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To our children and their fellow rebels —J.H. and C.P.

For the bright, creative, inspiring, and amazing kids of the next generation and beyond! —C.Y.C.
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Once upon a time, a group of wizards created magical, glowing stones studded with glittering gems. They promised that these stones would bring friendship, freedom, and fun to anyone who picked one up. People rushed to grab them, and before long, anyone without a stone felt left out.

Some of the wizards tried to live up to their promises, but others became greedy. Instead of making life better, they tricked people into carrying their stones with them everywhere they went, and gazing into them all day long. Why? Because these greedy wizards had figured out how to turn human energy into gold.

The more time people spent looking at their stones, the richer the greedy wizards became—and the more their promises began to seem like lies.

Instead of finding friendship, people began to feel lonely. Instead of having fun, they felt anxious and sad. Instead of finding freedom, they felt controlled by their stones.

But then, something amazing happened: A few brave young people found the strength to look up. All around them, they saw people standing motionless, trapped by their stones—and they decided to break free.
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These young rebels began hanging out, going on adventures, and doing things they’d loved to do before they fell under the stones’ spell. Every experience they had together made them feel more confident and connected. And the more fun they had, the stronger they became.

Other kids and teenagers heard the rebels’ laughter and decided to join them. The greedy wizards, terrified their power might be slipping away, began to pack even more tricks into the stones. But for the first time ever, the wizards faced resistance.

Today, this rebellion is growing. On one side are the greedy wizards, desperate to keep stealing people’s energy so that they can get richer. On the other side are the rebels: young people who have wised up to the wizards’ tricks and who want to keep their energy for themselves. The winner of this struggle will determine what life is like not just for their generation, but for generations to come.

So which side will win?

The answer depends on you.


[image: The Real-Life Rebellion]

This isn’t just a fairy tale. As you’ve probably figured out, the glowing stones in the story are smartphones.

The glittering gems are apps, websites, and video games that promise more friendship, freedom, and fun, but are actually designed to steal people’s time and energy and turn them into money.

And the wizards? They’re the people in charge of the tech companies that design and sell smartphones, apps, social media platforms, and games.


Not all phones are magical stones—just smartphones.


Now, to be clear, most people who work at those companies are good people who make useful—often amazing—products. Many got into the business because they wanted to use technology to make life better. And in a lot of ways, technology does make life better.

But along the way, some of the leaders of these companies began to care more about making money than anything else. They cared so much about making more money that they were willing to do things that could hurt people (including kids!) as long as they kept getting richer. These are the “greedy wizards.”
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The rebels are real, too: They’re an amazing generation of young people who know how to use technology in ways that help themselves, not greedy tech wizards. They choose to live in the real world as much as possible, and they think for themselves instead of mindlessly following the crowd.
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It’s easy to spot the rebels: They’re not sitting around like zombies, scrolling and swiping. They’re out in the world, doing things—and as a result, their lives are full of real friendships, real freedom, and real fun.

Interested in joining the rebels?

This book is your guide.
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[image: All Rebels Are Different]

Some rebels love big groups of people, and some like being alone, or with a few close friends. Some are leaders who start movements and organizations and convince other people to join them. Others rebel through their personal decisions, like choosing to wait to get a smartphone or social media account, or by deciding to spend more time on real-life hobbies and less on screens. No two rebels are the same. And anyone can be a rebel—including you.


You can still become a rebel if you already have a smartphone, tablet, social media account, or video game console. Keep reading to learn how.



I started to cut back on my social media use about six months ago. I’m reading and sleeping more. I’m thinking more independently. I have more time for me. —Bristal, 15



I don’t feel the need for a phone. I like being with people in the real world, face-to-face. —Shiloh, 12



The generation just above yours (born between about 1996 and 2012) = GEN Z

Your generation (born between about 2013 and 2025) = GEN ALPHA


There are also many people from the generation above yours who got smartphones and social media when they were around your age (or spent a ton of time gaming), ended up regretting it, and decided to become rebels as young adults. These older rebels want to tell you what they wish they’d known at your age, so that you can avoid their mistakes …


I missed out on my entire teenagehood because of social media and my phone. —Kayleigh, 25


[image: ]

I really wish I had gotten to know my grandfather better before he died, instead of always playing video games when he visited. —Benjamin, 21
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… and how joining the rebellion has made their lives better.


I’m having more fun and doing more exciting things. I’m also better able to remember how I actually spent my time. —Alyssa, 26
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All of the rebels want to share advice with you and your friends about how you can become rebels too.


I’ve rediscovered hobbies that truly fulfill me. —Sophia, 21
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First smartphone? When I was 11.

Ah-ha moment?

I went to a sleepaway camp that was phone free, and I loved it.

Inspiration / role models?

One of my friends chose to have a time limit on her phone. If she wanted more time, she had to call her dad to get the password. I thought that was smart—so I did it too.

Advice for your younger self?

I would never get TikTok. I hate Instagram and Snapchat. I wish they didn’t exist. They’re not cool.

What do you wish kids knew?

It might look like teens are entranced by their phones and social media, but a lot of them are not enjoying it and they wish they weren’t on it.
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What do you do with your free time?

I love tennis. I love to run. I’m learning to play guitar. And I like film photography a lot. It encourages me to look for the beauty around me.

Advice for young rebels?

A lot of growing up is about self-discovery, and I just don’t think you’ll ever find yourself through your phone.
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Can you imagine leaving your house on your own, meeting up with friends, and roaming around your neighborhood for hours while your parents have no idea where you are?

Believe it or not, this is how kids as young as seven and eight years old used to spend their free time. Many parents would actually send their kids out of the house, saying, “Just be home when the streetlights come on.”

Not only was this type of unsupervised and unstructured play really fun, but it was great for kids, even if they sometimes came home with scrapes and bruises. It helped them learn to solve problems, get along with other people, work as a team, and bounce back when things didn’t go their way. It also helped them build confidence and independence, because they got to test their limits and learn from their mistakes and failures.
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On weekends and evenings, my brother and I would spend hours playing games in our rural Maryland backyard with our friends: hide-and-seek games with complicated rules, water balloon fights, and endless races. In the fall, we’d jump in leaf piles, and in the winter, we’d have snowball fights and make snowmen. When it was raining, we’d take our games inside. We had no phones and only three TV channels. —Sophia, born 1986
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When we were nine, my best friend and I built a shack in my backyard out of bits of lumber we took from a construction site, so that we could hide away from my parents and keep a stash of candy. It felt so great to have a clubhouse, which we built with our own hands. —Jon, born 1963
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I grew up in New York City, and my friends and I would play on the swings or the monkey bars or play games in the street. Even when I was seven or eight years old, I used to bike to Central Park on my own and ride around the park or rent ice skates. Kids would go home when it got dark. I loved having freedom. —Mary, born 1942



Try This!

Ask your own parents or grandparents what they used to do in the afternoon when they came home from school, or on weekends, or summer vacation. What was the most fun?
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DID YOU KNOW?
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Humans and other mammals aren’t the only creatures that play. Scientists have seen playful behavior in everything from birds to fish to reptiles. For example, baby alligators have been seen sliding down muddy banks as if they’re waterslides!1* If so many different types of animals spend time playing when they are young, it must be important.


[image: Playing Puts You into “Discover” Mode]
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Another reason that playing without anyone watching you or telling you what to do is important is that it puts you into “discover mode”: a confident, curious, fun state of mind where you feel free to take risks and push your limits. Every time you try something new or challenging and succeed (or even fail, but bounce back), you’ll feel a little braver trying new things in the future. And if you spend a lot of time in discover mode when you’re a kid and teenager, you’ll be more likely to stay in it as a grown-up.
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So why do many kids in your generation spend so little time playing outside with friends, and so much more time inside and alone—often on screens? In other words, why did “play-based childhoods” get replaced by “phone-based childhoods”?

There are many reasons, but here are two of the biggest:


The Great Rewiring of Childhood is the name for this giant shift in how kids and teenagers spent their time.


Beginning in the 1980s, many parents started getting nervous about letting their kids play out of the house unsupervised. Partly because of shows they saw on TV, parents worried that strangers would hurt their kids, even though crime rates in the U.S. began falling sharply in the 1990s.2 So they kept their kids inside.

In the meantime, screens got more appealing, more numerous … and more addictive.
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[image: What Was Technology Like When Your Parents and Grandparents Were Kids?]

It wasn’t like there were no screens when your parents and grandparents were kids. But things were very different.

People watched TV, but you couldn’t stream shows anytime you wanted (there was no Netflix or YouTube). Instead, you had to watch whatever was on at that moment.

If you wanted to see a movie, you had to go to the cinema or rent one from a video store. If
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	[image: bullet point] Girls who spend five or more hours each day on social media (which is surprisingly common!) are three times more likely to be depressed than girls who spend little or no time on social media.9

	[image: bullet point] Boys who spend five or more hours a day on social media are two times more likely to be depressed than boys who spend little or no time on social media.10

	[image: bullet point] When young adults who usually spend a lot of time on social media spend less time on it for a few weeks, they usually feel happier and less anxious.11

	[image: bullet point] When people block the internet on their smartphones, so that they can just use them as phones, most of them feel better and say that it’s easier for them to concentrate and pay attention to things.12
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FRIENDSHIP


[image: A line graph shows the percentage of American teens who say they often feel lonely, with separate lines for girls and boys from 1997 to 2021.]
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FREEDOM
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THE TECH WIZARDS’ TRAP





[image: ]







[image: ]




[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: MEET A REBEL; BEN SPALOSS; 22 years old, Nevada]










[image: ]





[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]



PENGUIN RANDOM HOUSE CHILDREN’S

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Puffin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

www.puffin.co.uk

www.ladybird.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in the USA by Rocky Pond Books, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC 2025
First published in Great Britain by Puffin Books 2026

Text written by Jonathan Haidt and Catherine Price
Copyright © Jonathan Haidt, 2025
Graphic novel and other illustrations copyright © Cynthia Yuan Cheng, 2025
Hand lettering by Mary Kate McDevitt

The moral right of the author and illustrator has been asserted

Cover Illustrations: Skateboarding figure by Cynthia Yuan Cheng
Emoji and Globe illustrations from Adobe Stock

Design by Maya Tatsukawa

ISBN: 978-0-241-80659-3

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All correspondence to:
Puffin Books
Penguin Random House Children’s
One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW




[image: ]

A card features a boy holding a skateboard. Text in the card reads ‘Jax. Likes skating, building.’ A card features a girl holding binoculars. Text in the card reads ‘Callie. Likes nature, hiking.’ A card features a girl wearing a guitar bag on her shoulders. Text in the card reads ‘Sophie. Likes playing guitar, science.’ A card features a boy waving while holding a smartphone. Text in the card reads ‘Alex. Likes funny videos, skating.’ A card features a girl holding her phone with both hands. Text in the card reads ‘Emma. Likes photography, crafts.’ A card features a boy sitting with a game controller. Text in the card reads ‘David. Likes gaming, playing piano.’
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