
Digital Media and Developing 
Minds: What do we know? 

The Digital Media and Developing Minds 
conference held in New York presented a 
comprehensive and very useful set of pa-
pers from US and international speakers 
in a packed program from October 15-18.  

The conference was presented by Chil-
dren and Screens: the Institute of Dig-
ital Media and Child Development- a 
non-profit organization founded by Dr. 
Pamela Hurst-Della Pietra. Dr. Hurst-Del-
la Pietra was curious eight years ago 
to understand the cognitive and long-
term impacts of frequent technology use 
among her own children. She started the 
Institute in 2013.  

The range of themes tackled included 
technology use in early childhood;  dig-
ital media, mental health and relation-
ships;  digital aggression and media vi-
olence; problematic internet use/ gaming 
addiction; digital media and developing 
bodies; impacts on cognition; cellphones 
in schools; privacy; and upcoming re-
search questions.  

The “Laps and apps” session with Rachel 
Barr, Sarah Coyne, Justine Cassell,  and 
Kathryn Hirsh-Pasek emphasised that 
children learn best through personal in-
teraction , and technology use should not 
be allowed to disrupt that: it should be a 
prompt not a partner  for children. Hirsh-
Pasek said “We are humans born to need 
humans”. 
 
Referring to the lack of studies on some 
issues, Tom Robinson from Stanford 
Solutions Science Lab said that in areas 
where it would be unethical to do re-
search to prove some media impacts are 
damaging,  the demonstration of a suc-
cessful intervention to reduce a problem 
is very useful.
 
Doug Gentile moderated, and Craig  
Anderson, Sandra Calvert and Tom 
Hummer contributed to, the panel ses-
sion on modern methods in the study of 
media violence, and Brad Bushman gave 
a keynote “Is exposure to media violence 
linked to aggression and violence in the 
real world?” 

The 4 speakers in the Developing bodies 
session (Carter, LeBourgeois, Robinson 
and Zadnik discussed the latest research 
in the fields of orthopaedics, sleep,  obesi-
ty  and vision.  For better vision children 
should be exposed to natural light and 
spend time outside. 

A stirring address was given by Tristan 
Harris of the Center for Humane Technol-
ogy.  Harris is critical of the race to the 
bottom to keep our attention in the digital 
world.  For business models, maximising 
and keeping our attentions is vital.  Their 
research showed that 70% of Google 
traffic was generated by algorithms  not 
human choice.   If we are to solve these 
issues, Harris says we have to recognise 
our vulnerabilities and stop companies 
exploiting our kids. He set out 4 remedies  

http://humanetech.com/problem/

Equally challenging was the paper on 
the invasion of children’s privacy, given 
by Serge Egelman, Director of Useable 
Security and Privacy at the International 
Computer Science Institute (ICSI), an in-
dependent, non-profit research organiza-
tion located in Berkeley, California, USA  
His research “Won’t somebody think of 
the children” Privacy Analysis at Scale: A 
Case Study With COPPA. Proceedings on 
Privacy Enhancing Technologies. (Rey-
es I, et al 2018.)  showed that despite the 
protections of the US COPPA Act  (and  

Australia lacks similar legislation) some 
57% of free apps designed for families 
(a sample of 5855) were in potential vi-
olation of the Act.  He found the viola-
tions often arose from 3rd party services 
included with the apps, plus platform 
providers not enforcing their own terms.  
Many data brokers provided lists of chil-
dren’s personal data to almost anyone 
without checks. 

https://content.sciendo.com/view/ 
journals/popets/2018/3/article-p63.
xml

The Washington Post recently provided a 
good overview of Egelman’s findings in 
which he stated:

“Unlike most products, where consum-
er harms may be obvious to consumers, 
parents in most cases have no way of 
knowing whether their child’s data is 
being tracked or transmitted. Consumers 
can help by demanding more transparent 
disclosures from the app developers and 
third-party advertisers that help them 
generate income — and by deleting (and 
reporting) apps that do not comply.”

https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/ the-switch/wp/2017/07/27/
we-tested-apps-for-children-half-
failed-to-protect-their-data/?utm_ter-
m=.52443e6b6c26
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The vexed question of mobile phones in 
schools
The NSW Government is conducting a review of 
the risks and benefits associated with the use of 
mobile digital devices, primarily smartphones. 
The review is examining the policies, practices 
and views of both government and non-
government schools in NSW. Public submissions 
closed on October 19 and a report is expected 
towards the end of the year. ACCM made a 
submission which can be found on our website at  

https://childrenandmedia.org.au/taking-
action/accm-submissions

ACCM acknowledged the many facets of the 
issue. On the one hand, mobile phones are 
thought to distract students, have an impact on 
sleep and wellbeing, and harm relationships 
with family and friends; on the other, mobile 
phones are seen as an integral part of modern 
communication that can provide a valuable tool 
for supporting student learning. 

Phones also have a role to play in family and 
social relationships. At a time when parents are 
increasingly concerned with their children’s 
welfare, mobile phones provide a ready means 
to communicate. Many parents are comforted in 
the knowledge they can be easily reached and can 
readily respond. Phones also allow monitoring 
of a child’s health issues. 

Questions arise, however, as to whether the 
corresponding instant availability of parents to 
their children inhibits the potential for a child 
to develop personal responsibility and decision-
making skills, resilience in the face of danger and 
confidence to operate in the world

Mobile devices also raise a risk of harm to 
children’s healthy development from social 
media, in which many children, unable to self-
regulate, engage relentlessly. Some kinds of 
content, such as gaming and gambling, raise real 
risks of an addiction-like effect. The impact of 
this is significant, with studies showing increased 
depression, mood swings, loss of self-esteem and 
reduced personal empathy

There may also be risks to children’s development 
associated with electromagnetic radiation from 
mobile devices. This is a controversial field 
and varying views are held in the scientific 
community. 

As to the education of children more generally, 
mobile phones have numerous benefits. As 
a teaching tool mobile phones are effective, 
efficient and available. In addition, they allow 
for the student voice to be heard. In a classroom 
where the teacher manages activities with clear 
direction and sound expectations, individual 
lessons can be enhanced. However, the opposite 
is true where this does not happen. 

There is little doubt that time on phones has an 

impact on learning opportunity. 
Phones can distract from the 
task at hand. There is also the 
propensity for children to spend 
too much time on their phone 
at home, thereby influencing 
study habits, play time and, 
most significantly, sleep habits.

There are multiple considerations 
that need to be taken into 
account in determining the appropriate position 
on mobile phone use and availability in schools. 
These considerations will be due different weight 
in different schools at different times, and talk of 
a total ban on mobiles in schools across the State 
fails to recognise this need for contextuality.

Other Australian bodies have commented on 
the issues, with the Centre for Independent 
Studies arguing that several factors are likely to 
contribute to the negative educational impact 
of phones and other personal electronic devices 
in classrooms. One of the most powerful is 
distraction, both for the student and for their 
classmates. But even if phones, tablets or laptops 
are being used for educational purposes such 
as note-taking, there is substantial evidence 
this is not optimal for learning, with numerous 
studies showing that writing notes by hand 
leads to better comprehension and retention of 
information than typing. There is also emerging 
evidence that reading on screens is different in 
quality to reading on paper.

The issue was the subject of a lively panel at the 
US Digital Media, Developing Minds conference 
in October (see P1). Arnold Glass, Professor of 
Psychology at Rutgers University has, for the 
past 10 years, collected detailed information 
about how cellphone, social media and search 
engine use has affected college and homework 
behaviour, and hence academic performance. He 
found that when students divide their attention 
between an electronic device and the instructor 
in a lecture, it ultimately results in a decline in 
performance on the final exam from 87%  to 
80% correct, The use of search engines has made 
it possible for students to improve homework 
performance, but because this involves much 
copying,  this increase is correlated with a decline 
in exam performance.  

More info about the NSW review, please email: 

review-mobiledevices@det.nsw.edu.au
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Positive Parenting Webinar #4
Would you Get off Your Screens? Please :) 

              
Dr Justin Coulson

November 22 2018

www.eventbrite.com.au/e/positive-parenting-
webinar-4-would-you-get-off-your-screens-please-

tickets-51693455517
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Young people’s awareness of  
gambling advertising
Research has demonstrated that the pro-
motion of gambling, particularly in asso-
ciation with sport, may have a significant 
impact on shaping young people’s atti-
tudes towards gambling. However, few 
studies have investigated where young 
people recall seeing gambling advertising, 
and whether they perceive that advertising 
restrictions have gone far enough in reduc-
ing exposure to these promotions.

New Australian research has shown that 
young people are heavily exposed to gam-
bling advertising and promotion across a 
wide range of media platforms, including 
social media. Young people themselves 
are aware and critical of the extent, intent 
and impact of gambling promotion, and 
their exposure to this promotion. They are 
aware that gambling promotion brings fi-
nancial benefits to both sports and media 
organisations, but believe that more should 
be done to protect them from this form of 
promotion. 

The authors of the study conclude that 
‘there is now a clear body of evidence con-
firming that the current regulatory systems 
for gambling advertising are ineffective’.

Thomas, Samantha L., et al. “Young 
people’s awareness of the timing and 
placement of gambling advertising on 
traditional and social media platforms: 
a study of 11–16-year-olds in Australia.” 
Harm Reduction Journal 15.1 (2018): 51.

Screen time and child development
Two US studies have added to  evidence 
on the effects of screentime on child devel-
opment.

A study recently published in  The Lancet 
looked at the relationship between cog-
nition in 8-11 years olds and their daily 
recreation screen time, sleep duration, 
and physical activity. Using data from a 
10-year longitudinal study involving 4524 
children, the authors found that children 
meeting recommendations for limited 
screen time (<2 hours per day) and those 
meeting recommendations for both screen 
time and sleep duration performed better 
on measures of global cognition.The re-
searchers suggest that although these cor-
relations do not prove a causal direction, 
the data add to an emerging picture that 
too much screen time disrupts and/or dis-
places the normal social interactions (e.g. 
from parents) on which normal human de-
velopment relies. 

Walsh, J.J., et al. 2018. “Associations be-
tween 24 hour movement behaviours and 
global cognition in US children: a cross-sec-
tional observational study. “The Lancet 
Child & Adolescent Health, 2(11), pp.783-791.

Another US study examined a large na-
tional random sample of 40,337 two to 
17-year-old children and adolescents, look-
ing at comprehensive measures of screen 
time (including cell phones, computers, 
electronic devices, electronic games, and 
TV) and an array of psychological well-be-
ing measures. 

Above one hour per day, more hours of 
screen time were associated with lower 
psychological well-being, including less 
curiosity, lower self-control, more distract-
ibility, more difficulty making friends, less 
emotional stability, being more difficult 
to care for, and inability to finish tasks. 
Among 14- to 17-year-olds, high users of 
screens were more than twice as likely to 
ever have been diagnosed with depression, 
treated by a mental health professional or 
have taken medication for a psychological 
or behavioral issue in the last 12 months.
Associations between screen time and low-
er psychological well-being were larger 
among adolescents than younger children.

Twenge, J.M., Campbell, W.K., 2018. 
“Associations between screen time and 
lower psychological well-being among 
children and adolescents: Evidence from 
a population-based study. “ Preventive 
Medicine Reports. V 12, Pp271-283

Advertising everywhere in apps for 
children
In a new study of the most downloaded 
apps for children ages 5 and younger, re-
searchers from the University of Michigan 
Medical School  spent hundreds of hours 
playing 135 different games and found ad-
vertising in almost all of them

Of the 135 apps reviewed, 129 (95%) con-
tained at least 1 type of advertising. These 
included use of commercial characters 
(42%); full-app teasers (46%); advertising 
videos interrupting play (e.g., pop-ups 
[35%] or to unlock play items [16%]); in-
app purchases (30%); prompts to rate the 
app (28%) or share on social media (14%); 
distracting ads such as banners across the 
screen (17%) or hidden ads with mislead-
ing symbols such as “$” or camouflaged as 
gameplay items (7%). The researchers con-
cluded many of these examples seemed to 
violate US  rules around unfair and decep-
tive advertising.

Advertising was significantly more prev-
alent in free apps (100% vs 88% of paid 
apps), but occurred at similar rates in apps 
labelled as “educational” versus other cat-
egories.  

Meyer, M., et al. 2018. Advertising 
in young children’s apps: a content 
analysis. Journal of Developmental and 
Behavioral Pediatrics: DOI: 10.1097/
DBP.0000000000000622

WORLD NEWS EVENTS

ACCM is a national, community-based, 
not-for-profit organisation. We  rely  on  
your generous support to continue our 
work 

You can support us by:

• Becoming a member
• Making a donation today. 

(Donations of $2 or more are tax 
deductible).

• Providing a link to our website or 
mentioning our services on your 
website or in your publication.

• Writing to your local and federal 
Members of Parliament.

• Liking us on Facebook or 
following us on Twitter

For more information see:

childrenandmedia.org.au/accm/ 
support-us

SUPPORT ACCM

Be the change:  
Leaving no one behind

Family & Relationship Services 
Australia National Conference 

20-23 November, 2018
Pullman Cairns International Hotel, 

Cairns

frsa.org.au/frsa-national-
conference-2018/

**********
Asian Animation Summit 2018

November 28 to 30
Seoul, South Korea

aas.kidscreen.com/2018/

***********
Kidscreen Summit

Exploring every angle in kid’s 
entertainment

February 11-14, 2019
InterContinental Miami, USA

summit.kidscreen.com

*************
Free student wellbeing webcasts 

from GenerationNext
Free programs streamed live in 

your school

March 8 and 9, 2019

www.generationnext.com.au/
seminars/student-programs/
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