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Making Choices
about Media Use
Especially during a community crisis, disaster, or tragedy, children of all ages are exposed to a wide range
of messages and images through traditional and non-traditional media. Older children increasingly get
their information and communicate with peers through texts, posts, and Tweets. Parents need to be proactive in supervising a child’s or teen’s exposure to media and use of technology, and fully engaged to help
interpret the incoming information. During stressful times, children and teens may seek immediate
answers to their questions from the Internet or peers rather than from parents, so it’s easy for parents to be
unaware of a child’s questions—and the answers she may be finding. A search engine never says, “Ask an
adult you trust.” Too often, virtual “conversations” can be emotionally intense, upsetting, or misleading,
and may go on for some time without a distressed child or teen seeking parental support. Whether
by limiting access to too much TV coverage, intervening in troubling exchanges, unplugging during
mealtimes to enable family conversation, or making sure phones are off during sleeping hours, parents
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Technology—particularly cell and smart phones—is part of family safety planning, too. Parents,
teens, and even younger children rely on phones to connect during emergencies. The expectation
that family members can always reach each other can inadvertently lead to inadequate planning.
In a crisis, a phone may be disabled, lost, or uncharged. It is important to know where your child
will be, have a backup plan for connecting if phones do not work, and determine a meeting place
if you are separated.

Be a Savvy Media Consumer
Help your children put what they learn from a range of media sources into perspective by sharing
these facts:
and ad sales; the goal is to keep you watching; increasing the hype or the “stay tuned”
message is intended to keep you from turning off the show
than all the positive, ordinary, and usual events; by showing so much of what is negative,
sensational, and upsetting, and so little of the “good,” media can make it seem as if
terrible things are far more common than they really are

others, so encourage children to consult adults for help with this
that children seek any online information about troubling events with a parent
Middle school and high school–age children may also be able to understand that:

encourage them to search with a parent or trusted adult
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Be a Good Role Model
Adults, like children, often have trouble disengaging from the TV or Internet. This is especially
true when a crisis is unfolding. It can feel critically important to stay on top of new information,
and parents may worry that turning off the computer or TV will mean missing important
updates. It is worth thinking carefully about the costs and benefits of spending many hours
following news coverage, both for your children’s benefit and your own.

well-being
(for example, print media, Internet, radio), and where you get your most helpful
information
to anniversaries, trials, repair of destruction, etc.; be aware that this coverage may
re-activate worries in children or adults

tuned into media and technology

How Much Is Too Much?

P RESCHOOLERS (3 –6)

information in an age-appropriate way to a young child
personal safety
or to differentiate fact from fiction
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E LEM ENTARY S CHOOL AGE (7–12)

of time
for sleep health)

T EEN AGERS (1 3–19)

unplug for the night, technology needs to be removed from the bedroom)
like; if posts or texts are upsetting, talk together about limiting, or taking a break from,
distressing communication (e.g., Facebook, texts with a particular peer, etc.)

Managing Media
So that you can better manage children’s media use, rather than having media “manage” your
children (or you), we offer some questions to start conversations that can go beyond, “Haven’t you
spent enough time on the computer?” Learning from children about how they find information
of interest, evaluate the quality of the information and its source, and react to the different modes
through which information is conveyed (images, text, audio), may provide a window into their
experience of a world that can be both stimulating and challenging to navigate.
TA LK ING ABO UT MED IA USE: SAMPL E QUESTIONS TO TRY

Least useful? Scariest?

(Perhaps ask if you can see the back and forth of your child’s exchanges)
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or videos you’ve seen?

you decide whether you trust a source?
newscasters repeat the same information and images, that they have excitement in
their voices, etc.?)
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