
PARENT ING: THERE'S NO APP FOR THAT 
BY AMY NICHOLSON 

As our family sat in the restaurant enjoying pizza 
and each other, I glanced over at the next table. There 
sac a father and his two sons. All three were on their 
smart phones, not talking, not looking at each other. 
They were silent, their expressions were blank as each 
was engaged with his own device. They were missing an 
opportunity. 

money, or sex and also while smoking, drinking, and 
gambling. Dopamine triggers are appealing during the 
high-stress teen years when kids are trying to gain the 
approval of their peers. It's not that all engagement with 
social media is bad. Kids just need to learn to strike a 
healthy balance between the cyber world and the real 
world. 

Technology is everywhere. Kids need it for 
homework, teachers use it in the classroom, doctors 
use it in their offices. Although there are many positive 
uses for technology, hyper-connectivity can be harmful, 
especially when it concerns social media. Sexual 
predators can disguise themselves online as young 
people, putting their victims in real danger. Even more 
prevalent perhaps than the fear oflosing our children to 
strangers is the risk we run oflosing valuable connection 
with our children when they are lost in cyberspace. 

What can we do to take our kids back? How can 
we help them look for love in the right places? We can 
protect our children by imposing restrictions, exhibiting 
control, and striking a balance. 

First, we need to understand the appeal of social 
media. Once we determine why our children are drawn 
to it, we can discern what we can do to help them 
make healthy choices. Years ago, there was a popular 
country song called "Lookin' for Love." Johnny Lee 
sang about "lookin' for love in all the wrong places." 
This same concept could account for the popularity of 
social media. It may be that our children are seeking 
the attention they need but are not receiving from their 
parents and their peers. 

In a popular interview with Tom Bilyeu from 
Inside Quest, speaker Simon Sinek summarized some 
research on the effects social media has on our brains. 
The December 2016 interview is called "Simon Sinek 
on Millennials in the Workplace," but the scientific 
claims can apply to people of any age, and not just in the 
workplace. Research has shown that the reason talking 
about yourself on social media is addictive is because 
it activates the sensation in the brain associated with 
pleasure and releases the neurotransmitter, dopamine. 
Dop · · l amme 1s re eased when we find pleasure with food, 
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RESTRICTIONS 

The supreme parental control is limiting access. 
Sometimes parents forget they have the authority to say 
no. Who said every seventh grader needs a smartphone? 
And if s/he is given one, an option to prevent overuse 
or misuse is co cake the phone away at night or turn off 
wi-fi or the router at bedtime. 

Seclusion also leads to increased internet usage. 
The more kids are alone in their rooms, the more apt 
they are to be on their electronic devices. How do we 
get kids, especially teens, out of their rooms? Food is 
one way. We can prohibit electronics at the dinner table. 
There is growing evidence to support the importance of 

sic-down family dinners. 

I know a mom who doesn't turn on the radio 
when her kids are in the car, let alone let them plug in 

headphones. When else do you have y~ur chi~~ alone 
in a confined space, just the two of you. Also, its non
threatening because you aren't face-to-face. S~oulder
to-shoulder is more conducive to conversanon and 
opening up at a deeper emotional level. E~en if yo~ don't 
go anywhere special or spend money, takin~ a dnve can 
be a good place to share time with your children. 
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■ 
CONTROL 

Parental controls are one way parents can 
attempt to guard against pedophiles. Companies like 
Norton market produces to help keep kids safe. They 
also have helpful articles about cyber safety for children. 

We as parents, especially of very young children, 
can and should sec limits, boundaries, and guidelines 
for our children. How else will they learn what is right 
and how to navigate the world of information and 
voices--boch helpful and harmful--that are forever at 
their disposal? We would do our children a disservice 
if we did not teach chem well. Teaching chem well is 
loving them well. 

BALANCE 

One way to teach kids to balance social media 
with real life is to model it for chem. As adults, we are 
just as guilty of being caught up in cyberspace as the 
kids, if not more so. Kids will learn from us. We are 
their first teachers. We have co understand just what an 
important role we play in the lives of our children and 
put our own phones away at dinner time, in the car, 
after school, and talk with our kids. 

Eye contact alone is so important in the bonding 
process with our children. In his article, "The Meeting 

Eyes of Love: How Empathy is Born in Us," which 

appeared in Psychology Today, Mark Matousek says, 
"The mother's eyes, especially, are a child's refuge, the 

mirror where children confirm their existence." How 

beautiful is that? We as parents can be our child's refuge. 

We can confirm their existence just by looking them in 
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the eye. We can't do this if we are staring at our screens 
all the time. Sure, we want to take pies and vids of our 
kids, but at what cost? What they really need from us is 
not a scrapbook so much as our presence. 

How many times do parents pick up kids from 
school and, instead of looking into chat young child's 
eyes and making sure they know that they are our whole 
world, we send out chat one more text? What is more 
important than insuring chat my child knows how 
much I love him or her? Kids learn most of what they 
know about the world at home. If mom and dad don't 
show their kids how important they are, they will think 
they aren't. And kids who don't know they are loved 
may not be able to show love to others. 

Maybe you are the type of parent who doesn't 
want to limit what your child is exposed to, but hopes 
s/he makes good choices nonetheless. Fair enough. Are 
you giving them viable options? If your son doesn't 
spend a couple hours after dinner playing video games, 
are you willing to play a few rounds of Uno or go out and 
toss the ball around? What kid wouldn't want to play 
with a real person instead of a virtual one? Especially 
when that Aesh and blood person is giving chem their 
undivided attention. 

We can't eliminate the electronics, but we can 
do our part to make chem less appealing. When they are 
young, we can limit the amount of electronics children 
own and activate parental controls, but as they grow, 
what we want for our children is to make good choices 
and strike a healthy balance, knowing what is truly 
important in the world and in life. Technology will 

always be with them, we won't. 


