


Understanding and managing screen time among school children using the teachers' lens in Rivers State

[bookmark: _GoBack]Abstract: 
Background: Screen time is the length of time a child spends engaged with electronic or digital devices. Excessive exposure to screens at the critical time of rapid brain development can affect the social, physical, cognitive, speech, and language development of a child. Teachers, as the foremost stakeholders in children's education, are in a position to evaluate these patterns. This study examines children’s screen time use and management from the teachers' perspective. 
Method: A cross-sectional descriptive study involving 154 teachers in Obio/Akpor Local Government Area of Rivers State. A multistage sampling method was employed to recruit the study participants. A self-administered questionnaire was used for data collection. Analysis was done using SPSS. 
Results: Their ages ranged from 23yrs -50yrs with a mean of 37.53  8.52 years. Most (77.3%) of the teachers have a bachelor's degree. The most common type of screen device used by students was smartphones (81.2%), and less than 10% of teachers employed screen devices as a teaching tool. More than one-third of the teachers (36.4%) permit their students to voluntarily use screen devices for non-educational purposes. Most of the participants agreed that limiting the use of screen devices is part of their duty, while only 50% knew that screen time was age-dependent. Over 90% of teachers knew excessive use of screen devices led to addiction, but only 22.7% knew that constant use of screen devices increases the risk of obesity. About 90% of teachers agree that constant use of screen devices negatively affects children’s mental health, affects their sleep quality, as well as their attention and concentration, while 45% agreed that it affects children’s speech and language development.
Conclusion: Teachers had a moderate knowledge of the impact of excessive screen time on children; however, their knowledge of regulatory measures was poor. To promote age-appropriate and healthy screen time use among children in the school environment, emphasis needs to be drawn to teachers’ role in regulating screen time and awareness of the dangers of excessive screen time.
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Introduction 
These days, children grow up surrounded by a diverse range of traditional and modern technologies, which they are adopting at an alarming rate.  Even children in low-income households are regularly utilizing modern digital technologies, such as smartphones, as well as interactive media. The essence of these technologies was to enhance educational potential by using interactive media, particularly for much younger children. [1] 
Different definitions of screen time create issues of uniformity for comparison and measurement.  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, screen time is the time spent using a device like a computer, television, or console.[2] The World Health Organization, in its latest guidelines, with emphasis on the problem of sedentary screen time, has defined screen time as the time spent passively watching screen–based entertainment on televisions, mobile devices, or computers. [3] The American Academy of Paediatrics, on the other hand, defined screen time as the length of time a child spends engaging with a digital device like TVs, smartphones, computers, or tablets, whether for recreational, educational, or social purposes.[1]  
Guidelines on appropriate screen time duration are somewhat new, and recommend a reduction in the time spent on discretionary screen time to 2 hours or less per day for youths and school-age children, 1 hour or less per day for preschools and toddlers, and no screen time for children that are less than 2 years of age. [4,5,6]
In the last decade, the use of screen time among children has significantly increased. This is driven by the incorporation of technology into homes and schools. While these digital tools are meant to support interactive learning, improve access to information, and develop digital literacy and learning skills, there are growing concerns regarding the potential risk of exposing children to excessive screen time. Studies have shown that excessive exposure to screens at the critical time of rapid brain development can affect their social, physical, cognitive, and academic development. [7,8,9] It has also been linked to sleep disturbance, increased incidence of obesity, eye problems, and reduced social interactions. Furthermore, prolonged use of screen time for recreation has been reported to decrease academic performance and lead to disconnection from class activities. [7] On the other hand, educational screens, when managed properly, can enhance learning and improve both academic and digital literacy. The twofold impact highlights the need to examine how teachers view the influence of screen time on children. Teachers, as the foremost stakeholders in children's education, are in a position to dictate and evaluate these patterns. However, despite the widespread use of media among children, research in this area remains limited.[1] This study aimed to examine the screen time use of students from the teachers' perspective , their knowledge of the potential harms of excessive screen use in children and to identify the challenges they encounter while ensuring screen time management among their students. 
Methodology: 
 Study design: A descriptive cross-sectional study was carried out in January–April 2024 among teachers in 6 selected schools. 
Study participants: The participants comprised of teachers in primary and secondary schools in Obio/Akpor Local Government Area of Rivers State. 
Setting of study: This descriptive study was carried out in Obio/Akpor LGA from January 2025 to April 2025 in 6 selected schools. The LGA is cosmopolitan in nature with several companies and businesses domicile there. It is a home for several people from diverse ethnic group and socioeconomic status. There are several private and public primary and secondary schools in the area.   
Sample size calculation: The Cochran formula for descriptive studies was used to calculate the minimum sample size. Using a standard deviation of 1.96 corresponding to a 95% confidence interval, the proportion of teachers from a previous study who reported teaching with television daily was 8.0% [10], with an error margin of 5% and allowance of non-response of 10%. The minimum sample size of 125 was calculated, however a total of 154 teachers were recruited for the study.  
Sampling method: Permission was obtained from the head teachers of selected schools. A multistage sampling method was used to select 24-26 teachers who gave consent for the study from each of the selected 6 schools.
Study tool and administration: A self-administered structured questionnaire was designed. This questionnaire was designed by the researcher following review on various literatures on screen time. This was comprised of four sections: Socio-demographic data of the teachers, knowledge and perception of teachers on childhood screen exposure and the challenges they encounter while managing screen use by students.
Data analysis: Analysis was conducted with a significance level set at 0.05 using IBM SPSS Statistics software (version 25.0). Descriptive statistics were done, and a Student's t-test was used to compare means, while the chi-square test was used to compare two subgroups. Results were presented in frequency tables in simple proportions. 
 

Results
Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics
	Variables
	Frequency (N=154)
	Percentage

	Age
	<25 years
	18
	11.7

	
	25-35 years
	38
	24.7

	
	36-45 years
	79
	51.3

	
	>45 years
	19
	12.3

	Sex
	Female
	132
	85.7

	
	Male
	22
	14.3

	Education level
	Bachelor’s degree
	119
	77.3

	
	Master’s degree
	22
	14.3

	
	Doctorate	
	13
	8.4

	class taught
	Nursery
	7
	4.5

	
	Primary
	42
	27.3

	
	Junior secondary(JSS)
	55
	35.7

	
	Senior secondary(SSS)
	50
	32.5

	Marital status
	Married
	112
	72.7

	
	Single
	35
	22.7

	
	Widowed
	7
	4.6

	Teaching duration
	<5 years
	63
	40.9

	
	6-10years
	7
	4.5

	
	11-15 years 
	63
	40.9

	
	>20 years
	21
	13.6


Table 1 presents the socioeconomic summary of the participants. Six schools were selected for the study- one private school and 5 public schools. A total of 154 teachers participated in the study. Age range spanned between 23 and 50 years with the mean age being 37.53 ± 8.52 years. More than half of the teachers were within 36-45 years (51.3%), a quarter was within 25-35 years. Females were more than males as they contributed to 85.7% of the study population. The study was comprised of tertiary degree holders with 77.3% having at least a bachelor’s degree, 14.3% having a master’s degree and 8.4% having a doctorate degree. Married individuals made up 72.7%, single made up 22.7% and widowed made up 4.6%. About 40.9% has been teaching for less than 5 years, 4.5% for 6 to 10 years, 40.9% for 11-15 years and 13.6 for greater than 20 years.

Table 2. Practices regarding regulating screen device exposure amongst students
	Variables
	Frequency (N=154)
	Percentage
(100%)

	1. Employ screen devices as a teaching tool
	
	

	Yes
	14
	9.1

	No
	140
	90.9

	2. Children carry out homework on electronic devices
	
	

	Yes
	21
	13.6

	No
	133
	86.4

	3. Use electronic devices as a tool for virtual teaching
	
	

	Yes
	7
	4.5

	No
	147
	95.5

	4. Common types of screen devices used by students
	
	

	Smartphones
	125
	81.2

	Ipad/Tablets
	14
	9.1

	Television
	7
	4.5

	Others
	8
	5.2

	5. Students permitted to voluntarily watch TV/smartphones for non-educational purposes
	
	

	Yes
	56
	36.4

	No
	98
	63.6

	6. If yes, how much time allowed for children to use screen devices at school (n=56)
	
	

	<1 hour
	21
	37.5

	1-2 hours
	28
	50.0

	2-3 hours
	7
	12.5

	7. Motivate children with smartphones as a reward
	
	

	Yes
	28
	18.2

	No
	105
	68.2

	Sometimes
	21
	13.6

	8. Motivate children to participate in physical activities and play with peers instead of staying on the devices
	
	

	Yes
	63
	40.9

	No
	63
	40.9

	Sometimes
	28
	18.2


Table 2 displays teacher’s practices towards regulating screen device exposure among their students. About 9.1% of the teachers employed screen devices as a teaching tool and 13.6% give homework that would be carried out using a screen device. Most common type of screen devices used by students were smartphones (81.2%), tablets (9.1%) and television (4.5%). More than one-third of the teachers (36.4%) permit their students to voluntarily use screen devices for non-educational purposes. It was also observed that 31.8% use screen devices as a reward, indicating poor reduction strategies/practices.
Table 3. Attitudes of teachers regarding regulating the exposure of screen devices among students
	Variables
	Frequency (N=154)
	Percentage
(100%)

	1. Do you worry about the use of smartphones by your students?
	
	

	Agree
	70
	45.5

	Neutral
	49
	31.8

	Disagree
	35
	22.7

	2. Do you think it is your duty to limit the content that your students watch
	
	

	Agree
	119
	77.3

	Neutral
	14
	9.1

	Disagree
	21
	13.6

	3. Do you find difficulty in controlling your students’ use of screen devices 
	
	

	Agree
	63
	40.9

	Neutral
	42
	27.3

	Disagree
	49
	31.8

	4. Do you feel that the presence of smartphones/tablets reduces the time spent communicating with teachers or playing with other children
	
	

	Agree
	77
	50.0

	Neutral
	49
	31.8

	Disagree
	28
	18.2



Table 3 shows attitude of teachers regarding regulating student’s exposure to screen devices. Results shows that more than half of the study population were either neutral or disagreed to the concept of screen devices regulation among children. Only about 77.3% of agreed that limiting the screen device use is part of their duty and only 50% agreed that presence of screen devices reduces time spent communicating with teachers or with other students.







Table 4. Knowledge of regulation of student’s screen exposure by teachers
	Variables
	Frequency (N=154)
	Percentage
(100%)

	1. At what age can children be exposed to screens
	
	

	<18 months
	14
	9.1

	18 months – 2 years
	7
	4.5

	2 years to 5 years
	21
	13.6

	≥ 6 years
	49
	31.8

	I don’t know
	63
	40.9

	2. How much time is a child allowed to spend on screen
	
	

	Unlimited
	7
	4.5

	One hour a day or less
	14
	9.1

	Two hours a day
	7
	4.5

	Three hours or more
	14
	9.1

	Age dependent
	77
	50.0

	I don’t know
	35
	22.7

	3. How much time is allowed to watch screen devices before sleeping
	
	

	The child can sleep while watching television or other electronic devices
	21
	13.6

	Not less than an hour
	42
	27.3

	Not less than two hours
	49
	31.8

	I don’t know
	42
	27.3

	4. Does excessive use of screen devices lead to addiction
	
	

	Yes
	140
	90.9

	No
	7
	4.5

	I don’t know
	7
	4.5

	5. Does children’s use of screen devices increase the risk of obesity and other diseases such as diabetes
	
	

	Yes
	35
	22.7

	No
	77
	50.0

	I don’t know
	42
	27.3

	6. Does children’s use of screen devices negatively affect their mental and physical health
	
	

	Yes
	91
	59.1

	No
	35
	22.7

	I don’t know
	28
	18.2

	7. Does the use of screen devices affect child’s sleep quality
	
	

	Yes
	133
	86.4

	No
	7
	4.5

	I don’t know
	14
	9.1

	8. Does children’s use of screen devices affect their concentration and attention
	
	

	Yes
	140
	90.9

	No
	7
	4.5

	I don’t know
	7
	4.5

	9. Does children’s use of screen devices negatively affect their speech and language development
	
	

	Yes
	70
	45.5

	No
	63
	40.9

	I don’t know
	21
	13.6



Table 4 above displays level of knowledge of regulation of screen device exposure by teachers. The result revealed that a significant part of the population was not aware of the appropriate time to introduce children to screen devices. And only about 50% knew it was age dependent. Over 90% of teachers knew excessive use of screen devices led to addiction but only 22.7% knew that constant use of screen devices increases the risk of obesity. About 90% of teachers knew that constant use of screen devices negatively affects children’s mental health, affect their sleep quality, as well as their attention and concentration. Only 45% agreed that it affect children’s speech and language development.






Fig 1. A pie chart showing the overall level of knowledge of teachers in regulating screen exposure and its impact amongst students

Figure 1 displayed above is a simple pie chart that depicts the overall level of knowledge of teachers regarding the regulation of screen device use by children. About 46.1% had poor knowledge, 44.8% moderate knowledge and only 9.1% had good knowledge indication that the study population lack an overall knowledge on the concept of screen time reduction amongst children.







Table 5. Socioeconomic factors associated with the level of knowledge of screen regulation amongst teachers
	Variables
	Level of knowledge
	Statistics
	P value

	
	Poor 
	Moderate
	Good
	
	

	Age
	
	
	
	
	

	<25 years
	9 (12.7)
	9 (13.0)
	0 (0.0)
	ꭓ2=34.239
	0.0001*

	25-35 years
	16 (22.5)
	15 (21.7)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	36-45 years
	46 (64.8)
	26 (37.7)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	>45 years
	0 (0.0)
	19 (27.5)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	Sex
	
	
	
	
	

	Female
	57 (80.3)
	61 (88.4)
	14 (100.0)
	ꭓ2=4.453
	0.108

	Male
	14 (19.7)
	8 (11.6)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	Level of education
	
	
	
	
	

	Bachelors
	64 (90.1)
	48 (69.6)
	7 (50.0)
	ꭓ2=33.238
	0.0001*

	Masters
	7 (9.9)
	8 (11.6)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	Doctorate
	0 (0.0)
	13 (18.8)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	Class taught
	
	
	
	
	

	Nursery
	7 (9.9)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)
	ꭓ2=20.007
	0.003*

	Primary
	15 (21.1)
	27 (39.1)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	JSS 
	28 (39.4)
	20 (29.0)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	SSS
	21 (29.6)
	22 (31.9)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	Marital status
	
	
	
	
	

	Married
	57 (80.3)
	48 (69.6)
	7 (50.0)
	ꭓ2=21.388
	0.0001*

	Single
	7 (9.9)
	21 (30.4)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	Widow
	7 (9.9)
	21 (30.4)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	Duration of teaching
	
	
	
	
	

	1-5 years
	29 (40.8)
	27 (39.1)
	7 (50.0)
	ꭓ2=37.743
	0.0001*

	6-10 years
	7 (9.9)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	11- 15 years
	35 (49.3)
	21 (30.4)
	7 (50.0)
	
	

	16-20 years
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)
	0 (0.0)
	
	

	>20 years
	0 (0.0)
	21 (30.4)
	0 (0.0)
	
	



Table 5 shows the relationship between socioeconomic characteristics of teachers and their level of knowledge of screen regulation. The table showed that teachers with good knowledge of screen regulation were within the age range 25-35 years and 36-45 years. There was no significant relationship based on gender. Those teaching in public schools had more knowledge on regulation compared to those teaching private schools (p=0.011). 

DISCUSSION
This study showed that the use of digital devices for non-educational purposes appears to be gaining grounds as a high proportion of teachers permit students at school to use personal smart mobile phones. Other studies have shown that the use of smart mobile phone devices in schools is prevalent among adolescents but its regulation remains a challenge to both parents and teachers.[11–13] The use of smart phones among children in schools remains a matter of controversy, as benefits have been documented in terms of improving academic performances while concerns also exist about the downsides of prolonged screen time, cyberbullying time and poorly regulated exposure to social media and internet.[11,13–17] Conversely, application of other digital devices asides smart mobile phones for educational purposes in schools in Port Harcourt is not a widely adopted approach to learning despite the submissions of the National Policy on Information and Communication Technology (ICT) to promote and support the age-appropriate application of ICT in schools across the federation.18  Less than ten percent of teachers in this present study employed digital devices as teaching tools, perhaps this is because majority of the teachers in this study were recruited from government owned public schools where dearth in ICT infrastructure is prevalent; this finding is comparable with certain studies which depicted that the use and availability of digital devices among primary and secondary school teachers is still gaining popularity.[19–22] This could be explained further by a number of factors including the prevailing digital divide, and poor technical know-how among teachers in the subregion.20–24.The use of digital devices for teaching purposes is being advocated as this has benefits in improving digital literacy, academic performances and preparing children for the advances of contemporary times.[14,23,24] 
Our study showed that more than half of the study population were either neutral or disagreed with the concept of screen device regulation among school children. Only about 77.3% of teachers agreed that limiting the use of screen devices is part of their duty, and only 50% agreed that the presence of screen devices reduces time spent communicating with teachers or with other students. The American Academy of Paediatrics recommends the age-appropriate use of screen devices, with emphasis on withholding screen device use before 2 years, while ensuring that an adult accompanies children in their early years of digital screen exposures, among other recommendations.[25] There is no regional consensus or guidelines on screen device use, nor are there unified classroom smartphone policies binding the use of mobile phones among school children in Nigeria.  Hence, it is not surprising that there are misconceptions on this subject among teachers and that a significant part of the study population is ignorant that the introduction to screen device use was age- dependent.
Our findings demonstrated that the majority of teachers recognized mental health complications, including addiction, inattention, poor concentration , and sleep problems, as notable sequelae of excessive digital screen use. This is in tan dem with reports by Ventours et al.[26] In this present study, a comparably lower proportion of teachers opined that children’s speech and language development was affected by early digital device use in children. This is in contrast to findings by Monteiro et al, where 100% of teachers identified communication and language disorders of development as consequences of early screen device use among children.[27]
Less than 10% of teachers in this study had good knowledge of digital screen device use in children, indicating that the study population lacks an acceptable level of knowledge on the concept of screen time amongst children. This further buttresses the importance of domesticating local and regional policies on digital screen regulation, including classroom mobile phone policies among school-going children. Similarly, in drafting curriculum reforms to incorporate ICT in enhancing teaching and learning, grey areas such as the teacher’s ability to effectively use these digital devices vis-a-vis their skills in identifying certain developmental, mental and emotional consequences of digital device use among children should be taken into consideration as areas of focus and retraining.[25,28,29]
Teachers with good knowledge of screen regulation were within the age range 25-35 years and 36-45 years; the reason for this may be that the majority of them are digital natives and technophiles as described by Prensky. [30] Our finding is in tandem with the work by Lei J, which demonstrated that digital natives had a reserved attitude in using technology as classroom teachers, promoted social communication while still maintaining strong positive beliefs in applying ICT in education.[31] Being more experienced (>15 years in teaching) was also associated with good knowledge on screen time regulation in this present study, perhaps this may be because of their past experiences with the untoward effects of these devices on communication and attention in classrooms; it may also be a reflection of the gains from programs and trainings that promote healthy screen use in children during the course of their teaching career.[13,27,32,33]
To promote healthy age-appropriate screen device use among children and adolescents in the school environment, digital literacy and skills of the classroom teacher need to go beyond the technicalities of using the devices and infrastructure. Emphasis needs to be drawn to the teachers’ role in regulating screen time and their awareness of the age-appropriate use of screen devices for educational and non-educational purposes. Furthermore, there is a need for effective regulations on screen time / digital device and development of safe classroom smartphone policies to ensure safety and optimum development of children and adolescents.
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