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PART 1
Davies defines media as ‘a communicative form, in other words a channel or conduit through which information is passed’ (Davies, 2010: 14).  The development and changes in media due to advances in digital technology over the last few decades have significantly impacted on the lives and experiences of young children who are exposed to it more and more (Davies, 2010; Palmer, 2015; Kidron and Rudkin, 2017).  Ofcom (2015) provides evidence of increased use by young children (estimated 53% of 3-4-year olds, and 69% of 5-7-year olds) accessing technological devices such as tablets.   Longitudinal research evaluating the long-term impact of digital media on children’s personal, social and emotional development is still needed, as technology is new and constantly changing (Davies, 2015; Palmer, 2015; Buckingham, 2009). However, research to date shows contrasting views as to whether the impact is positive or negative, and these will be critically evaluated, with a specific focus on play.
According to Davies (2010) and Palmer (2015) there are universally recognised stages of biological growth and development in all children and all children naturally play.  UNCRC (1989) states that play should be ‘fun, uncertain, flexible and non-productive…. initiated, controlled and structured by children (Palmer, 2015: 249).  
The development of portable devices on which digital apps can be downloaded to provide online games, YouTube videos and films has resulted in a decline in more traditional outdoor play and replaced by screen-based techno-play, often solitary in bedrooms (Sibak and Ugar, 2010, Palmer, 2015).  According to early childhood educators, psychologists and medical experts this has had a negative impact on children’s physical and mental wellbeing (Gaunt, 2013; Palmer; APA, 2016). Nicol (2013) stresses that young children learn through their bodies and movement, through exploring their physical environment and that traditional free play is the child’s most natural way for enhancing well-being. Sharkins et al. (2015) refers to studies that indicate the rise in obesity because of children’s use of screens which detracts from their time to be physically active.  Their research also indicated that the use of tablets can cause nightmares and sleeping disturbances in some children.  The impact of technology on a young child’s eyes and developing brain has also been raised as a concern that needs further research (Faltas and Nicholson, 2017).
Kidron and Rudkin (2017) warn, in the Digital Childhood Report, of the temptation for adults to use devices as electronic babysitters.  Causes for concern began in the 1980s with all day television, but with portable digital technology there is increasing concern that children are not receiving the real face-to-face interaction they need for emotional and literacy development (Palmer, 2015).  
Virtual games marketed to young children, such as, looking after interactive pets, can be confusing for some children who are not yet able to distinguish reality from fantasy (Jenkin, 2015).  According to Bleckman (2016) and Black et al. (2013) these types of technologies limit creative thought by offering a limited choice of pre-determined options. Such games have also been accused of being addictive as they are designed along the same principles as Skinner’s theory of reward reinforced behaviour (Lewis, 2017).  
Media is controlled by the marketing industry whose aim is to sell products which is often done though specific branding and advertising linked to websites children access (Buckingham, 2009; Palmer, 2015).  According to Palmer (2015) this has created a consumerist culture which has impacted on children’s identity and self-worth, as a person is valued by what outward appearance and ownership of the latest toy or gadget.  Black et al. (2013) suggest that that these multimedia artefacts create narratives which form attitudes in children which links to Gerber and Gross (1976) Cultivation theory. 
Paige-Smith and Craft (2011) consider technology play as ‘opportunities for increased and extended playfulness, possibilities and participation in plural places (2011: 15).  Mavoa et al. (2017) research suggested that playing computer games, such as Minecraft, involved creativity, problem solving and enjoyment, and could be extended to scaffold learning in real life. Brown (2015) and Plowman et al. (2011) agree with the educational value of many technology games.  There is also good evidence that when adults watch and play digital games with children showing sustained shared interaction during and afterwards, language development is aided (Palmer, 2015).
Buckingham (2009) in his review of the research literature on media literacy for young children highlighted that often the aspect of simple entertainment of cartoons and humorous videos and games, for example, is central to children’s experience of technology play, and adds to their well-being.  
Bazalgette and Buckingham (19997) refer to what they term, ‘moral panic’ when adults consider changes that occur as a result of technology developments and it may be that as Rinaldi (2006) states, a ‘pedagogy of listening’ to children rather than making judgements based on personal assumptions and past ways of doing things, will be needed to respond positively to technological developments that occur.
PART 2
Hubbard (2017) lists fourteen official Disney Princesses who are cultural icons and representations of an idealized girlhood. ‘The Disney princess is more than just the character within the movie, but instead a role model and friend for children to look up to’ (Wholwend, 2011). The Disney Princess brand extends beyond the film character to cultural websites, shops, toys, clothing, books, birthday parties and even parks, and there is debate as to the positive or negative influence this has on young girls’ interpretation of gender role, body image, social behaviour, play and cultural norms (Hubbard (2017). A contrast between the electronic media Disney princess and the original fairy-tale princess in print form, will be used as an example to highlight how media can have an impact.
Palmer (2013) states that Disney Princess celebrity characters embody a distinct dress-code and personality that is linked to gender stereotypes and female objectification.  She believes that the marketing of the ‘princess culture’ that is linked to merchandise, fashion, digital apps, games, YouTube videos, films, music etc and fashion is encouraging consumption, screen viewing and a premature self-consciousness in young children all of which inhibits their natural play. My Little Princess website (2018) who organise princess parties for young girls boasts of 22 0000 likes on Facebook. Often the related collectible princess ‘barbie dolls’ encourage western cultural values of shopping, paying more attention to body than soul or mind, instead of enabling children to be physically and emotionally free to develop naturally without undue care for spoiling clothes or looking and acting like a mini adult.
Wohlwend’s (2011) literature showed that young girls exposed to Disney films form a personal and group identity as a consequence of all the media and related merchandise, ‘sparkly mermaid costumes, glittery seashell jewellery, pink and aqua sportswear, fairy dust, bubble bath, lip gloss and make up kits’ (2011: 12) which influences their ways of talking, dressing, playing, speaking and writing.  However, her research as to whether this provoked gendered play, found that it did not, as boys and girls exhibited archetypal traits rather than socially constructed gendered ones. Lemish (2015) suggests that children exercise a certain amount of free agency in selecting and interpreting media content and do not necessarily internalise values, belief systems and cultural expectations blindly.  The Disney princess culture enables young children to form groups of friendship with a common them enabling them to express themselves and have fun (). However, Burns (2011) notes that many children model the Disney film characters such as speaking in ‘cartoon voices’ and repeating lines from the films over and over again, and that the impact of this is that their play is limited to what they have seen and lacks imagination.
Hayes and Tantleff (2010) found that there was no significant negative impact on girls aged 3-6  body image or appearance or related play behaviour after exposure to Disney Princess media and merchandise, although almost half the girls reported worrying about their weight and wanting to be thinner and a third wished they could change something about their physical appearance such as hair, skin colour or weight. Dohnt and Tiggerman (2006) conclude from their research that media has a significant influence on young children’s body image and that young girls are influenced by their social- cultural environment which today places an undue emphasis on appearance.  This links with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system theory.  Davison et al. (2003) suggests that weight concerns at this age have been linked to eating disorders at older ages. 
A more recent longitudinal study by Coyne et al. (2016) on 198 boys and girls aged 3- 6.5 found no effect on the girls’ self-esteem, positive social behaviour or gender-specific behaviour, but added that a longer follow up period may reveal a detrimental effect.  Two British newspapers, ‘The Guardian’ and the ‘Daily Mail’ published inaccurate information about the results of the study saying, ‘Disney Princesses such as Elsa from Frozen can damage young girls’ body esteem’. In fact, the study reported that the boys in the study showed higher body esteem and more social behaviour (NHS, 2016).  This can be an example where the media itself has its own agenda and cultivates attitudes that are based on misinformation for their own purposes. Gill (2016) suggests that media reviews of the characters are often misrepresented as being stereotypically feminine such as passive, innocent, beautiful, needing a man to save her, which she believes are inaccurate portrayals. She advocates for more research on children’s interpretations. Influences on gender, body image, self-esteem and behaviour cannot be isolated to one aspect such as Disney Princess celebrity culture of Disney as there are many additional factors that influence children such as family, music videos, teachers and other social media (NHS, 2016).
Baldwin (2015) advocates a Steiner perspective in which all electronic media and related merchandise is considered negative and avoided.  Instead, children are told the fairy stories in their original rich language, allowing children to create their own images of how characters look.  This develops creative and imaginative thinking and does not impose and imprint powerful and permanent images onto a child’s mind of an animated Disney image of Snow White, for example, with small waist, big eyelashes, flowing skirt, which most of us are familiar with. 
The artist, Alexsandro Palombo, in an artwork portrayed the Disney Princesses, such as, Princess Jasmine, as a double amputee and a Prince Charming trying to fit the glass slipper onto Cinderella’s prosthetic, and posed the question ‘Do you still like us?’ to draw attention to the stereotypical perfect Disney Princess that excludes people without limbs (Murray 2014). He believes that Disney Princess stereotypes alienate those who do not match up to the ‘ideal’. Barrett (2013) whose son is autistic has found that the simple storylines and stereotypical roles portrayed in Disney films have been a vehicle for him to understand his emotions and relationships with his mother and sister.
Bettelheim (1976) believes that the traditional fairy-tale characters in print form are androgynous and offer positive ways for children to recognise and overcome fears that all children share.  Trites notes that in the Little Mermaid fairy-tale Andersen ‘offers women several paths toward self-realization, so the message to children is much more far-sighted than Disney’s limited message that only through marriage can a woman be complete’ (Trites, 1991: 151).  Anderson’s original fairy-tales have strong overtones of Christian allegory and this also has its critics.  Whether the fairy-tale princesses are Anderson or Disney adaptations a process of socialisation through the medium is at work passing on moral lessons, values and attitudes which is indicative of Social Learning Theory where good behaviour is rewarded and bad punished (Davies, 2010). Carlson et al (1998) highlights that diverse groups have different values and gives the example of the Mennonite religious community where girls are expected to take on traditional feminine roles of home-making.  The community do not allow any technology nor fairy-tales to be told.  There is no celebrity culture, the girls learn social roles and gendered expectations though modelling adults in the community. This raises the question as to the rights of the child versus the right of the community to their religious ideology and whether the influence in the long term is positive or negative.
Media Mass Communication Agenda Theory in Disney Princess culture can be noted in the way that, in the 1990s, Disney studios made a conscious decision to change the character of the most recent Disney Princess in Frozen to make the prince evil and the love between two sisters save the day and not the prince (Tucker, 2017).  Tucker (2017) states that films and their characters influence children’s beliefs so what message does this give boys and young girls about boys? 
Princess Charlotte presents another, but real, version of a princess.  At the age of two she is already a celebrity icon that some mothers choose to emulate by dressing their own children in the same British heritage fashion style encouraged by media marketing (Clack, 2017).  One wonders to what extent the Disney princess culture will influence Princess Charlotte, and whether, over time, she will have a greater influence on young girls’ body image, gender-role and social behaviour.
PART 3
Plowman et al. (2011) state that parents play a key role in supporting and safeguarding their children with regards access and use of technology.  Digital literacy and competency is necessary for daily life in 21st century and children need to learn how to use it effectively and appropriately to communicate with others, for school study and knowledge, and for entertainment (Chalfen, 2010).  There is, however, debate as to what age children should be introduced to technology, and what long term impact technology has on children since outcomes of longitudinal studies do not exist (Sharkins et al. 2015; Wang et al. 2010). 
Parents and practitioners have a moral and legal responsibility to provide and safeguard children (Beach, 2010). UNCRC (1989) Article 17 states that children are vulnerable and are entitled to special safeguarding and protection by the State and others, and at the same time they have rights (Davies, 2010).  However, according to Lemish (2015) what is best for the child is subject to diverse cultural, religious and ideological values, and thus not agreed upon.  
The UK Government Byron Review of Internet Safety (2008) established a list of recommendations to improve digital safety and to educate and build resilience in young children through offering e-safety courses for children and parents, many of whom lack knowledge of social media (Frith, 2015; Davies, 2010). Parent Port and Ofcom are both organisations where parents can register complaints against media and marketing strategies (Palmer, 2015).  However, the internet is not so easily regulated, and the risks of children being exposed to adult material with sexual and violent content, even in news reports, which many young children find distressing, is high (Buckingham, 2009). Lemish (2015) warns parents that all media can act as an ’alternative form of schooling’ that may not be welcome, and therefore to show responsibility in what content children are exposed to. 
Supporting and safeguarding children in digital media requires knowledge of child development and age appropriate technology and guidelines for parents and practitioners on this can be found in the Digital Childhood Report (2017).  Risks and challenges are listed, for example in the 3-5-year category parents are alerted to the risks of using devices for ‘babysitting’ as this does not meet the needs of the young developing child who needs parental attention and it may encourage formation of negative digital habits.  Children, and some parents, are unaware that web use is tracked, that one has a digital footprint, that cyberspace is ever changing and what may be safe today is not tomorrow (Davies, 2010). Parents need knowledge of anti-spam and anti-virus software to protect personal data and identity and block harmful content and adults are responsible for providing this (NSPCC, 2016).  Knowledge of how to block certain websites, create passwords and install time limiting software are digital skills necessary for safeguarding children (Safe Internet, no date).  The Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP) ‘thinkuknow’ website also offers parents and teachers videos about Internet Safety and age appropriate content.  It provides child friendly videos such as ‘Lee and Kim’ (suitable for 5-7-year olds) which alert children to the fact that a ‘friend’ online may not be a friend, but a stranger who has ulterior motives. It also advises on ways to protect identity privacy and recognise suspicious hyperlinks and grooming chat sites (CEOP, 2011).  
The American Association of Paediatrics states that the role of parents is to be a media mentor ‘teaching children how to use it as a tool to create, connect and learn’ and they recommend a Family Media Use Plan to establish rules and routines to determine how each member in the family is  going to use media in the home (AAP, 2016) This includes selecting options that prevent media use from interfering with exercise, face-to-face time or healthy eating.  By designating media-free locations in the house such as bedrooms and media-free times such as meals together and times for inner calm without the distraction of noise, as well as times when the family can share media such as watching television to bring the family together (Kullack-Ublick et al., 2015). The Campaign for Free Commercial Childhood (CFCC,2012) advise parents and practitioners to be clear about the reason for using the technology by knowing what it aims to improve, and to work in partnership to ensure that overall time on screens includes time on screens at home and school.  Parents need to exert self-discipline and parental authority in establishing boundaries to create a balance between real world and virtual activity (Palmer, 2015).
Ramberee (2010) states that one of the most important task for parents is to create a trusting relationship in which children are empowered to use the internet safely and make responsible choices and are also afforded a certain amount of privacy and freedom when using the Internet.  Frith (2017) suggests that excessive parental controls which do not allow children any freedom can inhibit development of necessary skills to handle online risk.
However, Kullack-Ublick et al. (2015) and Palmer (2015) recommend that in early childhood children should be free from all technology as screen culture not only competes with children’s free play but it is also damaging to their physical, social and spiritual development. APA (2016) and CFCC (2012) agree with this screen-free policy for children under 2 years of age and limited screen time of 1-2 hours for those over 3 years old, recommending that continuous hands on involvement of an adult is essential in order to strengthen attachment and trusting relationships.  Human development theorists such as Rousseau and Steiner believe that the primary role of adults is to protect children until they have developed the cognitive capabilities needed to make judgments, usually at around 12 years of age (Gaunt, 2013; Davies, 2010).  Butterfield (2006) states that the American Psychological Society suggest that until the age of 8 children are not able to recognise persuasive or harmful content. 
Palmer (2015) points out that many of the above recommendations assume that parents have the educational background, the literacy skills and the self-discipline and motivation to implement them, which in many cases, particularly in disadvantaged families is not the case.  Beach (2010) and CFFC (2012) recommend that early childhood educators need to take the leading role in educating young children, as well as educating their parents and carers, in digital knowledge, skills and online safety. 
Plowman et al. (2011) noted that children learn more by observing adults and siblings than from any formal instruction. ‘We can educate our children as much as we like, they always end up copying us!’ Kullack-Ublick et al. (2015: 38).
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