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Raising girls in a digital age

If this is the first chapter you turn to, you will not be alone. You 

were not raised with technology as children are today. Many of 

you will have been raised with the TV as being a part of your child-

hood, so the main focus of this chapter is on the other screen world: 

handheld smartphones, devices, iPads and tablets. If we keep in mind 

that our little girls are very savvy and smart very early, and that they 

are modelling their initial connections to the small screen world on 

the behaviour of their key caregivers, especially mum, we do need to 

PARENTS AND EDUCATORS’ SURVEY

I worry about technology. She has grown up on a farm with 

minimal TV and no computer time. Schools seem heavily reliant on 

screens. Dreading sending her to school next year. Their values are much 

different to ours of nature, practical learning and building relationships. 

Sitting at a desk on a screen for the day seems toxic to me.
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worry! I think every grown- up who has a smartphone is struggling 

to maintain healthy boundaries, and we can all get lost in scrolling 

when we were just looking for a recipe, or checking on the weather, 

or when making a doctor’s appointment or ordering our daughter’s 

lunch at school. 

Technology is not all bad; indeed it has been positively life- 

changing in many areas of our modern world especially in the fields 

of medicine, science, and communication.

And now for the but: but it is definitely impacting our children in 

ways that we would prefer that it didn’t.

But it is exposing our girls to more sexualised images than they are 

exposed to by the TV.

But it is increasing techno tantrums and conflict in our homes.

But it is contributing to, not necessarily causing, a significant 

increase in myopia in children.

But our children are experiencing a form of ‘digital abandonment’, 

with their parents experiencing digital distraction, which means less 

quality time with them because parents are engaging with their screens.

But our children are seeing violent and harmful content, even on 

apps made for little children!

But our children are not moving as much and that passivity is 

causing not just physical delays, but cognitive and brain processing 

delays as well.

But our young children are experiencing more developmental vul-

nerabilities and delays than in previous generations, especially around 

the development of oral language, gross- and fine- motor skills, self- 

regulation and an inability to play with other children or to sustain 

play with other children.

In her excellent book Raising Your Child in a Digital World, 

Dr Kristy Goodwin, who is a former early childhood educator, 

explores a thing called ‘the displacement effect’ and this is one of the 

most important things to keep in mind as you are raising your little 

girl in the first six to eight years of life. Screen use, especially small and 
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interactive screens, can steal valuable moments of your daughter’s life 

when she is supposed to be a curious, mobile, inquisitive child explor-

ing the world around her using all of her senses. To discover more of 

this fascinating time of massive growth and development of the whole 

child, check out Chapter 2 on the first 1,000 days and Chapter 3 on 

the brain.

Screen time
When using a small screen with our little ones, the advice is not how 

much time should they spend on it, but rather – what will they be 

doing while using it. I am sure you have a question in the back of 

your mind about how much screen time is okay and healthy for 

your little girl, and Dr Kristy is mindful to say that there is no such 

thing. There is a huge difference between your daughter watching the 

ABC Playschool science program on the TV, or talking to Nanny via 

Skype or Zoom, and playing a violent video game or having access 

to TikTok, or watching videos that are highly sexualised and explicit. 

Not all screen time is equal.

Every parent needs to have some childfree time in the home, 

whether it is to do the grocery order, to do some cooking, to work, or 

simply for their own sanity. If you have tried engaging your daughter 

in a creative task, given her a construction task with blocks or Lego, 

encouraged her to play imaginatively with her toys, listened to music 

or an audiobook and they have all failed, then do not beat yourself up 

if you turn to a screen. My best recommendation is to put your child 

in front of the TV where there is a high- quality children’s program 

that is the only thing available, with no advertisements. What tends 

to happen when children are watching a favourite program on the TV 

MAGGIE’S MAIN IDEA

The best advice I have been given from digital experts for our 

children under six is definitely as little small screen exposure as possible.
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rather than on a small screen is that they tend to keep moving. Indeed, 

if you have boys, they will probably be doing somersaults off the 

couch while they watch TV. Many little girls continue with their craft 

or colouring while watching the TV. It is best to choose a well- loved 

program because it is familiar and can be quite calming, because the 

brain does not have to work very hard at prediction; in other words, 

what is going to happen in each story. For my granddaughters, they 

can narrate many Bluey episodes fluently because they have watched 

them so many times! Indeed, watching a well- loved, familiar program 

on TV can trigger the calming neurochemical serotonin, and it can 

restore your little girl’s energy.

If you are seeking guidance, please choose a reputable, well- 

respected, credentialled website and avoid popularists, celebrities and 

bloggers. There is an Australian website called esafety.gov.au and 

they have excellent advice for parents of children under five. They 

also have a free booklet that can help parents around teaching your 

young children how to stay safe online. 

Appropriate content
Children under six are highly susceptible to being influenced by real 

experiences and virtual experiences, especially online. Keep this in 

mind as you review any content that you are about to offer your 

child. Many of the apps and games that are advertised as appropri-

ate for preschoolers are the exact opposite. Before you choose any 

content that your child will have access to please check the appropri-

ateness of it on childrenandmedia.org.au or esafety.gov.au/key- issues/

esafety- guide.

PARENTS AND EDUCATORS’ SURVEY

I am concerned about screen activities. Many of my daughter’s 

friends spend too much time in front of screens, almost like the 

parents are using it as a ‘playmate’ instead of engaging with their children.
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One of the concerning realities in the space of technology for under 

sixes is that there are apps and programs that intentionally prey on 

little children’s psychological vulnerabilities. Many of these apps are 

not appropriate for under sixes, even though they suggest that they 

are. One of the main reasons is that these apps use the emotional 

immaturity of children to encourage them to make in- app purchases 

or to watch pop- up advertisements. Some apps also contain buttons 

that use misleading symbols that little girls can be drawn to, like 

a teddy bear or a unicorn. If a child clicks those buttons, they see 

videos for more toys, junk food and, sadly, often sexualised images 

of children. 

Not only are these advertisements conditioning our little girls, 

they can compromise any educational value that the app may have 

promised as they disrupt concentration and cause distraction. Be 

mindful of apps that promise to be educational, and avoid free apps 

because they will be using advertisements to fund their app. The best 

quality apps will need to be paid for and will not need in- app pur-

chases or advertising. If you are looking for a guide to purchasing 

apps for your children, check out Commonsense Media app reviews. 

The key message from digital educators is to avoid the digital 

world and the small screen world for as long as possible. The devel-

opmental needs in the first six years of life can definitely be displaced 

by screens. Be mindful of feeling pressured by what other parents are 

choosing to do for their daughters in the digital world. You need to 

be making choices in the best interests of your daughter, within your 

belief systems and values. At times, you may feel you are standing 

alone. 

Avoid giving your daughter a smartphone for as long as possible, 

and remember that the minimum age for most apps is 13. Having the 

emotional maturity to make sound decisions and choices on what to 

share, what to comment on and what not to is very unlikely until the 

prefrontal cortex is much more mature, around 20 years of age. Some 

of the wisest voices to listen to around digital behaviour are girls aged 
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between 18 and 24, because many of them have come to understand 

the positives, and the very dark side of being a digital citizen. Their 

regrets can be teachable moments for their younger sisters, cousins or 

friends because theirs is a lived experience.

Sharing content
Given that consent is such an enormously important life skill that 

we need to teach our little girls as early as possible, please ask for 

her consent before you share her photo on your social pages. I have 

spoken with some teenage girls who are extremely angry with the 

number of images that their mother has shared on her Instagram page 

from their early childhood. Remember that our little girls are very 

switched on and want to be respected for their own points of view. To 

model this, we need to walk the talk. 

Checking with her, especially from the age of around three, can 

make an enormous difference. Her digital footprint begins with you, 

and will continue with her, and there will be many conversations in 

her tween and teen years about the choices she may make.

PARENTS AND EDUCATORS’ SURVEY

My daughter, totally unprompted, talking to Siri on the iPad: ‘Can 

you clean my room?’

KEY POINTS

• Before you give any child access to a digital device that has access 

to the world, learn everything you can about keeping them safe 

with parental controls, filtering devices and be careful to review 

carefully anything that your child wants to watch or interact with. 

Make sure you have control of the wi-fi.

• Establish clear boundaries before she is given the device, whether 

that is how many episodes, or how many games, and for young 
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children it can be helpful to put on a timer that lets them know that 

there are five minutes to go.

• For sensitive little girls who are prone to emotional meltdowns, 

be mindful that small screen use can create hyperarousal, where 

there’s a sensory cup or energy that has been drained and they may 

need some help to refill it.

• Banning technology or using technology as a reward can become 

problematic in much the same way as promising lollies or desserts.

• Technology can be used for entertainment or education and 

deciding the intention of giving your little girl screen time needs to 

take this into consideration.

• Avoid any apps or games that reward your little girls because there 

are concerns it can create an over-active dopamine reward system 

or feedback loop that can increase the chances of addictions later 

in life or set our little girls up to be psychologically more vulnerable 

online later on.

• Have clear conversations about seeing disturbing content with your 

little girls and reassure them that they will not get into trouble if 

they tell you about the content. Suggest they immediately close 

their eyes or turn the device upside down. Sadly, they cannot unsee 

violent images or degrading pornography – prevention is essential.

• Keep devices in open areas and out of bedrooms and bathrooms 

from the get-go.

• Keep a healthy balance between screen and green, that is, between 

nature and the virtual world.

• Be mindful of digital boundaries when our children go to other 

houses, or they spend time with older siblings or older cousins 

who have different boundaries and preferences. Do not be 

uncomfortable checking the digital boundaries of other people if 

your child is going for a play.

• Prioritise play, human interaction, endless stories and conversations, 

the arts, crafts and music without a device as much as possible.
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