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Introduction

In recent years, the prevalence of screen time among young children has dramatically
increased with the proliferation of smartphones, tablets, computers, and television.
While these devices offer educational and entertainment opportunities, concerns are
growing about their effects on the development of elementary-level students. Research
indicates that screen time affects several domains of a child’s development, including
cognitive growth, physical health, emotional well-being, and social skills (Anderson &
Subrahmanyam, 2017). As students in their formative years are especially vulnerable
to environmental influences, understanding the impact of screen time on their overall
development is crucial.

Cognitive Development and Academic Performance

Screen time has a complex relationship with cognitive development and academic
performance. On one hand, educational applications, television shows, and games
designed to enhance literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skills can positively
contribute to cognitive development when used appropriately (Kirkorian et al., 2013).
However, excessive screen time, especially when used for non-educational purposes,
may impede cognitive development. Children who spend prolonged hours in front of
screens often show lower academic achievement, diminished attention spans, and poor
memory retention (Hutton et al., 2020).

Studies demonstrate that excessive screen time negatively affects executive function,
which includes critical cognitive processes like attention control, working memory, and
self-regulation (Gao et al., 2019). Research by the American Academy of Paediatrics
suggests that children who exceed recommended screen time limits may experience
cognitive delays, affecting their ability to perform well in school (AAP, 2016).
Furthermore, passive consumption of media, such as watching television, offers limited
cognitive stimulation. Screen-based activities often provide instant gratification and
require minimal mental effort, which contrasts with tasks like reading or interactive
problem-solving that actively engage brain development (Christakis, 2011). This lack of
cognitive engagement can slow the development of critical thinking and reasoning skills,
which are essential for academic success.

Physical Development and Health Concerns

Another significant area of concern is the impact of screen time on physical
development. Elementary school students are at a stage of life where physical activity is
crucial for their growth and development. However, increased screen time often leads to
sedentary behaviour, which is linked to a number of physical health issues, including

obesity, vision problems, and sleep disturbances (Tremblay et al., 2011).
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The more time children spend in front of screens, the less time they engage in physical
activities that contribute to their motor skill development and overall health. Studies
show that children who spend excessive time on screens are more likely to experience a
decline in physical fitness and coordination (Booth et al., 2013). The World Health
Organization (WHO) recommends that children aged 5-12 should engage in at least 60
minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity daily, a target that is increasingly
difficult to meet as screen time rises (WHO, 2020).

In addition to sedentary behaviour, screen time is also associated with poor posture
and musculoskeletal problems. Children who hunch over devices for long periods may
experience neck, back, and shoulder pain, which can further discourage them from
engaging in physical activities (Straker et al., 2018). Additionally, prolonged screen
exposure has been linked to digital eye strain, a condition characterized by dry eyes,
headaches, and blurred vision (Cheng et al., 2017).

Sleep disturbances are another major concern related to screen time. The blue light
emitted by screens can interfere with the production of melatonin, the hormone
responsible for regulating sleep-wake cycles (Hale & Guan, 2015). Children who use
screens, particularly before bedtime, are more likely to experience difficulties falling
asleep and maintaining healthy sleep patterns, which can negatively affect their mood,
cognitive performance, and physical health (Cain & Gradisar, 2010).

Emotional and Psychological Development

The emotional and psychological effects of screen time on elementary students are
profound. Screen time, especially when associated with social media, video games, or
television content, has been linked to increased levels of anxiety, depression, and
emotional dysregulation (Twenge & Campbell, 2018). Young children are particularly
impressionable and may internalize negative content, leading to fear, aggression, or
desensitization to violence (Gentile et al., 2014).

Furthermore, the use of screens for entertainment purposes often fosters a sense of
instant gratification, which can impede the development of emotional resilience and
self-regulation (Beyens et al., 2018). Children who are accustomed to receiving quick
feedback from video games or social media may struggle with patience, frustration, and
delayed gratification in real-life scenarios. This inability to manage emotions effectively
can have long-term consequences for their mental health and interpersonal
relationships.

Additionally, excessive screen time can contribute to feelings of loneliness and social
isolation. While digital platforms may offer a sense of social connection, they cannot

replace the emotional depth and complexity of face-to-face interactions. Children who
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spend more time on screens may develop weaker social skills, making it more difficult
for them to form and maintain meaningful relationships (Uhls et al., 2014).

Social Development and Interpersonal Relationships

Social development in children is heavily influenced by their interactions with peers,
family members, and teachers. However, excessive screen time can disrupt these critical
social interactions. Studies indicate that children who spend large amounts of time on
screens have fewer opportunities to develop essential social skills, such as empathy,
communication, and conflict resolution (Miller et al., 2019). Instead of engaging in
collaborative play or group activities, children may prefer solitary screen-based
activities, which limits their social experiences.

Parental screen time is another factor that affects children’s social development. When
parents are frequently distracted by their phones or devices, they may unintentionally
reduce the quality of their interactions with their children. Research has shown that
children of parents who are absorbed in their devices during family time are more likely
to exhibit behavioural problems and attention-seeking behaviours (Radesky et al.,
2014).

Moreover, screen time has been associated with a decrease in imaginative play, which
is crucial for social and emotional development. Imaginative play allows children to
explore different roles, practice problem-solving, and develop empathy by understanding
different perspectives (Ginsburg, 2007). When children are passively consuming content
on screens, they miss out on these valuable learning experiences.

Impact of Educational Screen Time

While there are clear concerns regarding excessive recreational screen time, it is
important to acknowledge the potential benefits of educational screen time when used
appropriately. Educational technology, including interactive learning apps, e-books,
and educational videos, can enhance learning experiences and provide personalized
instruction tailored to a child’s needs (Fang et al., 2018). Research has shown that
educational programs that are developmentally appropriate and designed to promote
active learning can have positive effects on academic achievement (Vanderwater &
Wartella, 2011).

However, the quality and content of educational screen time are crucial. Simply
increasing the amount of screen-based learning does not guarantee improved
educational outcomes. Interactive and engaging content that encourages active
participation and critical thinking is far more effective than passive consumption (Hirsh-

Pasek et al., 2015).
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Recommendations for Parents and Educators
Promoting offline activities and social engagement to reduce children’s reliance on
mobile devices involves a strategic approach that includes parental guidance, structured
activities, and fostering an environment where social interaction is encouraged. Here
are key steps, supported by research:
1. Set Clear Boundaries and Limit Screen Time
Setting clear boundaries on mobile device use is a foundational step. Parents should
establish screen time limits and communicate these limits effectively to children.
Research shows that excessive screen time is linked to poor sleep, lower academic
performance, and social issues (Carter et al., 2016).
¢ Create Tech-Free Zones and Times
Designate certain areas of the house, such as dining rooms and bedrooms, as tech-
free zones. Similarly, setting specific times, like during meals or family time, as
screen-free can reinforce the idea that not all entertainment comes from screens
(Domoff et al., 2019).
e Use Screen Time Management Tools
Several apps and built-in phone features allow parents to monitor and restrict device
use. Studies indicate that children respond well to clear and consistent rules
regarding device use (Gentile et al., 2014).
2. Encourage Participation in Extracurricular Activities
Extracurricular activities, particularly those that involve physical or creative
engagement, can significantly reduce screen time. Research highlights that structured
activities like sports, music, or art can develop essential social skills and improve
physical and mental well-being (Twenge & Campbell, 2018).
e Sports and Physical Activity
Engaging children in physical activities such as soccer, swimming, or martial arts
not only improves their physical health but also reduces screen dependence.
Physical activity has been shown to improve self-esteem and reduce anxiety, factors
that are often tied to mobile phone addiction (Kim, 2013).
e Creative and Artistic Pursuits
Encouraging children to participate in activities such as drawing, painting, or music
lessons can foster creativity and provide a fulfilling outlet for expression. These
activities help in the development of motor skills and offer non-digital entertainment
(Karadag et al., 2016).
3. Promote Outdoor Activities and Nature Engagement: Spending time in nature

has been proven to reduce stress and improve mental health, serving as a powerful
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antidote to the overstimulation of digital devices (Nagata et al., 2020). Outdoor activities
encourage physical exercise and provide children with opportunities to socialize in real-
world settings.
e Family Outings
Organize family hikes, camping trips, or visits to parks. Time in nature fosters a
sense of connection and provides children with real-world experiences that are
absent in the digital space (Hadlington, 2015).
e Gardening
Involving children in gardening or other hands-on activities outdoors can be a
relaxing and productive way to reduce screen time. It also encourages patience and
responsibility (Twenge & Campbell, 2018).
4. Lead by Example
Parents and caregivers play a crucial role in modelling healthy behaviour. Research has
found that children are more likely to adopt balanced digital habits when they observe
adults engaging in offline activities (Gentile et al., 2014).
e Limit Adult Screen Time
Reducing parental phone use, especially in shared family spaces, helps set a positive
example. Children are more likely to follow rules if they see adults adhering to similar
guidelines (Domoff et al., 2019).
e Engage in Offline Hobbies
When parents or caregivers actively participate in hobbies such as reading, playing
board games, or cooking, they indirectly encourage children to explore similar offline
activities (Lepp et al., 2015).
5. Promote Social and Family Engagement
Fostering social connections through face-to-face interactions helps children build
emotional intelligence and reduce their dependence on virtual relationships. Social
media use has been linked to loneliness and depression, making in-person interactions
even more critical (Elhai et al., 2016).
e Family Game Nights or Movie Nights
Organizing regular family nights with interactive games or movies can provide
children with positive offline entertainment. Family time encourages communication
and strengthens relationships (Roberts & David, 2016).
e Organize Playdates and Social Gatherings
Encouraging children to spend time with their friends offline can help reduce the

need to connect via mobile devices. Research shows that direct social interaction
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helps children develop empathy and stronger interpersonal skills (Przybylski et al.,
2013).
6. Encourage Reading and Creative Projects
Promoting reading as a daily habit can significantly reduce screen time. Research
indicates that children who regularly read tend to have better cognitive development
and emotional regulation (Sahin et al., 2013).
e Create Reading Nooks
Design a cozy, appealing reading space in your home. Offering a variety of age-
appropriate books that align with the child’s interests can encourage them to read
for pleasure (Vernon et al., 2015).
e Storytelling and Writing
Encourage children to create their own stories or participate in storytelling activities.
This can help them develop imagination and reduce their reliance on digital
entertainment (Przybylski et al., 2013).
7. Reward Offline Engagement
Using positive reinforcement can motivate children to engage in offline activities.
Rewarding them for time spent away from screens with experiences rather than material
goods can reinforce these behaviours (Karadag et al., 2016).
e Create Achievement Charts
Track children’s participation in offline activities such as sports, reading, or social
engagements. Offer rewards like family outings or special treats when milestones are
reached.
e Praise and Recognition
Simple praise and recognition can also encourage children to continue engaging in
offline activities. Studies show that positive reinforcement is a powerful motivator for
behaviour change (Gentile et al., 2014).
8. Implement Digital Literacy and Mindfulness
Teaching children the importance of mindful phone usage helps them understand the
balance between online and offline worlds. Digital literacy education can make children
more aware of how much time they spend on devices and its potential impact (Kuss &
Griffiths, 2011)
e Mindfulness Practices
Incorporating mindfulness practices such as meditation or yoga can help children
regulate their emotions and reduce the compulsive urge to use their phones for
distraction (Kim et al., 2015).

e Teach Time Management
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Helping children develop time management skills can encourage them to prioritize
offline activities over excessive screen time. Studies have shown that better time
management correlates with reduced phone addiction (Turel & Serenko, 2012).
9. Collaboration with Schools and Communities
Collaborating with schools to create more extracurricular opportunities and educate
children on healthy digital habits is essential. Research indicates that school-based
interventions can be highly effective in reducing screen addiction (Gentile et al., 2014).
e Extracurricular Programs
Encourage schools to offer a variety of after-school activities, including sports, arts,
and clubs, which promote social interaction and reduce screen time (Twenge &
Campbell, 2018).
e Community Events

Participate in or organize community events like sports leagues, festivals, or

volunteer activities. These provide children with offline entertainment options and

opportunities to connect with peers (Jiang, 2018).

Conclusion

The impact of screen time on the overall development of elementary school students is
multifaceted, affecting cognitive, physical, emotional, and social aspects of their growth.
While screen time can offer educational benefits when used appropriately, excessive and
unregulated use poses significant risks to a child’s development. To ensure that children
reap the benefits of technology without suffering its drawbacks, it is essential for
parents, educators, and policymakers to promote balanced screen use and encourage
activities that support holistic development.
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