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The most important thing to remember is simple, not all screen time is the same. PHOTO/COURTESY

It is not how much

screen time children
get, 1t 1 what they
are doing that counts

The question is no longer just about
limiting access, but about navigating
-aworld where screens are central to

school friendship, and fun.

BY MARY SYLVIA NAMAGEMBE

xperts say parents should worry -
less about the clock and more about :
content and connection, as new re- -
= search links digital habits to rising :
. rates of anxiety and poor sleep in chil- :
dren. You know the scene. The children :
. arefinallyin their pyjamas,readytoun- :
. wind with a favourite show. As you hit :
. play,a small knot of worry tightensin
. your stomach. Are they watching too
: much? That article your cousin sent :
: about screen time flashes through your :
. Ifthis sounds familiar,you are in good :
i company. Most parents today fret over :
~ the hours their childr
¢ phones,tablets,and laptops

g spepdon

 “Social media is designed to ho. T

~ ingbody of evidencé suggests wemight :
. be focusing on the wrong thing. For a

child's mental well-being and develop-

: ment, what they do on a screen often :
matters far more than how long they :
© Jookatit.
. This shift in thinking comes as stud- :
- ies paint a concerning picture of young
: people's digital lives. Social media use :
: is now almost universal among teen- :
agers, with many logging several hours :
aday on platforms such as TikTok and :
Instagram. Research links this level of :
use to a doubled risk of depression and :
anxiety. The question is no longer just
about limiting access, but about nav- :
igating a world where screens are cen- :

tral toschool. friendship,and fun.

Why screens can hurtyoung minds

The risks are not just about wasted
time.Experts point to specific ways that
unhelpful screen habits can harm chil-
dren.

It canfeelas anaddiction.

HELP
THEM FIND
THE GOOGD
CONTENT.
Be a guide, not
just agatekee-
per. Seek out
shows, games,
and apps that
are right for
theirage and
teach positive
things. Web-
sites such

as Common
Sense Media
offer excel-
lent, free re-
views,

- explains Grace Bikumbi, a clinical psy- .
: chologist.“Every 'like' or comment gives :
: alittle hit of a feel-good brain chemi-
: cal called dopamine. Children can start :
to crave that feeling, checking their :

phones constantly without even think-
ing aboutit.”

It steals sleep. The blue light from
screens tricks the brain into thinking :
it is daytime, making it hard to wind °

are distracted by their own devices, kids

down.
“When children do not get enough
sleep, everything suffers,” says paedi-

It opens the door to bullying. Cyber-
bullying has become a common and

: damaging experience. A recent survey :
: found that most teens have been target- :
: ed online with hurtful comments orex-
i clusion, which can lead to serious anx- :
: dety.

. For Winnie Nalweyiso, the danger be- :
. came frighteningly real. During the Cov-

i id-19 lockdowns, her teenage daughter, :
. Emillyspenthoursonsocialmedia.
:  “She became very quiet and was so :
- hard on herself, always comparing her :
: life to others online,” Nalweyiso says. :
: The crisis came when Nalweyiso discov- :
: ered a message where Emilly expressed :
: suicidal thoughts. Getting professional :
: counselling was, she says, what saved :
. her daughter.

“What schools are, and are not do-

ing

. Schools are on the front line. Most :
: havestrictrules against using phonesin :
: classtoprevent distraction. :
. Hasadu Kirabira, who chairs a nation- : F
al group of private schoels, says the fo- : Ings.
: cus is on supervised internet use for :

But he admits thereis a gap.

:  “Schools are very good at focusing on :
: grades and discipline,” Kirabira notes. :
¢ "Helping learners with their emotional :
well-being,including howto handle the
* digital world, often gets left behind."
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. Whatyoucanactuallydoathome

So, if counting minutes is not the best

. strategy, what is? Parents can use these

six practical, research-backed steps to
build healthier digital habits.

Putyour own phone away.

It is impossible to be perfect, but try
to make meals and playtimes mostly
screen-free for you, too. When parents

can feel ignored.

atric neurologist Dr Joseph Mukiibi. . Helpthemfind the good content.

- “Their mood, their memory, and their :
- ability tofocusin school all take a hit>

Be a guide, not just a gatekeeper. Seek
out shows, games, and apps that are
right for their age and teach positive
things. Websites such as Common Sense
Media offer exceHeI}t,ﬁ'ee Teviews.

Watch and play with them.
When you can, join in. Ask questions

about the story: "Why do you think

that character is sad?" This turns screen

¢ timeinto a chance to connect and learn

together.

Turnoffthe background TV.

A TV that is always on in the back-
ground makes it harder for children to

focus on playing, talking, or reading. A

quieter house helps their brains con-
centrate.

: Donotpanic about 'fast' cartoons.

Scientists are split on whether fast-

paced shows are harmful. If the show
. is good quality and your child enjoys it

calmly,itis probably fine.

. Find other ways to calm big feel-

Trynottouse atablet as the main way

- to stop a tantrum. Instead, help them
: take deep breaths or use their words.

The most important thing to remem-
ber is simple, not all screen time is the
same. An hour video-chatting with a
grandparent is worlds,apart from an

- hour of mindless,lonely scrolling.
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