
Lower School Technology Tips: Family Agreements, Media Consumption, & Group Chats

We’re inspired by the wisdom of noted expert Dr. Devorah Heitner, who conducted workshops
for Doane parents and students two years ago. Dr. Heitner counsels parents to both mentor
and monitor their children’s online activities. Her mentoring manifesto is well worth a read.
Some of her suggestions for mentoring our children include:

● Engage in online activities with our kids; observe and guide their online behaviors.
● Make sure that our children have a good balance of creativity and consumption in their use of

technology.
● Model positive and balanced use of technology in our own habits and behaviors.

For more of Heitner’s wisdom, we recommend this article: At Your Wits' End With A
Screen-Obsessed Kid? Read This. Here are the takeaways:

● Ban devices at mealtime.
● Take phones away at night.
● Impose more chores.
● Introduce new interests.
● Try more screen-free whole-family screen free activities.
● Ask children to monitor their own mood after they play video games, or engage in another form of

screentime, on a color chart. Heitner says this can help to develop self-regulation skills. Instead of
just fighting against the limits parents set, "it would be good for (a child) to start to see, OK, an
hour is good, but two hours starts to make me a little crazy."

At the advice of Dr. Heitner and many others, we recommend that each family collaborate to
develop a shared agreement about screentime and media usage. Here are some resources:

● Creating a Family Screen Time Agreement the Heart-Mind Way
● Screenagers Resources | Screen Time Contracts
● The Best Technology-Screen Time Contract for Kids

Online Media Consumption: YouTube
Heitner recommends that we look for interesting and age-appropriate YouTube channels and
individuals to follow with our kids. In addition, we can engage in non-confrontational
conversations with our children about the media they consume.

● Tell me about what you’re watching on there. What do you like about it?
● Why do you think that YouTuber likes making these videos?
● Have you seen any videos you didn’t like? What didn’t you like about them?
● Talk with our kids about the “suggestions” they see on YouTube and why they should pursue a

more intentional set of choices, rather than letting an algorithm choose their next view.

With our positive role as mentors established, we can co-create ground rules with our children
for how they consume media. Here are a few examples:

● Pre-select a curated playlist of YouTube videos with our children and limit their choices to that list.
● Make sure our children watch videos and subscribe to channels under our own accounts, so we

receive email notifications of any updates made.
● Allow our children to explore on YouTube only when we are nearby and able to supervise.
● Consider restricting YouTube so that our children can use it only with adult supervision.

https://www.raisingdigitalnatives.com/mentorship-manifesto/
https://www.npr.org/2019/06/30/736214974/at-your-wits-end-with-a-screen-obsessed-kid-read-this
https://www.npr.org/2019/06/30/736214974/at-your-wits-end-with-a-screen-obsessed-kid-read-this
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VF6pkMwWmX-cVMOtn5wMg1UQ1TUNU0cj/view?usp=sharing
https://heartmindonline.org/resources/creating-a-family-screen-time-agreement-the-heart-mind-way
https://www.screenagersmovie.com/resources/screen-time-contracts
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/when-kids-call-the-shots/201804/the-best-technology-screen-time-contract-kids
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/57792
https://appsliced.co/ask/how-do-i-block-youtube-on-my-ipad


If our children do approach us to share that they have seen something inappropriate or
upsetting, Heitner recommends that we begin from a place of curiosity. We can ask our kids
how they ended up seeing the upsetting image, thank them for telling us about it, encourage
them to express their feelings, and calmly explain how they might have avoided this situation.
We want to make sure we continue to acknowledge the positive aspects of technology; after all,
YouTube can be both inspiring and educational when we use it to learn more about cooking or
Lego-building or skateboarding tricks.

For Older Lower School Students: Social Media
Note that there is a minimum age of 13 to sign up for social media sites, including TikTok (you
can find more information about TikTok here). Across all divisions at Doane, we see a negative
impact on student mental health and on peer relationships from usage of social media. Our
upper schoolers participated in a national research study in 2022 whose findings support our
anecdotal observations.

We strongly advise that families follow recommended age guidelines, and do not allow students
younger than 13 to join social media sites. Below, please find the Surgeon General’s 2023
advisory about the mental health effects of social media use. In addition, you’ll find a
well-balanced summation of testimony from the APA’s chief science officer about how social
media contributes to the teen mental health crisis that has been documented by the CDC.

● Surgeon General Issues New Advisory About Effects Social Media Use Has on Youth Mental
Health (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services)

● Social media and teen mental health: 10 things to know (National Public Radio)

For Older Lower School Students: Digital Citizenship and Group Chats
We generally discourage Lower Schoolers’ participation in group chats. These chats require a
good deal of maturity and highly developed self-awareness, emotional regulation, and executive
function. Over the last few years, the general pattern we have seen is that group chats tend to
have a negative impact on friendships and in-person social interaction. However, if your
children do engage in group chats, we recommend the following:

● Have proactive discussions with your child about how important it is to “think before you post,” be
the same kind of friend online as you are in person, and keep group chats positive, helpful, and
supportive.

● Make sure your child knows that they can always come to you for help if they become
uncomfortable with any messages in a group chat.

● Be proactive in helping your child to develop an “upstander” message they can send before
leaving a chat if inappropriate or unkind language is used.

● Monitor your child’s group chats and make sure your child knows that you will be checking in on
them.

● Take away your child’s device at night.

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/articles/parents-ultimate-guide-to-tiktok
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2023/05/23/surgeon-general-issues-new-advisory-about-effects-social-media-use-has-youth-mental-health.html
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2023/05/23/surgeon-general-issues-new-advisory-about-effects-social-media-use-has-youth-mental-health.html
https://www.npr.org/2023/02/16/1157180971/10-things-to-know-about-how-social-media-affects-teens-brains

