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Abstract: Social work practice with children and families is one of the largest 
specialization areas in the profession. To prepare students for this area of practice, social 
work programs often offer several courses focused on child, adolescent, and family well-
being. Technology-related topics, however, such as the role of child and family media use 
on children’s developmental outcomes, are underrepresented in social work curricula, 
courses, and textbooks focusing on children and families. To highlight the importance of 
this content, our teaching note synthesizes evidence on the impact of two forms of media 
(television viewing and smartphone use) on children’s self-regulation and parent-child 
interactions. Although we focus on only two forms of media, our research synthesis links 
media use to emergent issues influencing child development and family functioning—
content highly applicable to direct and indirect social work practice activities with children 
and families. We further draw upon our translational findings to advance social work 
education and practice by offering low- and high-effort strategies to embed this content in 
child and family social work courses. We conclude with implications and future directions 
for social work educators, practitioners, and leaders that describe opportunities to prepare 
students for a technology-driven future and to use technology strategically to fulfill our 
profession’s mission and values. 
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Child, family, and school social workers draw on their training to assist vulnerable 
children and their families in developing healthy interactions and navigating complex 
social service systems. According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022), 
there are approximately 340,000 child, family, and school social workers in the United 
States, with more than 25% of practitioners delivering individual services to children and 
their families. Beyond the scope of social work practice, child and family social work is 
one of the largest educational tracks within the profession. In 2020, the Council on Social 
Work Education (CSWE) reported that 61 of the 200 Master of Social Work programs 
offered child and family social work specialization tracks, making this one of the top areas 
of specialized social work practice in the United States. High interest and enrollment in 
child and family educational tracks are promising and necessary, as this specialized social 
work practice area is expected to grow by 6% (roughly 19,000 new positions) by 2024 
(United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). 

Given the reach and scope of child and family practice, social work programs are 
committed to ensuring that students have adequate knowledge, skills, and competencies to 
provide quality, evidence-based care. Core courses and electives offered in social work 
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programs help prepare students for practice with children and families. Human Behavior 
in the Social Environment and direct and indirect social work practice courses, for example, 
focus on theories and research that support and strengthen students’ child and family 
practice skills. Many programs also offer a range of child and family electives such as child 
welfare, social work practice with children, school social work, and child and family 
intervention courses to prepare future professionals for this important practice area. These 
curricular efforts provide students with substantial knowledge and skills on theories and 
research that can inform their future practice with children and families. 

However, one important curricular topic, child and family media use, is often 
underrepresented in the social work curriculum and textbooks focusing on child and family 
practice. As teacher-scholars, we find the lack of attention to media use concerning, given 
that media use has undoubtedly become an integral part of the lives of children and families 
(Coyne et al., 2017; Rideout & Robb, 2020). For instance, according to recent estimates, 
25% of children under the age of 8 spend more than 4 hours daily with screen media, with 
a majority of time spent watching television. Similarly, scholars estimate more than half of 
children in the 2 to 8 age range own a personal media device such as a tablet or smartphone 
(Rideout & Robb, 2020). Adults with children also are engaging with media and using 
smartphones more prevalently. The Pew Research Center (2021) reports that almost all 
adults in the 18 to 50 age group own and constantly use a smartphone. 

Increased access to technology, combined with high usage among families, is 
contributing to a growing body of interdisciplinary scholarship on media use and child 
development. However, Nissen (2020) highlights that only a small and robust number of 
social work scholars are examining how technological advances are influencing the social 
work profession. From our perspective as educators, this small and robust group of scholars 
is promising and essential yet also indicative of why translational research and an emphasis 
on media use is often sparse in child and family social work curricula. The profession is 
missing opportunities to link research on child and family media use to the social work 
curricula, especially evidence that sheds light on media use in supporting or inhibiting child 
development and family well-being. 

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic further underscores the importance of considering 
how media use influences children and families. Online schooling, the cancellation of 
sports events, and work-from-home transitions have all resulted in dramatic spikes in media 
use (Eales et al., 2021; McClain, 2022). Excessive, independent, and unsupervised media 
use among children has several implications for child development, including but not 
limited to poor self-regulatory skills, peer relationships, and social competence (e.g., 
Jackson, 2018; Wan et al., 2021). Similarly, greater media use among parents likely has 
resulted in fewer high-quality child-parent interactions, which further exacerbates risks for 
behavioral difficulties in early childhood and later in life (see Carson & Kuzik, 2021). 
Hence, future social work practitioners need educational opportunities to explore and learn 
how our reliance on technology influences children’s health and development. 

Alternatively, researchers have also explored and noted the benefits of media use for 
child and family functioning. First, technology and media can connect families to social 
support, expand practitioners’ reach, and cut the costs of providing effective, evidence-
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based interventions to families, which in turn improves child and family outcomes (Hall & 
Bierman, 2015). Second, utilizing media in the household can be a tool that supports early 
learning and development and allows families to build prosocial relationships. For instance, 
scholars that conducted a meta-analysis of the effects of Sesame Street found that watching 
the show has various cognitive and social benefits for young children (Mares & Pan, 2013). 
Padilla-Walker et al. (2012) also found that co-viewing of movies and other forms of joint 
media screening can promote parental involvement and closeness between children and 
their parents. Likewise, watching certain forms of media as a family can become a family 
practice or ritual, contributing to optimal family functioning (Jordan, 2002). Coyne et al. 
(2014) also found that positive media use, such as using it as part of family tradition or as 
a reward, was associated with positive family functioning and high parental involvement. 
Thus, for better or worse, media has become increasingly prominent in the lives of children 
and their families and continues to transform the practice landscape for child and family 
social workers. 

In response to the uptick in media use across all generations, especially among children 
and families following the COVID-19 pandemic, we have curated this teaching note to 
address this missing curricular link and to connect research on media use and child 
development to social work curricula. We aim to do so by synthesizing research on media 
use and child and family outcomes and articulating strategies that social work educators, 
curriculum committees, and programs can draw upon to strengthen social work education 
in this area. Given the breadth of information on media use, children, and families, we 
narrowed our research synthesis to the impact of media use on two specific and interrelated 
child and family outcomes: children’s self-regulation and parent-child interaction. 
Although we focus on specific media formats and hone in on two child and family 
outcomes, similar templates can be used to synthesize and translate evidence for other 
media formats and for additional aspects of child and family well-being. 

Our goal is to bring attention to how media-related research can help prepare future 
social workers to effectively practice with the current generation of children, who are 
considered “digital natives” because of the ubiquitous presence of media in their lives since 
birth (Dingli & Seychell, 2015; Prensky, 2001). We then build off this research synthesis 
to raise awareness about integrating media and child and family well-being content into 
social work curricula using low- and high-effort strategies. We believe integrating 
emergent scholarship can enhance social work curricula and help prepare students for 
technology practice standards (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2017) 
and competencies focused on culturally-responsive practice (CSWE, 2022). 

Synthesis of Evidence on Child and Family Media Use 

Media Use 

Research on the effects of media has become increasingly complex due to the diverse 
forms of media that children and families consume and their likely differential effects. In 
this research synthesis, we focus solely on the effects of media via televisions and 
smartphones, given their frequent and pervasive use among children and caregivers (See 
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John et al., 2022 for the review criteria and process). As such, we reviewed and synthesized 
findings on various dimensions of television viewing, ranging from amount and duration 
(Inoue et al., 2016; Munzer et al., 2018) to the context of television viewing, which 
included solitary television viewing and co-viewing with parents (Jackson, 2018; Skalická 
et al., 2019). We also examined the content of television shows in the context of children’s 
self-regulation (Lillard & Peterson, 2011). 

Likewise, evidence on smartphone use is examined from various vantage points. 
Whereas some studies focus purely on the amount of smartphone use (Hosokawa & 
Katsure, 2018), others focus on the context and how smartphone use influences child-
parent interactions (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018a, 2018b). One notable difference between 
research on the effects of television viewing and that on smartphone use is that studies on 
television viewing tend to focus primarily on the link between children’s usage and their 
developmental outcomes (Jackson, 2018), whereas research on smartphones has more 
systematically examined the effects of parental use on children’s outcomes (Carson & 
Kuzik, 2021). As linkages among children’s media use and their outcomes can be quite 
complex, we also sought to highlight evidence that points toward bidirectional or 
transactional effects, specifically how children’s lack of self-regulation could result in 
greater child or caregiver media use (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018a; Radesky et al., 2014; 
Thompson et al., 2013). 

Media Use and Children’s Self-Regulation 

Self-regulation is an important developmental construct, foundational to children’s 
academic success, peer relationships, and overall health and well-being (Blair, 2002; 
Edossa et al., 2018; Galla & Duckworth, 2015; Pandey et al., 2018). In the context of media 
use, past research has examined various aspects of children’s self-regulation across social, 
emotional, behavioral, and cognitive domains. The social and emotional components of 
self-regulation are often operationalized through variables such as children’s emotional 
understanding (Skalická et al., 2019) and social-emotional adjustment in school (Jackson, 
2018). From a behavioral perspective, self-regulation is often measured via internalizing 
and externalizing behaviors (McDaniel & Radesky 2018a, 2018b; Sundqvist et al., 2020). 
Among infants, scholars assessed self-regulation by measuring fussiness (Thompson et al., 
2013). Others examine children’s executive functioning to explore how media use 
influences children’s cognitive skills (Lillard & Peterson, 2011; Ribner et al., 2017). In 
brief, self-regulation is a multidimensional construct that is crucial for children’s overall 
healthy development and highly relevant to child and family social work practice. 

Figure 1 illustrates our synthesis of translational findings denoting the relationships 
between media use and children’s self-regulation and provides a list of ways that research 
findings can inform how social workers engage with, assess, and intervene with children 
and families.   
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Mobile  
Devices 

Research Summaries 

For young children, regular mobile use was linked with 
conduct problems & hyperactivity/inattention (Hosokawa & 
Katsure, 2018).  

TV 

Media  
Exposure 

Children’s screen time at age 4 & having a TV in their room 
at age 6 was linked to less emotional understanding 2 years 
later (Skalická et al., 2019).  

-3- to 5-year-old children who watched more than 4 hours 
of TV daily were likely to demonstrate dysregulated 
behavior at age 5 (Inoue et al., 2016). 
-4-year-old children who watched fast-paced TV shows 
such as SpongeBob performed significantly worse on 
executive functioning tasks compared to children who 
watched slow paced shows like Caillou or spent their time 
drawing (Lillard & Peterson, 2011). 
-Among 4-year-old children from low-income families, 
duration of TV viewing was linked to lower self-
regulation (Munzer et al., 2018). 
-Among low-income African American children, longer 
crying & fussiness predicted longer duration of daily TV 
viewing (Radesky et al., 2014; Thompson et al., 2013). 
-Young children whose TV viewing exceeded 2 hours a 
day performed poorly on executive functioning tasks, & 
this link was stronger for children from low-income 
families (Ribner et al., 2017).  

Translational 
Findings 

1. Populations at risk for 
high levels of technology 
use & poor self-regulation 
among children include 
children living in low-
income households & 
children who watch more 
than 2 to 4 hours of TV 
daily. 

2. Relationships among 
behavioral difficulties & 
technology use indicate that 
families may use 
technology as a behavior 
management tool for 
children with poor self-
regulation, and/or that 
greater use of technology in 
the household increases 
risks for poor self-
regulatory skills. 

3. Greater media exposure 
before age 6 may increase 
risks for behavioral 
difficulties that lead to 
social-emotional issues 
during school-age years. 

Type of   
Technology 

Child & Family Social Work Practice Implications 

-Engage in diversity & difference by recognizing how life experiences, such as living in a low-income, single-parent, or 
two-parent household with adults working from home influence child & adolescent media use. 

-Assess family access to resources such as books, games, same-age peers, out-of-school-time activities, sport programs, 
safe play spaces, early education, & childcare to explore interactive relationship among access, media use, & children’s 
self-regulatory skills. 

-Assess whether technology serves as a behavior management tool & intervene to empower caregivers with other 
positive parenting & co-regulatory relationship strategies (e.g., positive reinforcement, process praise, offering choice, 
routines, or active ignoring). 

-Intervene by providing psychoeducation on children’s developmental needs (i.e., serve & return interactions), 
increasing familial access to resources such as childcare, or identifying alternative activities safe for young children 
(e.g., imaginary play or art).  

Figure 1. Bidirectional Relationship: Children’s Media Use and Self-Regulation 
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Media Use and Parent-Child Interactions 

Parent-child interactions are family outcomes that are closely related to children’s self-
regulation and are an important area of engagement, assessment, and intervention for child 
and family practitioners (Kennedy et al., 2016; Maxwell & Rees, 2019). As we reviewed 
the evidence on media use and parent-child interactions, we found an indirect pathway 
from media use to children’s self-regulation through parent-child interaction. Since 
children develop self-regulation in the context of positive and high-quality interactions 
with adults, “technoference,” or interference in child-parent interactions triggered by 
technology use, can increase risks of developing poor regulatory skills (Kildare & 
Middlemiss, 2017). Given the relevance of these findings for child and family social 
workers, we synthesize research findings from the growing body of research linking media 
use, children’s self-regulation, and parent-child interactions (see Figure 2; McDaniel & 
Radesky, 2018a, 2018b; Sundqvist et al., 2020). Figure 2 also includes a list of implications 
for social work practitioners when engaging in assessment and intervention practices with 
children and families. 

Strategies to Integrate Evidence into Child and Family Social Work Curricula 

To complement our research synthesis and recommendations for social work practice 
at the intersection of media use, child development, and family well-being, we describe 
low- and high-effort strategies that social work educators can use to integrate this content 
into social work curricula. Our goal is to help educators recognize ways to integrate media 
into training activities that support the next generation of child and family social workers. 
Through intentional lesson plans and activities, low-effort strategies can easily be 
incorporated into existing and required social work courses. In contrast, high-effort 
strategies are more intensive and thorough, and are meant to help students identify ways to 
harness media and technology in their future practice with children and families. In 
articulating these strategies, we not only present ideas centered around our research 
synthesis, but also articulate how child and family social workers can respond to the unique 
and complex needs of the digital natives they will serve and support. 
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Parental 
Supervision 
& Scaffolding 

Research Summaries 

Young children’s unattended TV viewing was linked longitudinally to social difficulties with 
peers at school but was not predictive of conduct problems (Jackson, 2018). 

Parental scaffolding was linked to fewer hours of TV watching among young children, & also 
moderated the link between number of hours of TV viewing & children’s executive functioning. 
In other words, when parents used scaffolding behaviors, their young children’s TV viewing did 
not result in poor performance on executive functioning tasks (Blankson et al., 2015). 

In children up to age 2, screen time was related to dysregulated & externalizing behavior, but this 
relationship was partially mediated by nonscreen child–parent play interaction (Wan et al., 2021). 

Parental 
Media Use 

 Among 3- to 5-year-old children, technoference, or interruptions in parent–child interactions due 
to technology, predicted higher internalizing & externalizing behaviors & lower emotional 
regulation (Carson & Kuzik, 2021). 

Problematic media use among parents of young children was linked to technoference, which in 
turn was linked to children’s internalizing & externalizing behaviors (McDaniel & Radesky, 
2018b; Sundqvist et al., 2020). 

Infants displayed dysregulated emotions & behavior such as high negative affect, low positive 
affect, escape behaviors, & self-comforting when parents were distracted during the still-face 
paradigm task (Stockdale et al., 2020). 

Children’s externalizing behaviors triggered parenting stress, which was then linked to 
technoference. Parents seemed to use media to withdraw from child–parent interactions when 
their children demonstrated difficult behaviors (McDaniel & Radesky, 2018a). 

Translational Findings 

Infants older than 9 months demonstrate 
negative behavioral & social responses 
to parental use of smartphone. Early 
development (up to 1 year of age) is 
critical to language acquisition, 
cognitive learning, & social bonding 
(Centers for Disease Control & 
Prevention, 2021). 

Parent interaction/presence during 
children’s TV viewing & viewing 
developmentally appropriate content 
(i.e., content designed for children) may 
buffer risks for poor social & cognitive 
outcomes associated with technology 
use during early childhood. 

The use of media influences parent–
child interactions. Technology 
interference may be more prevalent 
among parents experiencing stress as a 
result of their children’s behavioral 
difficulties, and/or parental technology 
use alone may negatively affect 
children’s self-regulatory skills. 

Parental 
Behaviors 

Child & Family Social Work Practice Implications 

 Demonstrate ethical & professional behavior by respecting parents’ & caregivers’ right to self-determination regarding media use. 
Engage with families to explore their digital health & future aspirations for their children. 
Assess linkages among parental stress, access to resources/social support, & children’s independent use of media in the household. 
Assess parent/caregiver engagement (i.e., co-viewing behaviors) as children engage with media, & the developmental appropriateness of media content. 
Assess the presence & extent of technoference to gauge the impact of parental media use on parent-child interaction, & ultimately, children’s self-regulation. 
Intervene by providing resources that allow parents/caregivers to leverage media to build social bonds & to help their children learn (e.g., Sesame Street, talk about how 
characters felt & behaved). 
Intervene to strengthen bonds among parents/caregivers & children using evidence-based therapies (i.e., parent–child interaction therapy, child-centered play therapy, 
attachment-based therapy). 
Evaluate changes in parent–child relationships, children’s self-regulatory skills, & prevalence of behavioral issues via observations & use of valid/reliable measure (e.g., 
attachment observations). 

Figure 2.Media Use, Child–Parent Interactions, and Children’s Self-Regulation 
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Low-Effort Strategies 

We recommend two low-effort strategies: a) assessment of media use, and b) 
dissemination and application of research on media use to case studies and practice 
education. For example, students can reflect on ways to include media and technology in 
their assessment practices, such as asking about media use and screen time during mental 
health assessments with children, adolescents, families, and other adults (i.e., grandparents, 
kinship caregivers, etc.). One example of an activity relevant to assessment and practice 
courses includes having students work in groups to identify questions to ask children and 
families about their media or technology use. Instructors can guide this discussion and help 
students reflect on how the following questions could inform assessment and intervention 
decisions: 

• How would you describe a typical day in your household? 
• What forms of technology does your child engage with on a day-to-day basis? 
• What do you estimate is your child’s daily time spent using technology? 

(probes for watching TV, engaging on mobile devices, or playing on tablets.) 
• How often, if at all, are you in the room with your child when they are watching 

TV? 
• What kind of shows does your child watch on TV? 
• How does technology influence your child’s behaviors? (probing for good or 

bad, such as use to quiet or comfort or as a reward.) 
• Describe your most enjoyable interactions with your child. Is technology 

present, and if so, how is it used? Is technology absent, and if so, what about 
the interaction feels enjoyable? 

• How, if at all, do you safeguard various forms of technology used in your 
household (e.g., parent protections, time limitations, or digital logs)? 

These are just a few examples of questions relevant to a client’s or family’s health and 
well-being and relational dynamics that can be asked during the assessment or intervention 
phase of treatment. Our synthesis indicates that media use may contribute to poor self-
regulation among socioeconomically vulnerable children. The assessment questions 
mentioned above can help practitioners to better support families in identifying alternative 
activities for engagement, linkage to welfare programs for childcare or social support (such 
as Head Start or Title XX services), or receipt of psychoeducation on media use, sleep, 
language development, behavioral issues, and the like. 

Similarly, educators can infuse into social work courses timely and innovative peer-
reviewed research on the effects of technology on human behavior, mental wellness, and 
family life. For example, developmental theories such as Bowlby’s (1980) attachment 
theory and Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bioecological framework, often taught in these 
courses, were developed when technology was not a prominent part of family life. Recent 
studies have found that parents are less responsive to children when they are on their 
smartphones (Abels et al., 2018). This lack of responsiveness may undermine parental 
behaviors that promote secure attachment in infants and young children (Zayia et al., 2021). 
Similarly, Navarro and Tudge (2022) propose a neo-ecological framework incorporating 
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technology as a crucial aspect of children’s microsystem. Indeed, these theories can be 
made especially relevant and current by infusing into them the developmental effects of 
media use and helping students recognize the intersection of technology and development. 
Further, educators can develop intentional case studies that direct students to consider 
theories and research on media use as possible factors underlying children’s emotional and 
behavioral dysregulation. 

Social work educators can also encourage students to think critically about how 
families can use technology to develop stronger connections or social support. To do so, 
social work educators, practitioners, and students need to be well-versed in 
recommendations set forth by the American Academy of Pediatrics that provides guidance 
on media use  for young children and adolescents (Hill et al., 2016; Reid Chassiakos et al., 
2016). Then, social workers can lead the development of novel family interventions that 
align with the recommendations, such as encouraging children and parents to co-view 
specific television shows or movies. In prior research, scholars found that sharing 
developmentally appropriate media content can serve as a means to promote parental 
involvement and healthy parent-child interaction (Coyne et al., 2014). Media-centered 
family rituals, community games, or movie nights also can address family disengagement, 
enhance social support, and foster cohesion. Furthermore, social work educators can 
engage students in role-playing exercises in which they ask parents and caregivers to reflect 
on their ideal media use. Using resources such as the 3-6-9-12 rules that align 
recommendations for media use among children of different ages (Young, 2017), educators 
can help practitioners prepare families to identify self-determination practices to improve 
their digital health. The 3-6-9-12 rules recommends no screen time before age 3, one hour 
of screen time a day before age 6, up to two hours of supervised screen time between ages 
6 and 9, and up to two hours of responsible use between ages 9 and 12 (Young, 2017). 

Discussing social work innovations related to media also requires minimal effort for 
social work educators. For instance, social workers in the field are innovating and 
responding to the uptick in media by engaging families in interventions called “tech resets.” 
Tech resets help families recognize and respond to their dependence on media, address 
children’s problem behaviors, and improve family communication (L. Rae, personal 
communication, January 2019). Given that media has become an essential and central 
aspect of family life, it seems incumbent upon social work educators to prepare future child 
and family social workers to support children and families in developing healthy 
relationships with this vital aspect of their ecosystem. 

Students also can reflect on recent social movements related to technology, such as the 
Wait Until 8th (n.d.) campaign  that advocates that children and adolescents should be in 
8th grade or older before receiving a cell phone. Instructors can design discussions and 
activities that enable students to examine the research evidence to weigh and discuss the 
pros and cons of this campaign and the campaign’s potential to support or harm child and 
adolescent mental health, or they may research the campaign’s underlying origin and 
potential as a public health campaign. Notably, the Wait Until 8th (n.d.) website provides 
a synthesis of research and digital resources to help families monitor and safeguard 
technology use for adolescents and teens. Social work students could work in groups and 
access the tools on this website to design psychoeducation lessons around media use and 
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technology for clients and families. These learning opportunities would help students think 
critically about the ways technology aligns with assessment, intervention, and evaluation 
practices. 

High-Effort Strategies 

For high-effort strategies, we propose developing service-learning opportunities and 
course modules embedded in social work courses or provided as continuing education to 
practitioners. Courses on children and families might include service-learning 
opportunities that require students to develop and deliver parent education modules that 
promote awareness among families of the various translational findings articulated in 
Figures 1 and 2. Family literacy on the effect of media use can be critical in promoting 
child and family well-being (Terras & Ramsay, 2016). Families identified as high risk due 
to engaging in excessive amounts of media can benefit from learning about topics such as 
technoference and the link between media content and children’s executive functioning. 
These psychoeducation opportunities can also be offered to other target audiences, such as 
schools or community organizations like Boys & Girls Club, that work closely with 
children, families, and policymakers. In addition to engaging with the community, such 
service-learning initiatives could support student competency development by requiring 
students to use evidence to inform family education and advocacy for child- and family-
centered policies. 

Our second high-effort strategy centers around developing in-depth modules on the 
impact of media use on children’s socioemotional development and family processes, such 
as parent-child interaction. These may be housed in Human Behavior in the Social 
Environment classes and other specialized courses on children and families. Beyond the 
research summarized here, scholars are beginning to understand the effects of screen time 
on sleep. For example, Heo et al. (2017) found that screen time before bed reduced 
sleepiness and melatonin onset due to the blue light’s effect on the brain. Thus, the modules 
can cover the impact of media on children’s sleep, physical activity, mental health, and 
other critical aspects of their development.  

In clinical and content-specific courses, social work instructors can develop modules 
that synthesize research on technology use and mental health and introduce students to new 
forms of therapeutic intervention to address technology challenges. For example, George 
et al. (2018) identified links between time spent using digital technology and attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder and conduct disorder symptoms. The findings pointed toward 
overuse of technology when attentional programs were high, suggesting that technology is 
a way in which adolescents may seek to regulate themselves, but that its use only 
exacerbates preexisting issues. Including modules that summarize and advance what is 
known about behavioral health and technology use can enhance students’ understanding of 
how online or media activities affect attention, focus, memory, and other regulatory 
behaviors. 

Moreover, instructors can adapt existing case examples or assignments and ask 
students to research how, if at all, technology and media use is linked to specific mental 
health concerns or diagnoses. Given the prevalence of cyberbullying (Wright, 2019) and 
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gaming addictions (Paulus et al., 2018), and the critical role of school and family social 
workers in implementing prevention and intervention models around these issues, students 
and practitioners alike can undoubtedly benefit from comprehensive training on these 
technology-related topics (Slovak & Singer, 2014). Finally, considering the vast literature 
on media and technology and their important role in family life and well-being, educators 
can develop social work electives centered around this critical topic. Social work programs 
around the country offer a multitude of certificate programs and specializations such as 
global social work and forensic social work. Certificate programs focused on technology 
could also be developed to help students specialize in serving children and families in the 
digital age.  

Implications and Future Directions for Social Work Education 
Advancements in technology continue to influence social work education, practice, 

and research. According to Berzin et al. (2015), technology integration can increase access 
to mental health services due to its flexible, on-demand, personal, and individualized 
nature. However, it is also important to link emergent research to social work training 
programs. This paper focuses on how translational research findings on child and family 
media use can be integrated into social work curricula, courses, and training activities. 
Beyond curricular strategies to enhance education on child and family social work practice, 
we also believe there are opportunities to further promote and enhance technology-related 
content in social work curriculum and practice. Accordingly, we describe future directions 
for social work education regarding media and technology. 

From a person-in-environment perspective, contemporary families are embedded in 
digital contexts, and it is imperative for both current and future professional social workers 
to competently navigate this context in how they engage with children and families, 
conduct holistic assessments, and intervene to promote positive child development and 
family functioning. Indeed, curricular content on media use can contribute to developing 
student competencies in providing culturally-appropriate and responsive assessments and 
interventions to children and families in the 21st century. This point is further reiterated in 
the technology standards for social work practice developed through a collaboration among 
the four leading professional social work organizations: the National Association of Social 
Workers, the Association of Social Work Boards, the Council on Social Work Education, 
and the Clinical Social Work Association (NASW, 2017). Specifically, NASW’s 
Technology Standard 2.05 on “Assessing Clients’ Relationships with Technology” calls 
on social workers to consider the role of technology while assessing the environmental 
aspects of their clients’ psychosocial well-being. The standards deem technology, along 
with peers, neighbors, and colleagues, to be a crucial aspect of a client’s environment and 
thus of their well-being. 

Additionally, many social work educators argue that the profession must learn how to 
harness technology for social good while adapting and responding to the challenges 
technology presents to children, families, and communities. Berzin et al. (2015) advocate 
for gaming, mobile technology, social media, and robotics as just a few new avenues to 
advance social work practice using technology. Enhancing training and education for 
practitioners to support adoption and innovation in this space could help bridge this gap. 
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For instance, in 2018, the University of Toronto offered a course entitled Information 
Technology in Professional Social Work Practice that focused on the intersection of social 
work and technology. This aligns with the 2022 Educational and Professional 
Accreditation Standards of the social work profession, which focuses more on technology 
as a future direction for social work practitioners and researchers (CSWE, 2022). 

Additional strategies to facilitate positive outcomes for social work practitioners and 
students include continuing education offerings to advance technology-based 
interventions, education, and training on technology in social work research (e.g., 
photovoice, digital storytelling, or online social organizing), and advocacy for interstate 
licensure. By training field receptors and licensed practitioners in technology-based 
practice, the profession will strengthen field education for future social work students to 
receive this content in the classroom and beyond. Enhancing our focus, as a profession, on 
technology-based research methods can elevate the voices and perspectives of socially 
vulnerable populations. 

In addition, Berzin et al. (2015) argue that social work instructors themselves can use 
media and technology to support new forms of teaching and learning. Audio podcasts, 
avatars, online simulations, and classroom technology to reach and teach in creative ways 
are now accessible to instructors to enhance student learning. We are proponents of 
adopting tools such as Kahoot!, Padlet, online escape rooms, and quiz platforms to support 
our teaching practices and improve classroom activities, group discussions, and assessment 
practices. The use of technology by social work instructors has the potential to model to 
students how digital literacy can stimulate technology infusion into social work training 
and pedagogy. 

Considered together, social work has an opportunity to do more to prepare students for 
our technologically-driven future. We agree that a paradigm shift around technology is 
necessary to make changes in the profession (Berzin et al., 2015) and hope that this article 
advances our understanding of the need to better train child and family practitioners to 
think about technology and media use to achieve our profession’s mission and live out our 
social work values. Ultimately, children and families are living in a rapidly evolving, 
highly individualized, and technologically advanced world. Social workers can positively 
impact the future of child development by working with parents, teachers, and other 
providers to ensure media is used intentionally and creatively; does not displace sleep, 
exercise, and play; and families feel empowered to set healthy boundaries to safeguard 
their children’s health and development. After all, relationships are the bedrock of self-
regulation and self-regulation is the foundation of a balanced and healthy life.  

References 
Abels, M., Vanden Abeele, M. M. P., Van Telgen, T., & Van Meijl, H. (2018). Nod, nod, 

ignore: An exploratory observational study on the relation between parental mobile 
media use and parental responsiveness towards young children. In E. M. Luef & M. 
M. Marin (Eds.), The talking species: Perspectives on the evolutionary, neuronal, 
and cultural foundations of language (pp. 195-228). Uni Press Verlag. 



Bates & John/MEDIA USE & CHILD DEVELOPMENT  948 
 

Berzin, S. C., Singer, J., & Chan, C. (2015). Practice innovation through technology in 
the digital age: A grand challenge for social work. American Academy of Social 
Work & Social Welfare. https://grandchallengesforsocialwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/12/WP12-with-cover.pdf  

Blair, C. (2002). School readiness: Integrating cognition and emotion in a neurobiological 
conceptualization of children’s functioning at school entry. American Psychologist, 
57(2), 111-127. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.57.2.111  

Blankson, A. N., O’Brien, M., Leerkes, E. M., Calkins, S. D., & Marcovitch, S. (2015). 
Do hours spent viewing television at ages 3 and 4 predict vocabulary and executive 
functioning at age 5? Merrill-Palmer Quarterly, 61(2), 264-289. 
https://doi.org/10.13110/merrpalmquar1982.61.2.0264  

Bowlby, J. (1980). Attachment and loss. Basic Books. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2005). Making human beings human: Bioecological perspectives on 
human development. Sage. 

Carson, V., & Kuzik, N. (2021). The association between parent-child technology 
interference and cognitive and social-emotional development in preschool-aged 
children. Child: Care, Health & Development. https://doi.org/10.1111/cch.12859  

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2021). Developmental milestones. 
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/positiveparenting/infants.html  

Council on Social Work Education [CSWE]. (2020). 2019 statistics on social work 
education in the United States. https://www.cswe.org/Research-Statistics/Research-
Briefs-and-Publications/2019-Annual-Statistics-on-Social-Work-Education  

CSWE. (2022). Educational policy and accreditation standards. 
https://www.cswe.org/accreditation/info/2022-epas/  

Coyne, S. M., Padilla-Walker, L. M., Fraser, A. M., Fellows, K., & Day, R. D. (2014). 
“Media time = family time”: Positive media use in families with adolescents. Journal 
of Adolescent Research, 29, 663-688. https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558414538316  

Coyne, S. M., Radesky, J., Collier, K. M., Gentile, D. A., Linder, J. R., Nathanson, A. I., 
Rasmussen, E. E., Reich, S. M., & Rogers, J. (2017). Parenting and digital media. 
Pediatrics, 140, 112-116. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1758N  

Dingli, A., & Seychell, D. (2015). Who are the digital natives? In The New Digital 
Natives (pp. 9-22). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-46590-5_2  

Eales, L., Gillespie, S., Alstat, R. A., Ferguson, G. M., & Carlson, S. M. (2021). 
Children’s screen and problematic media use in the United States before and during 
the COVID‐19 pandemic. Child Development, 92(5), e866-e882. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13652  

Edossa, A. K., Schroeders, U., Weinert, S., & Artelt, C. (2018). The development of 
emotional and behavioral self-regulation and their effects on academic achievement 

https://grandchallengesforsocialwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/WP12-with-cover.pdf
https://grandchallengesforsocialwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/WP12-with-cover.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.57.2.111
https://doi.org/10.13110/merrpalmquar1982.61.2.0264
https://doi.org/10.1111/cch.12859
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/childdevelopment/positiveparenting/infants.html
https://www.cswe.org/Research-Statistics/Research-Briefs-and-Publications/2019-Annual-Statistics-on-Social-Work-Education
https://www.cswe.org/Research-Statistics/Research-Briefs-and-Publications/2019-Annual-Statistics-on-Social-Work-Education
https://www.cswe.org/accreditation/info/2022-epas/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558414538316
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1758N
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-46590-5_2
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13652


ADVANCES IN SOCIAL WORK, Fall 2022, 22(3)   949 
 

in childhood. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 42(2), 192-202. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025416687412  

Galla, B. M., & Duckworth, A. L. (2015). More than resisting temptation: Beneficial 
habits mediate the relationship between self-control and positive life outcomes. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109(3), 508-525. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000026  

George, M. J., Russell, M. A., Piontak, J. R., & Odgers, C. L. (2018). Concurrent and 
subsequent associations between daily digital technology use and high‐risk 
adolescents’ mental health symptoms. Child Development, 89(1), 78-88. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12819  

Hall, C. M., & Bierman, K. L. (2015). Technology-assisted interventions for parents of 
young children: Emerging practices, current research, and future directions. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly, 33, 21-32. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2015.05.003  

Heo, J., Kim, K., Fava, M., Mischoulon, D., Papakostas, G. I., Kim, M., Kim, D. J., 
Chang, K. J., Oh, Y., Bum-Hee Yu, B., & Jeon, H. J. (2017). Effects of smartphone 
use with and without blue light at night in healthy adults: A randomized, double-
blind, cross-over, placebo-controlled comparison. Journal of Psychiatric Research, 
87, 61-70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2016.12.010  

Hill, D., Ameenuddin, N., Reid Chassiakos, Y. L., Cross, C., Hutchinson, J., Levine, A., 
Boyd, R., Mendelson, R., Moreno, M., & Swanson, W. S. (2016). Media and young 
minds. Pediatrics, 138(5), 1-6. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-2591  

Hosokawa, R., & Katsura, T. (2018). Association between mobile technology use and 
child adjustment in early elementary school age. PloS One, 13(7), e0199959-
e0199959. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0199959  

Inoue, S., Yorifuji, T., Kato, T., Sanada, S., Doi, H., & Kawachi, I. (2016). Children’s 
media use and self-regulation behavior: Longitudinal associations in a nationwide 
Japanese study. Maternal and Child Health Journal, 20(10), 2084-2099. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-016-2031-z  

Jackson, D. B. (2018). Does TV viewing during toddlerhood predict social difficulties 
and conduct problems? Infant and Child Development, 27(4), e2086, 1-16. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.2086 

John, A., Bates, S., & Zimmerman, N. (2022). Media use and children’s self-regulation: 
A narrative review. Early Child Development and Care, 193(1), 18-32 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2022.2047036  

Jordan, A. B. (2002). A family systems approach to examining the role of the internet in 
the home. In S. Calvert, A. Jordan, & R. Cocking (Eds.), Children in the digital age: 
Influences on electronic media on development (pp. 231-247). Praeger. 

Kennedy, S. C., Kim, J. S., Tripodi, S. J., Brown, S. M., & Gowdy, G. (2016). Does 
parent-child interaction therapy reduce future physical abuse? A meta-analysis. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025416687412
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspp0000026
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12819
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2015.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychires.2016.12.010
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-2591
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0199959
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-016-2031-z
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.2086
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2022.2047036


Bates & John/MEDIA USE & CHILD DEVELOPMENT  950 
 

Research on Social Work Practice, 26(2), 147-156. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731514543024  

Kildare, C. A., & Middlemiss, W. (2017). Impact of parents’ mobile device use on 
parent-child interaction: A literature review. Computers in Human Behavior, 75, 579-
593. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.06.003  

Lillard, A. S., & Peterson, J. (2011). The immediate impact of different types of 
television on young children’s executive function. Pediatrics, 128(4), 644-649. 
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2010-1919  

Mares, M., & Pan, Z. (2013). Effects of sesame street: A meta-analysis of children’s 
learning in 15 countries. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 34, 140-151. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2013.01.001  

Maxwell, N., & Rees, A. (2019). Video interaction guidance: A return to traditional 
values and relationship-based practice? British Journal of Social Work, 49(6), 1415-
1433. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz067  

McClain, C. (2022, April 28). How parents’ views of their kids’ screen time, social media 
use changed during COVID-19. Pew Research Center. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/04/28/how-parents-views-of-their-kids-
screen-time-social-media-use-changed-during-covid-19  

McDaniel, B. T., & Radesky, J. S. (2018a). Technoference: Longitudinal associations 
between parent technology use, parenting stress, and child behavior problems. 
Pediatric Research, 84(2), 210-218. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41390-018-0052-6  

McDaniel, B. T., & Radesky, J. S. (2018b). Technoference: Parent distraction with 
technology and associations with child behavior problems. Child Development, 
89(1), 100-109. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12822  

Munzer, T. G., Miller, A. L., Peterson, K. E., Brophy-Herb, H. E., Horodynski, M. A., 
Contreras, D., Sturza, J., Lumeng, J. C., & Radesky, J. (2018). Media exposure in 
low-income preschool-aged children is associated with multiple measures of self-
regulatory behavior. Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 39(4), 
303-309. https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000560  

National Association of Social Workers [NASW]. (2017). Standards for technology in 
social work practice. https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/NASW-Practice-
Standards-Guidelines/Standards-for-Technology-in-Social-Work-Practice  

Navarro, J. L., & Tudge, J. R. H. (2022, January 21). Technologizing Bronfenbrenner: 
Neo-ecological theory. Current Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-
02738-3 

Nissen, L. (2020). Social work and the future in a post-Covid 19 world: A foresight lens 
and a call to action for the profession. Journal of Technology in Human 
Services, 38(4), 309-330. https://doi.org/10.1080/15228835.2020.1796892   

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731514543024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2010-1919
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2013.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcz067
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/04/28/how-parents-views-of-their-kids-screen-time-social-media-use-changed-during-covid-19
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/04/28/how-parents-views-of-their-kids-screen-time-social-media-use-changed-during-covid-19
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41390-018-0052-6
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12822
https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000560
https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/NASW-Practice-Standards-Guidelines/Standards-for-Technology-in-Social-Work-Practice
https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/NASW-Practice-Standards-Guidelines/Standards-for-Technology-in-Social-Work-Practice
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-02738-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-02738-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/15228835.2020.1796892


ADVANCES IN SOCIAL WORK, Fall 2022, 22(3)   951 
 

Padilla-Walker, L. M., Coyne, S. M., & Fraser, A. M. (2012). Getting a high-speed 
family connection: Associations between family media use and family connection. 
Family Relations, 61, 426-440. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00710.x  

Pandey, A., Hale, D., Das, S., Goddings, A., Blakemore, S., & Viner, R. M. (2018). 
Effectiveness of universal self-regulation-based interventions in children and 
adolescents: A systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA Pediatrics, 172(6), 566-
575. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.0232  

Paulus, F. W., Ohmann, S., von Gontard, A., & Popow, C. (2018). Internet gaming 
disorder in children and adolescents: A systematic review. Developmental Medicine 
& Child Neurology, 60, 645-659. https://doi.org/10.1111/dmcn.13754  

Pew Research Center. (2021, April 7). Mobile fact sheet. 
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile  

Prensky, M. (2001). Digital natives, digital immigrants part 1. On the Horizon, 9(5), 1-6. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/10748120110424816  

Radesky, J. S., Silverstein, M., Zuckerman, B., & Christakis, D. A. (2014). Infant self-
regulation and early childhood media exposure. Pediatrics, 133(5), e1172-e1178. 
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2013-2367  

Reid Chassiakos, Y. L., Radesky, J., Christaki, D., Moreno, M., Cross, C., Hill, D., 
Ameenuddin, N., Hutchinson, J., Cross, C., Radesky, J., Hutchinson, J., Levine, A., 
Boyd, R., Mendelson, R., & Swanson, W. S. (2016). Media use in school-aged 
children and adolescents. Pediatrics, 138(5). https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-2593  

Ribner, A., Fitzpatrick, C., & Blair, C. (2017). Family socioeconomic status moderates 
associations between television viewing and school readiness skills. Journal of 
Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 38(3), 233-239. 
https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000425  

Rideout, V., & Robb, M. B. (2020, November 17). The common sense census: Media use 
by kids age zero to eight. Common Sense Media. 
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/2020_zero_to
_eight_census_final_web.pdf  

Skalická, V., Wold Hygen, B., Stenseng, F., Kårstad, S. B., & Wichstrøm, L. (2019). 
Screen time and the development of emotion understanding from age 4 to age 8: A 
community study. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 37(3), 427-443. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12283  

Slovak, K. L., & Singer, J. (2014). School social workers’ responses to victims and 
perpetrators of cyberbullying: Results from a national survey. School Social Work 
Journal, 39, 1-16. 
https://www.proquest.com/openview/0750965a01f51f2c74d28106ba72da69/1?pq-
origsite=gscholar&cbl=2035676  

Stockdale, L. A., Porter, C. L., Coyne, S. M., Essig, L. W., Booth, M., Keenan‐Kroff, S., 
& Schvaneveldt, E. (2020). Infants’ response to a mobile phone modified still‐face 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00710.x
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.0232
https://doi.org/10.1111/dmcn.13754
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile
https://doi.org/10.1108/10748120110424816
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2013-2367
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-2593
https://doi.org/10.1097/DBP.0000000000000425
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/2020_zero_to_eight_census_final_web.pdf
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/2020_zero_to_eight_census_final_web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12283
https://www.proquest.com/openview/0750965a01f51f2c74d28106ba72da69/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2035676
https://www.proquest.com/openview/0750965a01f51f2c74d28106ba72da69/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2035676


Bates & John/MEDIA USE & CHILD DEVELOPMENT  952 
 

paradigm: Links to maternal behaviors and beliefs regarding technoference. Infancy, 
25(5), 571-592. https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12342  

Sundqvist, A., Heimann, M., & Koch, F. (2020). Relationship between family 
technoference and behavior problems in children aged 4-5 years. Cyberpsychology, 
Behavior and Social Networking, 23(6), 371-376. 
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2019.0512  

Terras, M. M., & Ramsay, J. (2016). Family digital literacy practices and children’s 
mobile phone use. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 1-11. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01957  

Thompson, A. L., Adair, L. S., & Bentley, M. E. (2013). Maternal characteristics and 
perception of temperament associated with infant TV exposure. Pediatrics, 131(2), 
E390-E397. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-1224  

United States Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022). Occupational employment and wages, 
May 2021. https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes211021.htm  

Wait Until 8th. (n.d.). Let kids be kids a little longer: Wait until 8th. 
www.waituntil8th.org  

Wan, M. W., Fitch-Bunce, C., Heron, K., & Lester, E. (2021). Infant screen media usage 
and social-emotional functioning. Infant Behavior & Development, 62, 101509. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2020.101509  

Wright, M. F. (2019). Cyberbullying: Prevalence, characteristics, and consequences. In Z. 
Yan (Ed.), Analyzing human behavior in cyberspace (pp. 167-191). IGI Global. 
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-5225-7128-5.ch010  

Young, K. (2017, June 29). Children and technology: Parent guidelines for every age. 
Technology and Society. https://technologyandsociety.org/children-and-technology-
guidelines-for-parents-rules-for-every-age  

Zayia, D., Parris, L., McDaniel, B., Braswell, G., & Zimmerman, C. (2021). Social 
learning in the digital age: Associations between technoference, mother-child 
attachment, and child social skills. Journal of School Psychology, 87, 64-81. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2021.06.002 

Author note: Address correspondence to Samantha Bates, College of Social Work, The 
Ohio State University, Columbus, OH 43210. Email: bates.485@osu.edu   

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/infa.12342
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2019.0512
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01957
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-1224
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes211021.htm
http://www.waituntil8th.org/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2020.101509
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-5225-7128-5.ch010
https://technologyandsociety.org/children-and-technology-guidelines-for-parents-rules-for-every-age
https://technologyandsociety.org/children-and-technology-guidelines-for-parents-rules-for-every-age
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2021.06.002
mailto:alex.redcay@millersville

