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INTRODUCTION
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Screens are part of life 
but shouldn’t become life itself.

Technology is thoroughly ingrained in all our lives and our children’s lives are no exception. From an early age, screens are a key source of entertainment for them and, like it or not, highly effective at keeping them occupied. By the school years, they’re needed for homework and are being used ever more in the classroom – no longer just for IT/computing lessons. Once our offspring reach the teenage stage, their social worlds would surely stop spinning without social media and messaging on whichever app is the hip thing of the moment.

But sometimes it can all get too much. Sometimes wouldn’t you appreciate a little downtime from the technological torrent that eats into our offline relationships? To actually talk to each other and do things together that don’t involve texting and messaging, tapping and swiping? If this is how you feel, this book might just help to unglue their eyes from those screens a shade more often.



No one is suggesting turning those gadgets and TVs off altogether or banning them – this would likely be impossible anyway as we need them for so many everyday activities – but it’s certainly wise to keep a lid on their use.

How much IS too much then?

Other than for the youngest children, recommending a set daily time limit isn’t especially helpful when there is such diversity in what they’re actually doing on their screens nowadays. Kids’ online time can be recreational, educational, social and functional and there’s a huge contrast between watching a wildlife documentary or researching your homework and playing a frankly mindlessly violent game, plus plenty in the middle of these extremes.

It’s surely more sensible to discern between good and bad screen activities and then limit these specifically. Define what they can do by category and roughly for how long daily – so, for example, “You’re allowed to use the games console and/or apps for an hour and can have 30 minutes of TV.” Keep an eye on things; look out for signs of overload and let them know that if they push it or start getting too obsessed and addicted, you can and will reduce their access.



Babies and toddlers

The early years are a crucial time for emotional and verbal development, so it’s especially unwise to take any chances in the baby and toddler years. Although the American Academy of Paediatrics recommends no screen time at all for this age group, realistically toddlers find some TV and apps entertaining and there are moments in life when we parents need screens to give us a short break so we can get on with things. It’s wise, though, to limit babies and toddlers to no more than an hour a day and keep that hour to decent quality programmes, designed specifically for this age group.

Try not to let handing over a smartphone or tablet become your default “keep them occupied” activity every time you’re in a café or on a long car journey – no TV programme or app can be a substitute for talking to your baby or toddler.



And for teenagers?

At the other end of the age scale, this phase deserves special mention, too, as the challenges of getting them away from screens magnify considerably, partly because they have their own gadgets, their social lives rely on messaging and it can be difficult to police their time online when they’re not with you. Plus, as well as using gadgets for longer spells, teenagers have a tendency to frequently nip onto their phone to message a friend or fleetingly check Instagram or TikTok.

Set ground rules about sensible usage, e.g. not after a certain time at night, during homework unless directly relevant and not at the dinner table.

On top of that, watch for warning signs that screens are causing problems – limiting social skills in person or impacting their sleep – and cut back accordingly if they are.

And of course this book has ideas for offline activities with teen appeal, some so good they might even want to post about them afterwards…



How to use this book

This is all about reminding the kids that you don’t have to be stuck to screens to have fun, but equally you probably have neither the time nor the inclination to turn yourself into some sort of jolly, home version of a children’s party entertainer. Nor do you want to be spending a fortune buying special kit.

All of the activities in this book are free or require fairly minimal equipment beyond what would normally be found in a typical family home. Some of the ideas do need parental input but how much will depend on your kid’s age and skill levels.

A few of them involve some internet or gadget usage beforehand as a kick-starter – realistically that is the quickest way to get instructions – but the heart of all of these activities is very much offline.

Some activities will be one-offs – after they’ve done it once, your child probably won’t want a repeat run – but we hope others will become firm favourites.



Some handy things to keep at home

If you’re really going to get stuck into this book, there are a few activities requiring common kit that’s worth stocking up on or keeping the next time some comes your way:


	Craft scissors

	Large cardboard boxes

	Strong glue

	Coloured paper and card

	Blank greetings cards









INDOOR FUN
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SIGN LANGUAGE CHALLENGE

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Graphic showing five bars, three of which are filled in, to show difficulty level 3 out of 5]

Learning basic sign language is relatively easy, a useful life skill and surprisingly appealing – especially if your child does so with friends and they can then use it to communicate together. Fingerspelling is an undaunting starting point – single signs for individual letters that can be used to spell out words. If they get into this, they could progress on to learning whole word signs.

What you’ll need


	A sign language guide (online is fine!)
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Semaphore is another, more unusual skill if they enjoy this…





FIND THE MOST EMBARRASSING OLD FAMILY PHOTOS

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 1 out of 5]

Dig out those long-neglected snaps from the attic and challenge your child to find the top three most embarrassing/amusing ones from days of yore. Prepare for much sniggering at your clothes and hairdos and comments of the “but you looked soooo young there, Mum”/“you had hair then, Dad…” variety.

What you’ll need


	A pile of old pics or albums
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You could stage a mock mini-award ceremony for the most cringeworthy outfit in a photo or worst hairstyle with home-made certificates or mini silver foil-crafted “Oscars”.





CHARADES

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 2 out of 5]

OK, you might have played this hundreds of times during your childhood Christmases, but for your offspring it’s probably still pretty fresh and fun. Pick a theme – films/TV is popular – and divide players into two teams. One person acts out words or phrases to their team-mates each round, with a timer providing a limit. Award points for correct guesses or make the winners the team with the lowest total time used for all their turns together.

What you’ll need


	An egg timer/phone timer

	At least four people to make up two teams
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The old ones are (sometimes) the best – they’ve stood the test of time for good reason.





BATH TIME AT THE WRONG TIME

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 1 out of 5]

Having a bath at completely the wrong time of day, with no rush to get to bed, keeps small children content for a spell when it’s throwing it down outside and they’ve already watched quite enough TV.

What you’ll need


	A bath

	Some waterproof toys and containers
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Part of the appeal of this activity is that it’s completely free and can be done anytime, but you can add some variety and extra interest by buying some cheap but non-toxic bath goo, crayons or special mouldable foam soap.





DIY SPA DAY

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 2 out of 5]

When there’s no queue for the family bathroom, let teens set up a “spa” at home. Hair and face masks can be knocked up with typical kitchen ingredients, such as yoghurt, oats, banana, honey, avocado and chocolate. Salt or sugar scrubs are simple to put together too. Enthusiastic experimenters can concoct their own formulations.

What you’ll need


	Kitchen ingredients

	Tubs/bowls

	Mixing spoons

	Mask and scrub recipes (these can be found online)
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This is perfect for a girly sleepover; let them have some friends over and spend the evening creating and using their spa potions.





CREATE A PERSONAL TIME CAPSULE

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 2 out of 5]

Find a box file and give it to your child to decorate and fill with lists of their dreams and goals for ten years’ time. They can also add photos and mementos of their life at the moment. It must then be well sealed and hidden away by a parent ready to be opened in the future – bringing back a flood of memories and insights.

What you’ll need


	Pens

	Paper

	A box

	Sticky tape

	Some photos







POWER OFF FOR A NIGHT

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 1 out of 5]

This is a one-off rather than something most of us would do on a regular basis: powering down not just gadgets but the lights and TV, too, can tick boxes for its novelty factor. Allow only wind-up torches and candles (supervised for younger ones), grab a pack of cards or some board games and tell spooky stories. Sweeten the blow of no screens and lights with the promise of a takeaway dinner – after all, the oven will be out of bounds too!

What you’ll need


	Candles and torches

	Games that don’t require mains electricity
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Useful to show children just how reliant we are on electricity for entertainment and daily life.





LEARN A NEW LANGUAGE

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 5 out of 5]

Challenge yourselves to learn a new language as a family over a set period and see how far you can all get with it. If you’re going abroad for a summer holiday, you might want to choose the destination’s language. If your child already learns one or two at school, perhaps encourage a more obscure option. Esperanto, anyone?

What you’ll need


	A “teach yourself” book and other materials, e.g. CD, for whichever language you’ve chosen. Online resources can be fantastic for language learning too – definitely an example of the potential positives of screens.
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The younger children are when they start to learn another language the better, but remember that some languages are easier than others to pick up.





THEMED PHOTO SHOOT WITH FRIENDS

DIFFICULTY:   [image: Difficulty level 3 out of 5]

A photo shoot where they have to gather props and costumes and make a temporary backdrop on a wall or booth requires plenty of preparation. Theme the shoot around vintage, grunge, silly hats, clashing clothing or a favourite book or film – whatever appeals.

What you’ll need


	An old white sheet or large paper roll for the backdrops

	Fabric/marker pens for any scene they want to create

	Masks, specs, interesting tops – raid the charity shop or grandparents’ attics for props and costumes
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A simple alternative: everyone draws a face/shoulders self-portrait on





SET UP A BOOK CLUB





	Books!
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INDOOR BALLOON SPORTS





	A balloon

	Some string

	Some paper or plastic plates for “tennis rackets”

	Sticky tape

	Lolly sticks







FILM A MUSIC VIDEO





	Instruments and soundtracks if needed

	Suitable outfits and accessories

	Materials and props to make a set if they want to go that far
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LEARN THE UKELELE





	An instrument (check out charity shops for second-hand ones to keep costs down)

	How-to tutorials
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CARDBOARD STAIR SLIDING





	At least one very large cardboard box (two will help smooth things out), masking tape and a staircase. Also a very considerable pile of pillows, cushions and duvets to soften landings at the bottom and to stuff under the card.







BOARD GAMES NIGHT





	Family classics such as Scrabble, Cluedo, snakes and ladders, dominoes and Connect4

	Pizza for half-time

	A score sheet if you’re making a tournament out of it
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A GOOD OLD GAME OF CARDS





	A pack of cards

	Knowledge of card games or a book of game rules
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BUILD AN INDOOR FORT






	Some chairs and a table to act as posts

	Sheets and quilts for cover

	Cushions for inside

	A torch, if it’ll be dark in there
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FIND A PEN PAL





	A pen pal

	A stationery set (take them to the shops to choose an appealing one)

	Supply of stamps
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START YOUR OWN MAGAZINE





	Paper

	Pens

	Printed photos

	A stapler to bind the pages together
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DOMINO RUN





	A LOT of dominoes

	Materials to make obstacles and extras, such as ramps (building bricks would work for this)

	A good deal of patience and concentration
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CONSTRUCT A HOUSE OF CARDS





	A pack of decent quality, newish playing cards (creased, bent old ones won’t do for this)

	A flat non-slip surface as a base
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PAPER AEROPLANE RACES





	Paper

	Colouring pens/crayons for decoration

	A tape measure to assess race winners

	Prizes for the most aerodynamic/furthest travelling plane
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STAGE A TV-STYLE SINGING COMPETITION





	Song sheets or a karaoke machine/app

	Stage area

	Different outfits

	Earplugs for nearby grown-ups!
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A FAMILY MURDER MYSTERY





	A murder mystery story

	Props
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CUSTOMIZE YOUR MONOPOLY SET





	Stationery supplies, including paper, card and pens

	A Monopoly set
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LEARN TO JUGGLE





	Juggling balls or bean bags
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RETRO PARTY GAMES FOR TEENS





	Presents with teen appeal for pass the parcel

	Some chairs

	A blindfold for blind man’s buff

	A list of games and their rules if it has been too long since they were little to remember them
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FOREHEAD DETECTIVE





	Post-it/sticky notes

	A pen
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THE “WHAT’S MISSING” GAME





	A tray and some objects. Choose a room that’s quite busy with belongings – it doesn’t work so well in a minimalist space.
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SOCK PUPPET SHOW





	Socks to make the puppets, decorations and fabric glue, and a little set and stage can be fashioned from a large shoebox or old cereal boxes.
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