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All the new electronic devices have distinct 
benefits, and kids beg for them. Most 
parents give in, not wanting their kids to 
feel left out. But excessive screen time can 
easily become addictive, inhibit adolescent 
brain development, affect schoolwork, 
impact relationships, and take away from 
learning vital life skills.  
 
The most effective way to manage screen 
time is to jointly establish boundaries for 
moderate use. Below is an aggregation of 
best practices adapted from numerous 
sources, actions that will help you and your 
child enjoy the benefits of screen-based 
devices, while avoiding the downsides. 
 

 
Get real about the benefits and dangers. The ideal way to begin is 
for you and your child to read Chapter 6 of How Your Teen Can Grow 
a Smarter Brain. (You may also want to read Dr. Victoria Dunckley’s 
book, Reset Your Child’s Brain, a thorough, evidence-based 
explanation of the dangers of excessive screen exposure). Then, in a 
discussion about the chapter, participate with your child in making 
two lists: a) the benefits of games, smartphones, and social media, 
and b) the potential dangers. Create the list with your child, and let 
your child do most of the talking. If something important is left out, 
add your own items to the lists.  
 
Agree on reasonable boundaries. In a follow-up discussion, establish 
guidelines for best use. State that the goal is not to ban the use of 
devices, but to achieve moderation—to enjoy the benefits while 
avoiding the downsides. The idea is not to “lay down the law.” 
Instead, get buy-in by giving your child the opportunity to offer 
suggestions. If you feel an issue is being overlooked, voice your 
concerns, ask for opinions and ideas, and then agree to reasonable 
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boundaries, along with fair consequences if not observed. The goal: 
our rules, not your rules. Some well-tested guidelines to consider: 
 
 Make it clear that using a device is a privilege, not a right. If 

you bought the device, you own it. If it’s misused, you can take 
it away. 

 
 No screens of any kind allowed in bedrooms or at the dining 

table. This includes game consoles, computers, laptops, 
tablets, e-readers, phones and TV.  

 
 Establish limits on the amount of time spent in front of screens 

each day (not counting academic work). A good rule of thumb 
is 2 hours per day. Another approach is to balance total screen 
time with total time spent in offline activities. 

 
 Make learning and development the top priority. Allow limited 

screen time only after chores, developmental activities, and 
homework are done. Since overuse can lead to poor academic 
performance, make use of device is contingent upon achieving 
good grades. 
 

 No violent shooter games. If you allow moderate video game 
use (half an hour a day, or up to an hour if your child is 
achieving top grades), exclude violent or action-based games, 
which feature the kind of imagery you don’t want to be 
reinforced in your child’s brain. Because of the realism, 
intensity and engagement of violent games, these games are 
the most addictive. There are thousands of fun games that 
don’t have these downsides: educational, sports simulation 
games, or strategy games (which have the benefit of exercising 
the pre-frontal cortex or PFC). My personal favorite game for 
building brainpower: chess. 

 
 No pornography, because it’s so addictive and can be 

destructive to relationships. 
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Consider giving your child a flip phone initially. It’s important to stay 
in contact with your child, and modern mobile phones make this 
possible. Smartphones are nothing short of miraculous, but aside 
from being expensive, they’re a portal to pornography, identity theft, 
cyber-bullying, social networking, sexual predators, and other 
hazards. A smart option is to give a younger child a flip phone until 
he or she proves they’re mature enough to use a smartphone 
responsibly. 
 
Affirm that what other parents allow is irrelevant. Other families 
may have different rules or no rules at all. They may permit or even 
encourage their kids to use electronic devices as often as they like. 
You’ll need to explain that screen technologies and general 
understanding of their impact are new, and many parents aren’t 
aware of the dangers.  
 
If possible, start young. If you have a child who hasn’t yet reached 
puberty and excessive exposure to screens isn’t an issue yet, you’re 
fortunate. You can establish understanding, boundaries, rules and 
consequences before your child experiences the kind of peer 
pressure that starts in middle school.  
 
Set an example. Your actions will always be the message your child 
believes. Like alcohol and drug use, you can’t be a heavy user and 
expect your teen to use in moderation. Be the kind of person you 
want your child to become. 
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Dr. Denny Coates is a parenting thought leader 
who writes about adolescent brain 
development for parents and adults who work 
with youth. His focus is to provide science-
based insights to help adults guide young 
people to develop their prefrontal cortex for 
executive/critical thinking skills in order to 
avoid the pitfalls of growing up and achieve 
optimum intellectual capacity for adult life. As 
CEO of Performance Support Systems, Inc., Dr. 
Coates has created award-winning brain-based 
programs and resources for parents, leaders 
and teams for over 30 years.  

A graduate of West Point (1967), he retired from the U.S. Army as a lieutenant 
colonel (1987). He earned his Ph.D. from Duke University (1977) and served on 
the faculties of the United States Military Academy, the Armed Forces Staff 
College, the College of William and Mary, Thomas Nelson Community College, and 
the Center for Creative Leadership.  

Dr. Coates is the creator of several online coaching and reinforcement programs 
for building communication skills and personal strengths: 

 Strong for Parenting – for parents 

 Strong for Families – for family therapists, school counselors and other 
helping professionals 

 Strong for Life – for teenagers 

 Strong for Performance – for adults in the workplace 

 20/20 Insight Gold – online individual, team and organization 
performance feedback surveys 

 

 



6 
 

Copyright © 2018, Performance Support Systems, Inc. Sharing authorized for educational purposes only. 
https://SmarterTeenBrain.com 

Dr. Coates is the author of How Your Teen Can Grow a Smarter 
Brain.  

For more about the book, visit SmarterTeenBrain.com. 

 

He is also the author of: 

 Conversations with the Wise Aunt – for middle school girls 

 Conversations with the Wise Uncle – for middle school boys 
 The Sacred Purpose – for administrators of youth sports programs 

Facebook author fan page: https://www.facebook.com/drdennycoates/ 

Blog: https://DrDennyCoates.com 

LinkedIn: Dr. Denny Coates 

Twitter: @DrDennyCoates 

 

 

 


