 
them how to handle this new experience. Teach them 
how to be safe and sensible and work within time limits.  

Use music as a reminder

 
Cue your kids into the time they have by using music. 
Select a mix of their favourite songs so that the length 
of the music matches the amount of computer time  
they have. 

Be playful

When it’s time for them to get off the screen, say it in 
a funny way rather than using your usual voice that 
may be interpreted by them as nagging. Walk past  
and give them a cuddle as you say, “Time’s up in 5 
minutes”. Or be silent and pop a note in front of them 
that says, “Five minutes to go”. Just for fun, send older 
kids an affectionate text message to remind them  
their time’s up - “Time’s up. Meet me in the kitchen for  
a smoothie!”

Banking time

Always permit kids to bank or save up extra chunks 
of screen-time when they’ve left the screen early,  
especially when you’ve had to ask them to leave early 
and they’ve acquiesced. 

Bedtime

It’s wise to give young teens more time and let them 
use the computer later in the evening. However, keep in 
mind that researchers consistently say screens should be 
switched of at least forty-five minutes before bed time.
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What should I do when they won’t get off the computer?

Our challenge throughout this book is to have you shower your attention on the behaviours you want to see more of, because 
attention always strengthens behaviour. That’s right - give little attention and emotion to what you don’t want more of and, as 
you do this, the behaviour that you don’t like will diminish over time. So, how might this look when your child won’t get off the 
computer? It is deceptively simple. 

Case study…

What about when stronger parental 
control is necessary?

Let’s state the obvious - ‘no tool will 
ever replace the skillful supervision 
of parents.’ The best security you can 
have is your child’s trust about what’s  
wise and unwise to do online, 
on screens, and why. Keeping 
open communication about 
how the kids use screens 
and the internet is a much  
better option than blocking 
their access.

If you must use a stronger 
level of control, then go 
into the control panel on 
the computer. Click on ‘user 
accounts and family safety’, 
and then click on user 
accounts. Once you’re here, 
it should bring up the account that  
you’re currently on. You can add a 
password that that will be required 
to access the computer. By doing so 
you have control over when the kids 
can play. From now on your children 
will have to ask in order to use the 
computer. Also, there’s a host of 
inexpensive parental control software 
that can restrict, filter and monitor the 
use of the computer. Programs such as 

TimesUpKidz , WebWatcher, Ez Internet 
Timer and SpyAgent are popular to 
mention just a few. Once they’re set, 
they’ll limit the time your kids can 
spend on the computer by defining the 
time of day available to each of them.

How important are video game 
classifications?

We’re staggered by the number of 
parents who ignore classification 
ratings on video games and allow  
their kids to play violent, first person 
shooter games for hours on end. Such 
games plunge young brains into role-
play situations where the darkest 
aspects of humanity are played out 

with graphics so life-like that it pales 
the hard hitting six o’clock news into 
insignificance. We have known for 
years that violent video games increase 
aggression related thoughts and 
decreases helping behaviour in some 
children and young adults (Anderson, 

2001). We’ve also learnt that 
those who are overexposed 
to video game violence are 
more likely to be involved 
in physical fights, to get into 
arguments with teachers 
more often, and perform 
poorly in school (Gentile, 2004). 

So, armed with this easily 
available knowledge why 
is it that there remain a 
hard core group of parents 
who ignore video game 
classifications? In our work, 

we’re seeing too many children, as 
young as seven and eight years of age, 
regularly playing M and MA15+ rated 
games. In a few instances where parents 
refuse to entertain the connection 
between their child obsessing over the 
video game and acting out the violent 
video action at school and home, a 
mandatory report to a child protection 
agency is the only course of action to 
help them to take stock.
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Should daily access to screens be a child’s right?
Absolutely not! 

Whether they appreciate it or not, our kids rely on our wisdom to guide them in safe 
and balanced directions. Our surveying of parents reveal that just over a third with 
children aged ten years allow them up to two hours of screen-time each day on 
weekends, but offer no screen-time for games on school days. Correspondingly, just 
under a third of parents with children aged ten give their kids a free run on screens 
every day of the week. They tell us that their children spend much more than two 
hours on screens most days.

Here’s our take on it. We think it’s unwise to cultivate a custom where kids plug into 
a screen at will. We advocate three provisos for kids and teens;

Teach teens how to multitask

Like it or not, most teens chat online, 
play a game, check out ‘facebook’ 
and listen to music while they do 
homework. That’s the reality! It’s not 
really understood what affect this style 
of multitasking has on how people 
learn, but we do know that it will take 
them longer to do their homework. 
Accept that they will multitask in this 
way - just as you do! Teach them how 
to do it and how they might monitor 
their progress, rather than taking a hard 
line demanding they cannot multitask 
in this way. Most teens get their heads 
around this with astute support from 
parents. For a few, especially the 
immature and those with obsessional 
patterns of thinking, this is a much 
harder road for parents to tread. These 
teens rely on parents to help them self-
regulate because they’re not able to do 
this themselves.
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The ‘facebook’ screen

We couldn’t write this chapter without 
mentioning ‘facebook’, as currently it’s 
such a popular screen for so many of 
our young clients. ‘facebook’ says users 
must be at least thirteen years old, but 
that doesn’t stop younger kids from 
joining because all they have to do is lie 
about their age. Many kids use it, and 
use a number of other social networking 
sites, without the knowledge or care 
of their parents. ‘facebook’ claims to  

have controls that monitor the so-
called friends on children’s accounts, 
manage the privacy controls and limit 
the applications kids use, but these 
are inadequate and provide nowhere 
near the safety a helpful parent can. As 
long as there are mechanisms in place 
by parents to protect kids, we see it 
as a reasonable platform for young 
teens to keep in touch with friends and 
extended family. However to keep your 
kids safe here’s what we suggest;

The password 
The password gives full access 
to your child’s profile. It must 
be shared with a parent and no 
one else. This permits parents to 
check the news feed and inbox 
every so often. To us, this has to 
be a permanent rule.

You must be your child’s friend
Parents and kids must be 
‘facebook friends’. Parents must 
be able to view all pictures, 
videos, posts, updates, tags… 
everything! This helps to keep 
kids safe, their reputations 
intact and minimises unwanted 
surprises.

Responsibility
While kids can’t be completely 
responsible for silly or offensive 
things their friends post on 
their wall, they are responsible 
for anything posted from their 
own profile. If they allow a 
friend to use their profile to send 
messages out to people, your 
child is responsible for it. Once 
something is posted, it can never 
be permanently erased from 
the system and can be used as 
evidence in disputes.

Others watch
What your child posts may eventually be seen by everyone - brothers, 
sisters, friends, fathers, principals, youth leaders, teachers, family friends, 
neighbours and the police. Whenever your kids post something, teach them 
to ask themselves, “Would I be happy if my principal, teacher or grandmother 
saw this?”

Friends
‘facebook’ is all about connecting people. Work with your kids to avoid 
‘friending’ people just because they want more friends, and never ‘friend’ a 
stranger. The key questions when considering friend requests are, “do I really 
trust this person to see my updates, my pictures and the information I post? 
Am I sure this person will not do something stupid or mean with them?”

Conflicts
Encourage kids to take online conflicts into the real world. If you witness the 
breakdown of a relationship because of angry or thoughtless words posted 
online, encourage your teen to sort it out, preferably face to face. If things 
are really out of hand, be proactive and call your child’s school or the other 
parents to give them the best chance to sort it through. Our brains are still 
wired for face to face social exchange and things can go seriously wrong 
when we have to make guesses about other’s emotional states. 

Personal information can become public
Sadly, there are bad people in the world who want to do harm to others. 
They hack ‘facebook’ accounts to gain access to people’s private information. 
To remain safe, never post personal information - physical address, full birth 
date, school and so on. Never write updates such as, “Parents are gone” or 
“I’m home alone and bored,” Such statements invite devious people to do 
malicious things. 

When worried, ask for help
Participating in an online social network opens up all kinds of new situations 
for people to deal with. Even experienced adults run into trouble from time 
to time. So expect your kids to run into tricky scenarios every so often. Every 
child on ‘facebook’ needs a safe place to turn when a rough time emerges. 
That safe place should be their mother or father.
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