


1 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRO ..................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1 - The Argument Is Usually Not About the Screen 10 

Chapter 2 - Vague Rules Create Professional Negotiators .. 21 

Chapter 3 - Your Child Is Not a Tiny Adult With Worse Wi-Fi
 ............................................................................................. 35 

Chapter 4 - The Rules You Break Teach More Than the 
Rules You Announce ........................................................... 46 

Chapter 5 - Bigger Punishments Do Not Create Better Habits
 ............................................................................................. 60 

Chapter 6 - Do Not Make Willpower Fight the Entire Internet
 ............................................................................................. 73 

Chapter 7 - Stop Negotiating the Same Rule Every Day ..... 87 

Chapter 8 - Screens Cannot Be the Answer to Every Feeling
 ........................................................................................... 103 

Chapter 9 - Build a Screen Schedule That Survives Tuesday
 ............................................................................................ 118 

Chapter 10 - Say Less During the Fight .............................. 132 

Chapter 11 - Give Them a Voice Without Handing Over the 
Remote............................................................................... 146 

Chapter 12 - Different Screens Need Different Rules ....... 160 

Chapter 13 - Fair Does Not Mean Everybody Gets the Same 
Rule ..................................................................................... 173 

Chapter 14 - Teach Them to Manage the Limit Before You 
Remove It ............................................................................186 

Chapter 15 - When Real Life Eats the Schedule .................199 



2 

Chapter 16 - What to Do When You Are Too Tired to Parent 
the Router ........................................................................... 213 

Chapter 17 - When the Rule Works Everywhere Except Your 
House ................................................................................ 228 

Chapter 18 - Notice the Drift Before the Arguments Return
 ........................................................................................... 242 

Chapter 19 - Make the Rule Bigger Than the Device ......... 257 

Chapter 20 - The System That Ends the Daily Argument... 271 



3 

INTRO 

It is 7:42 p.m., and you have made what appears to be a 
perfectly reasonable announcement. 

“Ten more minutes, then screens off.” 

Your child looks up from the tablet with the expression of 
someone who has just been informed that electricity will be 
permanently discontinued. 

“What?” 

“Ten more minutes.” 

“But I just started.” 

You glance at the clock. The “just started” in question 
began approximately forty-seven minutes ago, shortly after 
dinner and before you made the catastrophic mistake of 
sitting down for three minutes. Apparently, time behaves 
differently inside Minecraft, YouTube, Roblox, TikTok, 
Fortnite, streaming apps, and whatever brightly colored digital 
universe currently has custody of your child. 

You repeat yourself. 

“Ten minutes.” 

This time, the response comes with legal representation. 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s almost bedtime.” 

“But Jake gets to play until nine.” 

“You are not Jake.” 

“Jake’s mom lets him.” 
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You briefly consider calling Jake’s mom and asking 
whether she would also like to take your child for tax 
purposes. 

Instead, you remain calm. Or at least you attempt the facial 
expression associated with calm while your nervous system 
is quietly loading a different program. 

This is where screen-time arguments usually begin: not 
with a screen, but with a transition. A child is doing something 
highly engaging and is suddenly expected to stop because an 
adult has announced that another part of life exists. Teeth 
need brushing. Homework needs finishing. Dinner is ready. 
The family is leaving. Sleep, despite decades of scientific 
evidence, continues to be necessary. 

From the child’s point of view, the timing is suspiciously 
inconvenient. 

From the parent’s point of view, you gave plenty of 
warning, explained the rule fourteen times, bought the family 
calendar, adjusted the router settings, downloaded a 
parental-control app, and once watched a twenty-two-minute 
video titled How to Create Healthy Digital Habits in Your Home 
while hiding in the bathroom. 

And yet here you are. 

Negotiating with an eight-year-old who apparently has 
access to a constitutional appeals process. 

The problem is not simply that children like screens. Of 
course they do. Screens are extremely good at being 
interesting. They contain friends, games, videos, jokes, 
rewards, stories, music, competitions, messages, novelty, 
and an endless supply of things specifically designed to make 
“one more minute” sound reasonable. 

Meanwhile, the competing parental offer is often: 
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“Come fold your laundry.” 

The entertainment industry has certain advantages. 

That does not mean screens are evil, children are addicted 
to everything with a charging cable, or good parenting 
requires turning your home into a nineteenth-century 
farmhouse where everyone churns butter for recreation. 
Screens are part of modern childhood. They are used for 
school, communication, entertainment, creativity, gaming, 
social life, and occasionally watching a man spend seventeen 
minutes opening a box that contains another box. 

The goal is not to eliminate screens. 

The goal is to stop screens from running the household. 

More specifically, the goal of this book is to help you create 
screen-time rules that are clear enough to follow, realistic 
enough to survive actual family life, and predictable enough 
that turning off a device does not require the negotiating skills 
of an international hostage specialist. 

Because daily arguments usually tell you something 
important: the family does not merely have a screen-time 
problem. It has a system problem. 

Maybe the rule changes depending on the day, the parent, 
the weather, the amount of homework, your energy level, and 
whether you are currently trying to make dinner without 
someone asking you seventeen questions about cheese. 
Maybe screens are allowed “for a little while,” which is a 
beautifully flexible phrase meaning absolutely nothing to a 
child who would happily interpret “a little while” as February 
through October. 

Maybe the rule exists, but enforcement arrives only after 
you have asked five times. 
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“Turn it off.” 

“One minute.” 

“Turn it off, please.” 

“I’m finishing.” 

“I said turn it off.” 

“WAIT.” 

And now nobody is discussing screen time anymore. You 
are discussing tone, respect, promises, yesterday, Jake, 
Jake’s mother, the fact that your child “never gets to do 
anything,” and possibly an unrelated injustice from last 
Thursday. 

This is how a thirty-second transition becomes a twelve-
minute family documentary. 

The good news is that you do not need to become stricter, 
louder, more technologically sophisticated, or capable of 
staring at a child until Wi-Fi disconnects through intimidation 
alone. In many families, fewer arguments come not from 
harsher rules but from better-designed ones. 

A good screen rule answers practical questions before the 
screen turns on. 

When can it be used? 

For how long? 

What needs to happen first? 

What happens when the time is over? 

Are weekends different? 

Are homework screens treated differently from 
entertainment screens? 



7 

What happens when a friend is online, a game cannot be 
paused, an episode has seven minutes left, or your child 
suddenly announces that shutting down now will destroy 
three months of civilization-building? 

These details matter because vague rules create 
negotiations. Negotiations create exceptions. Exceptions 
create new precedents. And children have extraordinary 
precedent memory. 

You may forget that you allowed an extra fifteen minutes 
on a rainy Sunday six months ago. 

They have archived the ruling. 

This book will show you how to build a screen-time system 
around clarity, predictability, transitions, age-appropriate 
involvement, and consequences you can actually enforce. 
We will look at why some common approaches create more 
conflict even when they sound sensible, including repeated 
warnings, constant bargaining, surprise shutdowns, 
enormous punishments, and rules created during the 
argument itself. 

Especially that last one. 

Nothing produces thoughtful family policy quite like yelling, 
“FINE! NO TABLET FOR A MONTH!” 

A month is a very long time. 

Usually by Wednesday, everyone has reconsidered. 

We will also deal with the uncomfortable fact that parents 
are tired. This matters more than most screen-time advice 
admits. A perfect system that requires continuous 
supervision, six daily checklists, individualized content audits, 
handwritten technology contracts, and the emotional 
consistency of a Buddhist monk is not a family system. 
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It is a second job. 

The methods here are designed for ordinary households. 
Households where dinner sometimes comes from a box, 
somebody cannot find one shoe, the parent needs twenty 
quiet minutes, and the child knows exactly when you are too 
exhausted to defend the rule. 

You will not be asked to create a flawless digital childhood. 
There is no flawless childhood. Previous generations survived 
television, arcade games, landline phones, extremely 
questionable Saturday-morning cartoons, and being released 
outdoors with the instruction to “come back before dark.” 

Your job is simpler. 

You need rules that make sense. 

You need a routine that does not require a new debate 
every evening. 

You need to know when to hold the boundary, when to 
allow flexibility, and how to tell the difference between 
reasonable flexibility and quietly surrendering because you 
would like to drink your coffee while it is technically still a 
liquid. 

You also need a plan for the moments when the system 
fails, because it will. Your child will complain. You will make 
exceptions. Vacations will happen. Grandparents will happen. 
Sick days will happen. One weekend will become a digital 
carnival because everybody is exhausted and the weather 
appears personally hostile. 

That does not mean the system is broken. 

Healthy screen rules are not rules that are followed 
perfectly. 
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They are rules your family can return to without reinventing 
civilization every Monday. 

Most importantly, this book is not about winning arguments 
with your child. If every screen shutdown ends with you 
technically winning while everyone hates everyone, 
congratulations: you have achieved victory in the least 
relaxing way available. 

The real goal is to reduce how often the argument needs 
to happen at all. 

Clear expectations before the screen. 

Predictable endings. 

Fewer negotiations. 

Calmer consequences. 

More responsibility as your child becomes capable of 
handling it. 

And enough flexibility that family life can remain family life 
instead of becoming a branch office of the Department of 
Device Regulation. 

You do not need to hate screens. 

You do not need your child to hate screens. 

You just need the screens to understand that they do not 
own the building. 

Unfortunately, someone in the family will have to explain 
that to them. 

It appears you have been selected. 
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Chapter 1 - The Argument Is Usually Not 
About the Screen 

At 5:58 p.m., your child is peacefully playing a game. 

At 6:00 p.m., you say, “Time’s up.” 

At 6:00:04 p.m., the peace treaty collapses. 

“NO. I’m in the middle of something.” 

“You knew you had until six.” 

“But I can’t stop now.” 

“You’ve had an hour.” 

“That’s not fair.” 

You look at the clock because perhaps time itself has 
joined the conspiracy. It has not. It is still six. Unfortunately, 
the fact that you are technically correct has done nothing 
useful. 

This is one of the first things parents need to understand 
about screen-time conflict: the argument is often less about 
the total number of minutes and more about what happens 
when those minutes end. 

If your child complains every time a device has to be turned 
off, it is tempting to conclude that the problem is simply 
excessive attachment to screens. Sometimes that is part of it. 
But very often, three different problems are hiding inside the 
same dramatic sentence: 

“I don’t want to stop.” 

That sentence may mean: 

“I was not prepared to stop.” 

“I’m in the middle of something.” 


