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WHY THIS GUIDE DOESN'T START WITH "PUT DOWN THE iPAD"

You've probably read a dozen articles about kids and screens. Most of them start the same way:
a scary statistic about screen time, a warning about what technology is doing to your child's
brain, and a list of rules to follow.

This isn't that guide.

I'm M.C. Davis — a cybersecurity professional with 25+ years across the Pentagon, Los Alamos,
Boeing, and IBM, a researcher at Harvard's Center for Digital Thriving, and someone who has
spent the last several years working directly with elementary-age children to understand how
technology actually affects them.

Here's what I've learned: the conversation about kids and screens has been stuck on the wrong
guestion. "How much screen time is too much?" sounds like the right thing to ask, but it misses
the point — the same way asking "How many minutes did you exercise?" misses the difference
between a joyful run and a resentful trudge on a treadmill.

The better question — the one this guide is built around — is: How does technology make your
child feel?

Not what you observe from the outside (glazed eyes, resistance to stopping). What your child
experiences on the inside (excitement, anxiety, restlessness, calm, boredom, connection,
loneliness).

When children learn to notice those internal signals, they develop something no screen time rule
can provide: their own compass for navigating digital life.

THE REAL QUESTION: HOW DOES TECHNOLOGY MAKE YOUR CHILD FEEL?

Your child's body is already telling them things about their technology use. The problem is,
nobody has taught them to listen.

When your child feels the pull to check their device one more time, that pull shows up in their
body first — as a slight acceleration of heartbeat, a restlessness in their legs, a tightness in their
stomach. When they've been scrolling too long and feel vaguely drained, that registers as
shallow breathing, slumped posture, and a foggy feeling they can't quite name.

These are called interoceptive signals — the body's internal messaging system. The difference is
that children are still developing the ability to notice these signals and connect them to what's
happening around them.
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This is what our program, MindfulBytes, teaches: not rules about screens, but awareness of how
screens make you feel. It's the difference between telling a child "stop eating candy" and
teaching them to notice that their stomach hurts after the fifth piece. One is an external rule that
disappears when you're not there to enforce it. The other is an internal skill they carry for life.

TEACHING PRESENCE, NOT RESTRICTION

Here's the hardest shift for most parents: moving from restriction to presence.

Restriction says: "You can have 30 minutes, and then you're done." Presence says: "Let's check
in — how does your body feel right now?"

Restriction creates compliance (when you're watching) and rebellion (when you're not). Presence
builds capacity that works whether you're in the room or not.

This doesn't mean rules don't matter. Boundaries are important, especially for younger children.
But boundaries alone don't build the internal awareness your child needs for the 18+ years of
independent technology use ahead of them. Rules are the scaffolding. Awareness is the building.

Here's what presence looks like in practice:

Before screen time: "Before you grab the iPad, check in with your body. How do you feel right
now? Remember that — we'll check again later."

During screen time: Instead of counting minutes, occasionally ask: "Hey, how's it going in there?
How does your body feel?"

After screen time: "How do you feel now compared to when you started? Same? Different? Do
you notice anything in your body?"

You're not looking for a specific answer. You're building a habit. Over time, your child starts
asking themselves these questions — without you in the room.

5 CONVERSATIONS TO HAVE WITH YOUR CHILD THIS WEEK

CONVERSATION 1: "What does your body do when you play [their favorite game/app]?" This
isn't "how do you feel about it" — it's about the body specifically. Does your heart go fast? Do
your shoulders scrunch up? Do you hold your breath during the hard parts?

CONVERSATION 2: "Is there a difference between screen time that makes you feel good and
screen time that makes you feel bleh?" Most children can identify this distinction immediately.
Creative play feels different from passive scrolling.

MindfulBytes | mindfulbytes.io | A program of NM-CCCR Page 3



CONVERSATION 3: "What happens in your body when you have to stop using a screen?" Some
kids feel fine. Some feel angry or frustrated. Some feel a physical pulling sensation. Whatever
they report is valid.

CONVERSATION 4: "Do you ever feel your phone/tablet buzzing when it's not actually buzzing?"
This is the Phantom Tether — and kids as young as seven report it. Curiosity, not concern.

CONVERSATION 5: "If you could describe how [app/game/video] makes your body feel using
weather words, what would you say?" Sunny? Stormy? Foggy? Calm? This gives younger
children a metaphor that makes body awareness concrete.

THE FAMILY DIGITAL RHYTHM

Instead of screen time limits (which focus on restriction), try building a family digital rhythm
(which focuses on awareness and intention).

Wake-up rhythm: Even 5 minutes of screen-free time in the morning establishes that the day
starts with the family, not the device.

Transition rhythms: Instead of a hard stop ("Time's up!"), try a transition practice: "Take three
slow breaths, then close the app."

Meal rhythms: The rhythm version adds awareness: "How did everyone's body feel today? Was
there a screen moment that stood out — good or bad?"

Bedtime rhythm: When do screens end before sleep? "How does your body feel right now? Is it
ready for sleep?"

Weekend rhythm: Build in check-in points: "You've been on for a while — do a weather check.
How's your body?"

The rhythm belongs to your family. Children who help create the rhythm follow it more willingly
than children who have rules imposed on them.

WHEN TO WORRY (AND WHEN NOT TO)

Don't worry when:

* Your child is deeply engaged in creative screen activities and loses track of time. Flow
states are healthy.

* Your child resists stopping screen time occasionally. This is normal at every age.
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* Your child can't articulate body sensations right away. Interoceptive awareness develops
over time with practice.

* Your child uses technology differently than you'd prefer.

Pay attention when:

* Your child consistently can't disengage from screens without significant emotional distress.

» Technology use is replacing sleep, physical activity, in-person relationships, or activities
your child previously enjoyed.

* Your child reports persistent physical symptoms tied to screen use that don't have other
medical explanations.

* Your child describes feeling like they "can't stop” or "don't know why" they keep scrolling.

* You notice a pattern where your child's mood is consistently worse after screen time, across
different types of content.

If you see these patterns, it doesn't mean something is terribly wrong. It means it's worth paying
closer attention.

YOUR NEXT STEPS

 Try one conversation from the list above. Tonight. Just one.

» Do a body check-in yourself before you look at your phone tomorrow morning.
» Download the companion guides:

* "Five Ways Your Child Connects with Technology"

* "Before You Click: Teaching Your Child to Listen to Their Body"

» Talk to your child's teacher.

« Visit mindfulbytes.io to learn more.

MindfulBytes is a program of the New Mexico Center for Cybersecurity and Cyberpsychology
Research (NM-CCCR), a 501(c)(3) nonprofit.

Learn more: mindfulbytes.io Research: cyberpsychologyresearch.io Contact: michael@merek.io

© 2026 NM-CCCR. This guide may be freely shared for educational purposes with attribution.
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