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Growing Into Screens


A Step by Step Family Plan for Screen Time and First Phones


Laurel Prescott

Copyright 2026 Laurel Prescott. All rights reserved.

This book offers general information and everyday family ideas. It does not provide medical, mental health, legal or school advice, and it is not a substitute for guidance from your child’s pediatrician, a licensed professional or your school. Laws, school policies, apps and device settings change often, so please check the official pages named in these pages for the latest details. Facts about laws and products are current as of late October 2026. The families in this book are composite examples, created to illustrate the steps. They are not real individuals. Product and company names mentioned belong to their owners.

This book was drafted with the help of AI tools and then edited and prepared for publication by its author.






Welcome

You are about to build something that many families mean to build and never quite get around to: a plan. Not a strict set of rules handed down from above, and not a long list of things to fear, but a plain, flexible, family sized plan for how screens fit into your home as your children grow. You may find that simply being here already feels like a good first step.

Take a moment to picture an ordinary evening a few weeks from now, in the part of the house where everyone tends to end up, with that easy sound you know, the one that tells you everyone is comfortable. As you read, you may find that picture getting clearer, and the steps that lead to it getting easier to see.

If you picked up this book, there may be a moment you keep thinking about. Perhaps it was a time when ending screen time turned into something bigger than you expected. Perhaps it was a question that came up at just the wrong time, or a feeling that things had drifted somewhere along the way. Or perhaps you simply want to get ahead of it all while your kids are small. Whatever brought you here, it is a good place to start from, and families who start from where they are tend to find their way.


What this book gives you


	Four Anchors that stay the same at every age: Sleep, Space, Safety and Sharing.

	Five Screen Steps, from the first shared tablet to a teen who has earned real independence, so you always know what comes next and when.

	Rules by situation, such as school nights, car rides, grandparents’ houses, sleepovers and group chats, so you can decide once and stop renegotiating every day.

	Scripts you can borrow word for word, for the moments when your child pushes back, pleads, argues or goes quiet.

	A complete family phone agreement you can fill in and sign, with an easy way to loosen it as your child shows you what they can handle.

	Clear, current facts about what major pediatric groups say, what schools and lawmakers are doing, and what built in controls can and cannot do, all dated so you know how fresh they are.

	A reset plan for the week when things feel out of hand, and a yearly review so the plan keeps up with your child.





How to use this book

You do not have to read it in order. The first four chapters build the foundation, and everything after that is organized by what you need. If you have a young child, start with Chapter 5. If a first phone is on the horizon, go to Chapters 7 through 10. If you are in the middle of a hard week, jump straight to Chapter 15 or Chapter 16 and come back to the beginning when things settle.

Every chapter has a short story about a composite family, a quick win you can do in about ten minutes, a checklist and an exercise. The stories are made up to illustrate the ideas, and any resemblance to a real family is a coincidence. The exercises are optional, but writing things down gives your ideas somewhere to land, and you may notice yourself feeling calmer and more consistent, so a notebook or a note on your phone is a good companion. As you read, you can let yourself notice which ideas feel right for your home, and take those first.



A few promises

No guilt. Screens are part of modern family life, and the pediatric groups quoted in this book have been moving toward encouraging parents, not blaming them. You are doing a good job by being here, and you may notice that feeling growing as you read.

No one size fits all. You know your child, your schedule and your values better than any book can. Take what fits and leave the rest.

No brand loyalty. Devices and apps change every year. The steps in this book work on any phone, tablet, console or computer, and where a feature has a different name on different devices, you will find a plain description of what to look for.

No medical advice. This book is about everyday family routines. If you ever wonder whether your child’s screen use is connected to sleep trouble, worry, mood changes or anything else that concerns you, your child’s pediatrician is the right person to talk to. Chapter 20 explains how to start that conversation.

Let’s begin with a calm, simple evening that gets you moving, and see what changes as you go.





Quick Start: Your First Evening

As you read these words, you may already be noticing how much can shift in a single evening. This Quick Start gives you five small steps that suit almost any family, and as you move through them, you can begin to see, hear and feel what is already getting easier. You do not need to solve everything tonight. A calm starting point is plenty, and the more comfortably you begin, the more naturally the next steps tend to follow.


Step 1: Take a friendly snapshot (10 minutes)

Pick up a pen or open a note on your phone and answer four questions for each child, just for yourself:


	Which screens does this child use in a typical week? (Tablet, phone, console, school laptop, TV, watch.)

	Where and when do those screens get used? (Couch, bedroom, car, after dinner.)

	What goes well? (Be generous. Maybe your child loves a drawing app, or video calls with grandparents, or learning a game with a cousin.)

	What is one moment each week that feels bumpy?



The third question matters most. Starting with what works sets a positive tone for the whole plan, including the tone you use when you talk with your kids.



Step 2: Choose one anchor to start with (5 minutes)

You will meet all four Anchors in Chapter 4: Sleep, Space, Safety and Sharing. Tonight, pick the one that would help your family most.


	Sleep: Devices charge outside bedrooms overnight, and screens go off about an hour before bed.

	Space: One or two places or times in the home are screen free, such as the dinner table.

	Safety: Purchases and new apps need a parent’s yes, and privacy settings get a quick check.

	Sharing: Your child knows they can tell you about anything strange or upsetting online and that your first response will be calm.



If you are not sure, start with Sleep. Pediatric groups consistently point to sleep as one of the most helpful places to begin, and as you picture a quiet place for devices to spend the night, you may notice how easy it is to set up.



Step 3: Set up a charging spot (10 minutes)

Choose a place for devices to spend the night. A kitchen counter, a hallway shelf or a basket near the front door all work. Plug in a few chargers. If your children are old enough to use an alarm, buy or find a plain alarm clock so the phone does not have to sleep in the bedroom to wake them.

Put your own phone there too. Children copy what they see far more than what they hear.

While you are at it, pick one small cue that will mark the end of screen time from now on, such as a little bell, a favorite song line or a gentle clap. Use the same cue each time, and let it be followed by something pleasant. Chapter 4 explains how.



Step 4: Hold a five minute announcement (5 minutes)

Gather everyone for a short, upbeat announcement. You can use this script:


“I have a fun idea for our family. We are going to make a family screen plan together over the next couple of weeks, so everyone knows what to expect and screens stay a fun part of our days. Tonight we are starting small: all our devices, including mine, will sleep in the kitchen. On Saturday we will have a family meeting where everyone gets to say what they want in the plan.”



Notice that the announcement includes you, names a positive purpose, and promises that your children will have a voice. That is the pattern you will use throughout the book.



Step 5: Pick your family meeting time (5 minutes)

Choose a time in the next week for the family meeting in Chapter 2, and put it on the calendar like any other appointment. Add a snack to the plan. Families who hold the meeting with something tasty on the table tend to keep it positive.



Your quick start checklist


	I wrote down each child’s screens, places and times.

	I noticed at least one thing that is going well.

	I chose one Anchor to start with.

	I set up a charging spot, and my phone will sleep there too.

	I made a short, positive announcement.

	My family meeting is on the calendar.



That is a strong beginning. Turn the page to Chapter 1, where we look at what has shifted and why this is a hopeful time to be a parent working on this.





Chapter 1: The Big Picture: What Has Changed and What Still Works

You may have noticed that the advice about screens keeps changing, and as you notice that, you may also notice a quiet question underneath it: which of it is worth following? Here is the encouraging part. The advice has become kinder and more practical. For years, parents were handed a single number of hours and a lot of worry. Today, the leading pediatric voices point to something far more useful: how your child uses screens, what they are doing, what it is crowding out and how connected you are while it happens. Just notice how it feels to be the person who knows your child best, back in the driver’s seat.

In this chapter you will learn what the major groups currently say, what the numbers look like for teens, and how the rest of this book turns that guidance into daily habits.


Composite example: The Miller family

This family is a composite created for illustration.

Perhaps you can picture a household like this one, with a few habits that were chosen and a few that simply grew up on their own. In whatever form it shows up for you, notice which parts feel familiar.

Mike and Sarah Miller have three children: Lily, who is five, Owen, who is nine, and Emily, who is thirteen. For years the household ran on a patchwork. Lily had her favorite shows while dinner got made. Owen played his game on a shared tablet until someone said stop. Emily had a phone she had used for a year with only a few rules, mostly invented in the heat of the moment.

One Sunday Sarah said, “I don’t need a perfect system. I need us all to be on the same page.” They sat down with a notebook and listed what was working, what felt bumpy, and what they wanted screens to do for their family. The list was short. They wanted calm evenings, good sleep, safe online lives for the kids and time together. That one page became the seed of their plan, and it is the reason this book starts with a big picture rather than a rule list.



What has shifted, and what it can mean for you

In January 2026 the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) published an updated policy statement on children, teens and digital media. A few ideas stand out for families.

Focus on the whole picture, not just the clock. The AAP’s guidance moved away from one rigid number of hours and toward asking how media use fits into a child’s life. The statement also looks at the design of apps and platforms, and it encourages companies to build products that serve children well.

The 5 Cs. The AAP offers five simple questions you can ask about any screen habit:


	Child: How is this child doing, and what do they need at this age?

	Content: What are they watching, playing or reading, and is it a good fit?

	Calm: Can they settle down without the screen, and can they use it to feel calm without it becoming the only way?

	Crowding out: Is screen time leaving room for sleep, meals, homework, movement, friends and play?

	Communication: Are you talking together about what they see and do online?



Guilt is not the goal. The AAP’s materials explicitly aim to support parents rather than blame them, and they encourage families to make a plan that fits their own values and circumstances.

There is no single age for a phone. The AAP does not name one correct age for a first phone or for a personal tablet. It points to readiness, and it suggests starting with a shared family device before a personal one. The AAP offers a phone readiness questionnaire that you can use as a conversation starter. You will meet it again in Chapter 7.

Sleep and bedrooms matter. The AAP and other groups recommend keeping devices out of the bedroom overnight and turning screens off about an hour before bed.

Another respected voice, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP), offers a family guide called “Preparing for Your Child’s First Smart Phone.” Its main messages are friendly and clear: a phone is a privilege, set the rules before the phone arrives, think about starting with a basic phone, keep phones out of bedrooms at night and during homework, talk openly about cyberbullying and privacy, and be transparent with your child about any monitoring.



A snapshot of what is common for teens

It can be settling to see what is typical. In a national survey released in December 2025, the Pew Research Center asked about 1,450 U.S. teens ages 13 to 17 about their online lives. About one in five said they are on TikTok or YouTube almost constantly. Sixty four percent said they use AI chatbots, and about three in ten said they use one every day. Those numbers are a snapshot of what is common, not a target and not a verdict on any one family.

In 2023 the U.S. Surgeon General released an advisory on social media and youth mental health. It noted that in one study, teens who used social media for more than three hours a day had about double the risk of symptoms of depression and anxiety, and it said that there was not yet enough evidence to say social media is safe enough for young people. These are patterns across many teens, which means things that showed up together, and they are not a forecast for your home. What you can do with them is simple and gentle: as you keep an eye on the total, protect sleep and stay in conversation, you give your family an easy way to move in a good direction.



What still works

Beneath the headlines, a handful of habits have stayed reliable for years:


	Routines beat reminders. A predictable charging spot, a predictable bedtime and a predictable time for screens are easier than constant discussion.

	Rules made together are followed more. Children who help build the plan feel ownership, and ownership beats enforcement.

	Gradual freedom works. Every child grows into more independence. A plan that says how and when freedom grows takes the daily pressure off.

	Calm beats punishment. Children tell parents about problems when they expect a calm reaction. Your calm is the most protective setting on any device.

	Parents who model it, teach it. Your own phone habits are the loudest lesson in the house. Chapter 20 is about this.





How this book turns advice into a plan

Here is the whole structure at a glance.

The Four Anchors are the habits that stay constant at every age: Sleep, Space, Safety and Sharing. You will set them up in Chapter 4.

The Five Screen Steps describe how screen freedom grows: Together, Guided, Starter, Growing and Trusted. You will meet them in Chapter 3.

The Three Gates are how a child earns the next step: Skills, Habits and Talk.

The Tools are the practical items you will use again and again: the family meeting, the phone agreement, the weekly check in, the script cards, the reset week and the yearly review.

Together, these let you answer the most common parent question in a calm way: “What should the rules be right now, and when do they change?”



A note about dates and facts

Laws, school policies and app settings change



Picture it




Quick win: the three sentence purpose




Checklist


	I know the 5 Cs: Child, Content, Calm, Crowding out and Communication.

	I understand that no single age is “right” for a first phone, and that readiness matters.

	I wrote my three sentence purpose.

	I know that sleep and bedrooms are a good place to start.

	I know where to check the latest facts (Appendix G).





Exercise: Run the 5 Cs on one habit
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