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How technology is reshaping children’s development

While technology itself should not be seen as all
bad or good, a deeper understanding of how chil-
dren are watching, playing and doing things with

digital tools is necessary.

BY VALENTINA FANTASIA
t is a common scene on public trans-

port. A parent holds a mobile phone :

showing noisy cartoons to their young !

child. The pairislookingat the screento-
getherlaughing. Yet parent and child rare-
ly exchange a gaze or look out across the
landscape. While many parents canrelate '
to such moments, this is just an example :
of how technology (mainly digijtal screens
but also vocal assistants,domestic robots
and so on) have become part of our dai- :
ly routines, changing the way we interact
and engage with the world around and

mostimportantly with each other

ng childrendevelop?

perience, especially from unfamiliar situ-
ations and cultural encounters, with the
help of more knowledgeable partners.

As adults interact with children, they
share views and create new knowledge.

We make sense of the world around us,

in its variety,complexity and beauty. Chil-
dren learn from it,and adults learn how
to see the world from the child's eyes. How
can we possibly encounter the world or

make sense of it when our attention is
captured by ascreen?

Five decades of research in-develop-
mental disciplines have shown just how
much human development is dependent
on the fine-grained details of daily social
communication. For infants and young
children, communicating is not an ab-
stract or conceptual thing, it is based on
the small, routine moments shared with

others, from stopping to observe a slow- :

pacedslugon the way to school toreading
abooktogether at the breakfast table. This
is how we become humans.

What makes those early activities be-

ment by moment through talk,gaze, ges-

: tures (such as pointing to something) and

uman development is essentially aso-
cial practice. From infancy,we participate :
in the world around us and learn fromex-

movements.

This includes how long you look at each
other, or learn to make pauses and take
turns in a conversation or activity It is al-

soabout making eye contact before point-
ing to an interesting object in the room.

These patterns teach us how to relate to
others and participate in joint activities,
and there is currently no substitute for
suchlearning,

Becoming post-digitalhumans
Smart devices and streaming tools have

: made digital media become an integral |

part of family life. Two-thirds of children
- aged twotofive usescreens formorethan !
¢ anhouradayand the averagestartingage
- of screen use is getting dramatically low-
: er.During the past two decades, research- :
© ers have showed how digital technologies
. are changing the way children cope with :
everyday tasks and activities, from play- :
ingand paying attention toremembering :
- thingsand sleeping.

Exposure to digital devices on a daily
basis has been linked to difficulties with
completing homework, finishing tasks
and staying calm when issues arise in the
familySleep quality also seems negatively
affected by screens, particulardy if it's right

. beforebedtime.

Even having a TV on in the background

. cannegatively influence very young chil-

dren’s play time, disturbing the quality of

: the‘ir focuseq gttention and shortening
: ¢ their play activity.

. tween children and adults special is the :
: fact that they are co-constructed mo-
But how does all this change how :

But although neuroscience is telling us
that recurrent exposure to smart technol-

. ogiesis already rewiring humans’brains,

not all of it is negative. High-quality me-
dia content, offered, for instance, by car-

. toons or educational apps, may help

children cope better with their emo-
tions and improve language skills.
So are we evolving into techno-hy-

brid super-intelligent creatures? Maybe
it is not a completely negative thing af-
ter all, as writers and academics such as :
: Jeannette Winterson and Katherine N. :
©" Hayles suggest. Becoming post-human, :
- intheir view;is the next step in humans :
natural evolution towards adapting
and transforming into something dif-

o-thirds of
children aged
two to five use
screens for.
more than an
our a da

Exposure to digital devices on
adaily basis has been linked

to difficulties with completing
homework, finishing tasks and
staying calm whenissues arise in
the family.

Sleep quality also seems nega-

tively affected by screens, par-
ticularly if it’s right before bed-
time.

: ferent,not better,not worse.

Ultimately, while there is potential for

- technology to make children smarterin
. some domains, we also know it can dis-
. rupt their attention, play and sleep.

And this is our suggestion; any mo-

¢ ment of the day spent together without
© screensis precious,even the ones which
. seemirrelevant.Reading a book at bed-
. time, telling invented stories while driv-
- ing the car home or even being bored

together are all crucial.
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