Childhood and Technology 

A study has revealed that in the United Kingdom, more children can manoeuvre around a tablet (59%) than swim (53%), tie their shoelaces or tell the time (50%) (The Huffington Post, 2014). 

The rise of technology is an important topic with technological advances growing along with the number of people, both adults and children, who use technology in their everyday life. More children than ever are now using digital devices. Research is continuously being done on technology usage including what possible effects it may be having on children with this being a relatively modern and contemporary issue in the twenty-first century. Technology first began to thrive in the 1970’s. Prior to this in the 1960’s, Marshall McLuhan came up with the term ‘The Global Village’. He predicted that individualistic print culture would soon be brought to an end by what he called ‘electronic interdependence’ (Liu, Volcic and Gallois, 2015).

It is also an important topic as it links in and relates to many other key contemporary childhood issues such as childhood experiences, their health and well-being and changing families. Technology has an effect on many aspects of children’s life and is contributing to changing their childhood in comparison to times when technology did not have such a big presence in society.

This essay will explore these issues in relation to how the digital age has impacted children, how it has changed childhoods and the advantages and disadvantages it has brought. 

Childhood can be seen as a ‘social construct’ as it is hard to argue what concisely defines what it means to be a child and what a childhood is. The concept of childhood is a contested issue. Kehily (2009) notes that some will argue that children are the same in the way in which they develop so therefore childhood does not differ in basic ways, however the notion of the concept of childhood is always socially and historically constructed (Kehily, 2009). Phillipe Aries (1960) first introduced the concept of childhood as being socially and historically constructed. One of Aries’ (1960) most famous statements is ‘in medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist’ (Woodhead, 2007, quoted in Edwards, 2015, p.125). Aries (1960) argued that people’s attitudes to children changed over time and with this came a new concept – childhood (Kehily, 2009). However, Cunningham (1992) suggests that Ariès meant that in medieval times childhood was not recognised and valued as a distinct phase (quoted in Clarke, date unknown). Children were thought to have been seen as ‘mini-adults’. Art from the middle ages depicts children in a very adult-like way. Children in paintings had adult-like facial features and bodies similar to an adult. This contributed to the idea of children being seen as ‘mini-adults’ with Aries’ (1960) study of medieval clothing reinforcing this idea. Younger children wore clothes consistent with adult fashion but at the age of seven children would then wear more adult outfits. Though in contrast to this, Pollock (1983, quoted in Clarke, date unknown) has opposing views. Pollock (1983) argues that our image of childhood cannot be based on such things along with sermons and other documentation removed from actual experience (Pollock, 1983, quoted in Clarke, date unknown). It was Aries’ (1960) interest that if children were present in art in medieval times, they were presented as small adults. It was also observed that parents may have been less emotionally attached to their children. In the seventeenth century and onwards, historians saw a change in the way children were presented in art. ‘Ordinary’ children were getting painted as opposed to pictures of baby Jesus and angels. This was seen as an important change (Aries, 1960). This change brought new sentiments. Children began to have more of a central role in families and moralists and writers on social life began to introduce the idea of children as fragile beings who need to be safeguarded and reformed (Edwards, 2015). Ideas about childhood kept growing and changing with the eighteenth century and nineteenth century associating children with nature and innocence (Kahily, 2009). Though children had often worked as servants and apprentices through history, the industrial revolution saw a high rise in children workers. Children often worked long hours in bad, dangerous factory conditions. They were used as they as they were small and nimble, easier to control and could also be payed less than adults. In 1833, the government passed an act to improve working conditions after cases were highlighted of children working in awful conditions (The National Archives, date unknown). After this came more changes to how children were viewed. In the 1940’s, services were set up to meet children’s needs. This was a big notion as it was reflected amongst policy makers that ‘children – as children – have particular needs because they are children and the state have a responsibility to ensure those needs are met’ (Kahily, 2009). By the end of the nineteenth century, attitudes towards children changed furthermore. The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to children (The NSPCC), The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and The Education Act provided huge changes to how children lived. Children were now going to school and were protected by laws, it is at that point in time that children were seen less as mini adults but as children (The National Archives, date unknown).
To date, thirty percent of children, aged two to three years old, own their very own tablet (The Huffington Post, 2014). Amongst tablets, other digital devices most used by children are televisions, computers, gaming consoles and phones. Studies by Ofcom (2020) found that ninety-six percent of children watch television for fifteen hours a week, forty percent play games for six hours a week and fifty-three percent go online for eight hours a week (Internet Matters, 2020). There are debates over recommended screen times as professionals are constantly researching whether screen time, which refers to the amount of time digital devices are used, can have negative impacts on children’s health and development and therefore do not have much evidence to back up guidelines. Children are able to access devices at home, out and about in the community and in educational settings as schools are increasing the amount of technology used. To understand how much technology impacts a child, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model is a good example. The theoretical model is about direct and indirect influences on children in regard to how it affects their learning and development. It involves five concurrent surrounding systems: macrosystems, exosystems, mesosystems and microsystems. (Wilder and Lillvist, 2018). Plowman (2016) says that boundaries between ‘home’ and ‘technology’ are now less distinct and explains in relation to Bronfenbrenner’s model that ‘the devices that may once have been thought of as being located within the microsystem are distributed across the concentric circles from the child at the centre to the outermost realm of the macrosystem’ (Plowman, 2016, p.198). Berson, R. and Berson, J. (2010) discuss Bronfenbrenner’s model and reconsider it in line with current times where technology is very prominent in children’s lives. They evaluate how virtual worlds interlink throughout all of the systems. They also discuss how it has been suggested that ‘current and emerging digital tools and virtual environments stretch the boundary of Bronfenbrenner’s model by providing new microsystems in which children interact and learn’ (Berson and Berson, 2010, p. 31). For example, there are now many online community websites for children such as Panwapa where children can speak to other children who share similar interests from all over the world. In a case study they discuss a child who uses this website. In school, she sends an email to experts on the website, thus expanding her intimate classroom environment. At home, which is an even more intimate setting, she accesses the website to speak to others in the global community, therefore expanding her home environment. These digital spaces are fusing different contexts and worlds which poses paradox’s to Bronfenbrenner’s model (Berson and Berson, 2010).
Technology is now commonly used for educational purposes. It is now often used for testing and exams, behaviour management, pastoral care, tracking and monitoring (Baker and Bielli, 2019) as well as a learning aid and resource. For example, pastoral care in schools sometimes use technology to ask children to check in electronically in relation to how they are feeling. Being able to use technology and being digitally competent is also a valued skill. In 2008, the Welsh Government introduced a Digital Competence Framework for schools to follow to help raise children’s digital skills. Going forwards from this, Professor Graham Donaldson has placed importance on technology and digital competency in his report Successful Futures (2015) and an emphasis will be placed on these skills with the new curriculum set to launch in 2022. Schools include technology in many aspects of children’s learning such as using iPads to play educational games, to take photographs of their work, watching videos or using the computer to carry out research. As the use of technology in school increases, in recent times there has been discussions over the future of exams. It has been proposed that instead of traditionally using a pen and paper that they will be done online instead (BBC, 2020). The way classrooms now operate differs hugely from previous generations where most work would just be done using a pen and paper, without the use of electronics. Hatch (2011) speaks about ‘updating the classroom’ and explains simply showing a video clip to children can engage them more in a lesson. Assistive technology is also an advance that is beneficial for children with additional learning needs. There are many different types of assistive technology but an example of how it could help is  an application that could speak a piece of text for a child who had visual impairments (Hatch, 2011). These technological advances in education have been positive changes for children. In the example of the assistive technology, many children would struggle today without the electronical help that can provide support. It also means classrooms are more interactive and playful for children in comparison to classrooms in the past which is an important aspect as children need stimulating environments. Access to technology in both educational settings and at home also means that children’s rights can be supported in relation to Article 17 of the United Nations Convention On The Rights Of The Child (UNCRC) in which children should be able to have access to information (Unicef).
However, whilst technology has led to educational progress, there are criticisms from a modernisation theoretical view. In the twentieth century, the western education system was exported. For example, having classrooms. March of progress theorists would say it is all progress, though is it important to consider the implications (Encyclopedia, 2020). An example of a teacher in Ghana recently highlighted this, his school did not have access to Microsoft Word and computers however to pass an international exam they had to be able to use the software. In order to try and help his learners, the teacher drew the interface of Microsoft Word onto a chalkboard to try and teach his students how to use it (CNN, 2018). In this instance, modernisation has put these students at a disadvantage. The concept of a ‘global divide’ in terms of technology refers to technological disparity between developed and developing nations (Talaee and Noroozi, 2019).
Whilst technology has many benefits to it, it can also have negative impacts. Sixty-six percent of parents are worried about how much time their children spend using digital devices (Internet Matters, 2020). The majority of parents also believe that their children are addicted to screen time (The Huffington Post, 2014). Screen time dependency is when an individual becomes obsessed with using devices. The use of technology has posed new concerns for children’s health, both physically and mentally and research is constantly being carried out. Kim, LaRose and Peng (2009) say with the correct approach and control of information and communication technology tools, it is an excellent way of learning and a good contribution to children’s learning process’ (Kim, LaRose and Peng, 2009, quoted in, Majali and Abdullah, 2020, p. 214). Though with uncontrolled use, ‘these achievements of civilization can easily harm the full development of the child, his psychological and physical health, including causing various personality disorders’ (Jackson, 2012, quoted in, Majali and Abdullah, 2020, p. 214).
A big issue in the negative effects of technology on children is their mental health. Experts of mental health have expressed concerns that using the technology and internet too much can impact and contribute to the development of psychiatric symptoms (Bremer, 2005). Studies have shown that excessive use of devices can have a number of effects on a child (Majali and Abdullah, 2020). Research was done in order to see the correlation between the psychological health of children who were addicted to the using the internet compared to those who were not. It showed that the children who were most addicted to the internet had the highest rate on the criteria of having emotional symptoms, peer relations problems, hyperactivity/inattention and behavioural problems (Majali and Abdullah, 2020). Studies have also showed that children who use devices excessively have more chance of having increased anxiety, depression and problems with communication (Majali and Abdullah, 2020). Screen time increases central nervous system arousal which worsens anxiety (Internet Matters, 2020). Another contribution to poor mental health is social media. Many children and young people are suffering with low self-esteem due to misrepresentations on social media. Social media allows people to post photographs depicting a certain life along with edited ‘selfies’ in which people can use applications on their devices to modify their appearance. Those who grew up in a generation without social media may dismiss the consequences of this however experts say it’s important to consider the complexities of this issue and the effect it is having (The Guardian, 2016). This also interlinks with cyberbullying. Children may have mean comments left on photographs that they post along with being sent hateful messages. The internet makes bullying easier as things can be sent anonymously. Whilst some communication done via messaging on social media, playing games on virtual words on consoles and texting can sometimes be beneficial, it also has drawbacks. Due to so much virtual communication, children can struggle to speak to others face to face. Studies have shown that some children and young people feel more confident speaking electronically than they do in real life (Farber et al, 2012), this had led to a decline in socialising face to face. Screen time also has other negative effects as a consequence of spending too much time on it. Children’s sleep cycles can get affected as blue light gets emitted from entertainment screens which tricks the brain into thinking it is still daylight (Internet Matters, 2020). There also physical effects, blue lights emitted from the screen can also damage eyesight which can cause vision to deteriorate over time (The Huffington Post, 2014). In Britain, a quarter of children are now obese or overweight when they start school. This rises to a third of children by the time they leave primary school aged eleven (The Guardian, 2020). Whilst there are a few contributing factors to this, the rise in sedentary behaviour, sitting inside using devices, has increased obesity levels. Children today also cannot retain as much information as past generations. Columbia University found when someone knows they have easy access to information, they are less likely to retain it (Internet Matters, 2020). 
The above paragraphs are all contributory points in how childhood has changed today. Buckingham (2000) has spoken about a ‘death in childhood’ thesis in which it is believed that childhood today has been lost a result in modern changes to society (Plowman, Mcpake and Stephen, 2010) and refers to ‘technology as causing the disappearance of childhood’ (Plowman, Mcpake and Stephen, 2010, p. 64). In 2000, The Alliance for Childhood said that it must be emphasised that there should be a focus on ‘healthy childhood essentials’ rather than technology, such as playing outside and reading books. A report followed this entitled ‘Tech Tonic: Towards a New Literacy of Technology’ in which it said that technology was responsible for irreversible effects (Plowman, Mcpake and Stephen, 2010). Plowman, Mcpake and Stephen (2010) speak about the report which states that childhood needs to be ‘reclaimed’ for children with others such as Bruner and Bruner (2006) naming gaming the ‘digital drug’.
Children often learn through observation and Majali and Abdullah (2020) point out that children in modern times are more likely to see their parents on their phone rather than reading books which has influential effects. A recent contemporary issue which has been debated is whether parents should share photographs of children on social media without their permission. It poses the question of whether it has an influence on children’s ethical perception of privacy (Gunel, 2018).
Technology has seen shifts in childhoods and family dynamics. It is now common to see children playing on portable video game systems whilst dining out at restaurants with parents (Hatch, 2011) along with tablets and phones which allow games on them and internet access to websites such as YouTube. It was found that fifty five percent of parents admitted that allowing children to use digital devices allows them ‘peace and quiet’ (The Huffington Post, 2014). Such devices are changing the functionalities of families. It is now said that we are in the era of the ‘digital family’ as functional theorists explain that technological advances bring imminent change (Lopez, Contreras and Cassidy, 2015). They argue that it alters family structures and deprives them of traditional functions. An example of this was made in 1922 when the car meant that young people could travel further for work ‘freeing them from parental observation amongst other things’ (Lopez, Contreras and Cassidy, 2015). Functional theorists could now argue that digital devices free parents from child observation as they rely on smart devices to entertain their children so that they can carry on with other activities rather than spending time with and interacting with them. In the seventies, it appeared that families were spending more time at home participating in ‘homely-leisure’ activities such as watching the television together as a whole family (Lopez, Contreras and Cassidy, 2015). However, in these times there is often more than one television in family homes or devices that you can watch programmes on. Instead of there just being a single television in the family living room, children and young people often have televisions in their own bedrooms to play video games on or have streaming applications on their own devices meaning they are spending more time apart doing separate activities at home. This also means that children and families are spending less time outdoors, going for walks and having outdoor play. Rather than going to play outside with their friends, children are mostly now choosing to play online with friends on virtual gaming worlds or speaking to them via online messaging. An example of this is that ‘teens manipulate a joystick instead of a baseball bat. The television has become a constant companion, replacing outside play’ (Livestrong, quoted in, Hatch, 2011, p. 21). Sitting inside watching television and playing video games are not the only sedentary behaviours seen today. Many children and families now choose to have car journeys instead of walking to their destination even if it is just a short distance away and choose to use lifts and escalators instead of using the stairs (Hatch, 2011).
It has also changed some children’s wants and aspirations in life. Greenfield’s Theory of Social Change and Human Development explains that as environments change, with technology being a big factor, that psychological development moves more towards individualism whilst traditional, community and family values decline (Uhls and Greenfield, 2011). These value shifts have been manifested in popular television shows for children and young people. Fame and wealth are highly individualistic values which in the last two decades have been increasingly portrayed in shows. Shows such as Hannah Montana which broadcasted on the Disney channel and had a global audience of over two hundred million depicted a young girl who had a secret life in which she was a famous performer (Uhls and Greenfield, 2011). Along with television shows came YouTube searches for such shows and online virtual fan clubs creating high presences online. Disney along with other such companies dominate the children’s market and have a big influence on children. A table was created of 16 values ranked by decade from 1967 to 2007. In 1967, Fame was ranked one of the lowest values being rank 15 and rose to number 1 in 2007. Along with Fame, Financial Success rose from rank 12 to rank 5. In comparison, in 1967 Community Feeling was ranked at the top of list at rank 1 and fell to rank 11 in 2007. Likewise, Tradition fell from rank 4 in 1997 to rank 15 in 2007 showing how the shift changed in those 10 years (Uhls and Greenfield, 2007). In addition to these television shows came a change in consumerism as merchandisers began producing toys, clothes, stationary and other various products branded with the television shows. For example, Hannah Montana colouring sets and t-shirts. Another way in which this value shift is happening is due to YouTube videos encouraging fame and consumerism. A new craze has occurred of children filming videos of themselves opening and unboxing toys and uploading these videos to the streaming website YouTube. Children essentially watch other, wealthy, children showing them their new toys (The Atlantic, 2018). One six-year-old YouTuber has over seventeen million followers with one video of him collecting eggs from his personal bouncy castle having nearly two million views (The Atlantic, 2018). This has seen a shift in consumerism as before children might have pointed out toys that they liked in shop windows whilst out with their parents or looking through a catalogue whereas now they see them being promoted by others online. These types of television shows and videos have to led to many children wanting to be rich and famous stars rather than having aspirations for more traditional jobs.
In summary, this essay has analysed and discussed how technology has changed and impacted children’s childhood’s today. Current research shows that there is an ongoing debate on whether technology is a positive or negative contribution to children’s lives. There are arguments for both debates with both beneficial outcomes and negative risks.  As Hatch (2011) points out, technology is now a part of modern life and will continue to advance and grow. Being digitally competent is now part of many job requirements meaning that it is in children’s best interest to be able to use devices efficiently. However, when it comes to screen time for leisure, more research is needed. There needs to be more evidence on how damaging using devices could potentially be and clearer guidelines for how they can be safely used. It is in this potential research that could see values and attitudes shift. It may reinforce the positives of technology or it may shift values back towards more traditional ones along with the reinforcement of more traditional activities such as outdoor play which has seen a big emphasis with the introduction of The Foundation Phase (2015). Overall, this paper has been able to identify that technology has changed childhoods considerably from previous generations where technology was not so present and constant in their lives. It has discussed changes to perceptions of childhood, how education has changed due to digital devices, explored possible health risks and analysed comparisons in values and family dynamics.
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