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Mind the gap — income divide in
children’s use of digital devices

Study shows young children from lower-income families are spending more unsupervised time than
higher-income ones on such devices, to their detriment. Their parents need help to bridge this digital gap.

Wei-JunJean Yeung
and Lim Sun Sun

For The Straits Times

Covid-19 has highlighted the

our everyday lives. From mundane
tasks such as coordinating daily
routines and ordering meals, to
working and online learning, as
wellas keeping in touch with loved
ones, these devices have made
riding through this pandemic much
more tolerable.

Infamilies with children though,
thereisa constant struggleto
strikea healthybalance between
accessand excessin their digital
deviceuse.

The vast majority of young
families in Singapore are blessed
with aplenitude of devices,
including smartphones, tablets,
laptop computers, e-readers and
digital screen-based toys, for
young children. The challenge lies
in managing young children’s use

maximum benefit while
experiencing minimal harm.

Excessive device use isa definite
concern, with previousresearch
showing that pre-schoolers can be
more prone to throwing tantrums
whenasked to stop using them, or
evenbecome less interested in
non-digital toys. There is also
evidence that toomuchscreen
time for toddlers reduces their
interaction with people around
themand this impedes valuable
learning within social settings.

Despite these potential risks
with excessive use, devices can
offer awealth of enjoyable and
educational content for
pre-schoolers. An extensive range
of smartphone- and tablet-
friendlyapps has emergedto cater
to thisage group, including many
that teach language skills,
numeracy, art and music. Given
their portability, interactivity and
multimedia capabilities,
touchscreen devices suchas
smartphonesand tablets enable
appealing audiovisual content that
isaccessible and engaging for
young children.

PARENTS' CRITICAL ROLE

Toddlers can quickly grasp howto
turnonand manoeuvre these
touchscreens todemand the

stillplaya critical role in ensuring
that these everyday devicesare
populated with cognitively
stimulating and age-appropriate
apps, managing theiruse and
guiding their children closely.

{ RENTAL-FLATKIDS SPEND
: MORE TIME ON E-DEVICES

: Beyond ownership, figures on the

. extentand context of device usein
. households of different

¢ socio-economicstatus (SES) is

. evenmore revealing. Children’s

¢ time diary data from SG Leads

- shows thatthoseup to the age of

¢ sixfromrental flats spend four

* hoursand 28 minutesa week on

¢ electronic devices suchas

i computers, tablets or

¢ smartphones - almost four times

¢ the one hour and 12 minutes for

¢ childrenin private condominiums
: andlanded property.

i thelatterhaving greateraccessto
: other materials athome or other

: activities outside of the home,

¢ including professional childcare
. andenrichment classes. Notably,
¢ for children aged three to six, nearly :
. half (47 per cent) of the children
contentthey like. However, parents :
. smartphonesanduse them more
¢ frequentlyand withless parental
i supervision as compared with

¢ childrenin other housing types.

© manifests notable trends. For

Pre-schoolers cannot literally be
 lefttotheir own devices.

Thisis where robust evidence on

¢ device ownershipanduse byyoung :
. familiesin Singaporeisvital to :
. provide publiceducationonhow  :
: parentscan choose suitable devices, :
¢ cultivate healthy device-use habits, :
i curateedifying contentandprovide :
indispensability of digital devicesin :

requisite supervision,
Datafrom the Singapore

: Longitudinal Early Development
i Study (SGLeads), conducted by the :
. Centrefor Familyand Population ~ :
i Researchat the National University !
: of Singapore andits collaborators, :
: providesilluminating insights on

¢ thestate of device ownershipand

i usebyyoung families.

This Ministry of Education-

i funded study (of whichweare

. principalinvestigator and

i co-investigator respectively)

¢ collected datafrom 2018 t0 2019
i fromanationallyrepresentative
i sample of 5,017 Singaporean

: childrenagedsixandbelowand
¢ theirprimary caregivers. Children :
¢ fromallsocio-economic statuses

. andracialgroups are properly

: represented in this study.

of these devices so that they derive :
i smartphone ownership is nearly

: universalwithonly 0.1per centof
i households not owning any.

¢ Tablets, whichare the nextmost

: accessible devices for

¢ pre-schoolers, are not asubiquitous, :
. with over half(52.8 per cent) of :
¢ families inrental flats not owning

: them comparedwithonly10.1per

. centforfamiliesin private property.

Among the families surveyed,

Thisdifference could be due to

living inrental units have access to

The nature of device usealso

: childrenaged threeto sixin rental
: flatswithaccess to digital devices,
: 214per centuseit for learningand
¢ 27 per cent for games daily,

: compared with10.5 per cent and

: 7.1percentrespectively for

¢ childrenin condos and private

¢ property. The heavier device use

: and more intense use for games

: rather than for learning by

: childreninrentalflatsis striking.

Children from lower-SES

: families are markedly less

¢ well-resourced and have fewer

: alternative diversionsasreflected
: indata on the number of books

¢ they own. Over half of the children
¢ livingin private condos orlanded

¢ property have 50 books or more,

¢ comparedwith only one in10 of

: childreninrental flats.

How parents spend their time

¢ withtheir children is another key

¢ difference. Half of the parents

: livinginprivate condosandlanded :
: homesread to their children every :
i day, reflecting the greater

- flexibility of time higher-SES

parentsenjoy. Of families in rental

: flats, 14 per cent of the parents
: readtotheir children daily,and 31
: per cent never read to their kids.

: SUPPORTFOR
: LOWER-INCOME PARENTS

: Arguably, digital devices can help

¢ tobridge the learning gap for

¢ childreninlower-SES families if
. theyareusing them to engage with :
: cognitively stimulating content.
: Consider for example a parent who
¢ isnot fluent in English but whose

¢ child canaccess nursery rhyme

: videos, alphabet and spelling apps,
¢ oronline storybooks with audio

: narration. The child could

¢ potentially be exposed toagreat

: deal of English from such content.

However, that presupposes that

: theparent has the wherewithal to
: download those apps and access

¢ such content for the child to begin
i with. In higher-SES families,

. children necessarily thrive inhome :
¢ environments where parentsare

. activelyimpartinglanguage skills

i and have their learning further

. augmented by carefully selected

: digital content. Childrenin

¢ lower-SES families lack such

: naturalandadditional advantages.

Support for lower-SES families

i should, therefore, extend to

: boosting parents’ digitalliteracyin
: theseregards - learning to

: distinguish between high-and

i low-quality device use,

. understanding the types of online
i content thatare beneficial for

¢ children, as wellas knowing how

i toaccess the contentand guide

: theirchildren’susage.

We shouldalso consider
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i parents possess both the latitude

¢ oftime and awareness of the

¢ desirability of parental supervision
: toexercise guidance of children’s

¢ deviceuse.

The nature of device use also

¢ differs markedlywith 35.7 per cent
: of children with mothers of

: university educationand above

: neverusing them forlearning,

i compared with 25.7 per cent for

¢ children with mothers of

: secondary education and below.

¢ This contrast canbe explained by
¢ other research that has found that
: more educated parentsseekto

: actively minimise or delay their

- young children’s digital device use
: infavour of books, toys and other
¢ forms of experientiallearning that
i theyregardassuperior.

Of children whose mothers have

i secondary education and below,

i 47.9 per centuse digital devices for
: TV shows, moviesand musicand

¢ 28.5per cent for games every day,

i compared with 24.1 per cent and

: 11.2 per cent respectively for

: children whose mothers have

: university education and above.

; SOBERING STARK DISTINCTIONS

: Thesestarkdistinctionsin families

- ¢ from two opposing ends of the

: establishing more comprehensive
¢ deviceloan programmes where

lower-SES families are loaned

¢ tabletsthatare pre-loaded with

specially curated selections of

* appswith educational and

¢ cognitively stimulating content.

¢ Corporate sponsors can be tapped
¢ forsuch support.

We should also make accessto

¢ educational online materials

¢ through the publiclibraries easier
: forparents. Such programmes can
: help to make up for the resource

: paucityinsuch householdsand the :
¢ parents’lowerlevels of digital
 literacy.

Fundamentally, with device use

: athome, parental guidanceis

¢ indeedkey. Previous research has
: established that when parents use
¢ digital media together with their

¢ young children andinteract with
¢ themin the process, they can

: boost their children’s learning.

Notably, 34.2 per cent of

: childrenagedthree tosixwhose
: mothershave up to secondary

: educationuse smartphonesand
¢ tabletsontheir own as compared
i withonly19.5 per cent of children
: whose mothers have university

: educationandabove. For the

¢ former, 45 per centuse these

¢ deviceswith parents or other

¢ caregivers while for the latter, 62
i percentdo so. Again, higher-SES

: socio-economicladderare
: sobering, The systematic
| : advantage thatchildrenin
i higher-SES families enjoy is further
: amplified by digital device use that
¢ issupervisedand scaffolded with
¢ higher-quality content
: engagement. By extension,
¢ childrenin lower-SES families are
¢ further disadvantaged when their
¢ device use may not beidealin
: terms of context or content.

SG Leads data shows that 15 per

i centofchildren aged three tosix
¢ spent more than 21 hours aweek
¢ onelectronic devices, including
: TVandother electronic devices.
¢ Among this group, 64 per cent of
i ¢ the time spent on such devices was
: A study shows that children up to the age of six from rental flats spend four hours and 28 minutes a week on electronic

devices - almost four times the one hour and 12 minutes for those in condos and landed property. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY

notin the presence of parents.
Iflargely unsupervised and

: engaging with content that s less

¢ educationalin nature, their device
: use couldimpede their cognitive

. development. Notably, SG Leads

¢ data shows that, for children aged
¢ three to six, spending longer hours
: withelectronic devicesis linked to
¢ lower scoresinapplied problems

: andletter-wordidentification

¢ tests. Furthermore, using these

¢ devices without parents for half or
: more of the time intensifies this

: negative relationship.

Clearly more can and must be

done tolevel the playing field in
¢ thisregard.Ina countrylike

Singapore thatis technologising

© intensively, digital literacy and

: access of parentsand children

- across the socio-economic

: spectrum must be buttressed so

: thatparents and children can fully
¢ exploit the benefitsand not be left
: behind,
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