

At what age can a child start using a computer?
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Without necessarily advocating the use of ICT as early as possible in childhood, this article tries to temper the negative view being an invitation to informed reflection and to interpretation of the conclusions of research reports in this area based on utilitarian criteria, contextualised and well reasoned

Recent articles have been concerned with the age at which children could be allowed to use a computer. Some experts say children should be forbidden from using computers at school by the age of 9, because the premature use of technology diminishes, in the course of time, the volume and the focus of attention. Other researchers raise the issue of excessive computer and internet use by children at home, a fact that can negatively influence school achievement. 

Without necessarily advocating the use of ICT as early as possible in childhood, this article tries to temper the negative view being an invitation to informed reflection and to interpretation of the conclusions of research reports in this area based on utilitarian criteria, contextualised and well reasoned.

Dr. Aric Sigman, a psychologist and the author of a study recently launched in the UK, says that the premature introduction and the excessive use of technology have negative effects on children’s development since their cognitive abilities are being formed at this stage. “There is evidence to show that introducing information and communication technology (ICT) in the early years actually subverts the very skills that government ministers said they want children to develop, such as the ability to pay attention for sustained periods”, Sigman said.

Dr. Sigman argue his assertions with the fact that there is a contradiction between the multitasking ability – rapidly alternating more tasks in order to do more things at the same time, specific to computer use – and sustained attention. These cannot and should not be developed at the same time. The ability to pay attention for a longer period of time should be a basic skill, necessary for other skills that are developed later on. The big issue identified by specialist studies is the observation that children do not read anymore, cannot focus at school, are not able to communicate – ascribed to the attention deficit present in all age groups of students today.

The debates related to the effects of the new technologies on cognitive and social development or on child health began to polarise more and more the specialists’ opinions.

In all developed countries, primary school children have at least one class a week when they use a computer. In the United States, research shows that educational software benefits language development and social skills. In Europe, there are many studies that show the positive effect of the new technologies for school achievement, differentiated education and the creation of some educational situations that are more significant to students.

Other category of research reports, such as the one in the UK, shows that long exposure to TV or computers introduces elements of entropy – based on the conventional criteria of development psychology – or “creates disorder” in brain development.

This is why access to new technologies should be allowed (in schools) only from the age of 9, meaning from the 4th grade, the authors say.

The conclusions of a research report of the Duke University in the USA developed after a longitudinal study on the activity of some children in the USA in the period 2000-2005 come to support these assertions. The research ended before social networks such as Hi5 and Facebook became widely used, and this amplifies researchers’ assumptions that children’s access to computers and high speed internet leads to lower achievement in tests. The authors’ suggestion was that the government-sustained models to expand home access to new technologies could lead to an increase in the achievement gap between disadvantaged students and good students.

Another interesting hypothesis of the same report is that education has been distracted by the “technology obsession”, meaning that the exaggerated focus on ICT lately, without the support of appropriate teacher training and without (centralised) moderation of integration actions within the limits of teaching efficiency, has lead to a kind of “technology abuse” and to many classroom situations that are irrelevant to the learning objectives.

However, in our opinion, this was an incipient phase necessary in the implementation of new technologies in education, when decision makers, researchers, teachers and children themselves have been experiencing, have drawn conclusions and have improved their endeavours, fascinated by the potential shown by these (still) new tools. Nobody can deny that we are witnessing one of the biggest changes in public education after the implementation of classes and lessons in school organisation, which started in the 17th century. Probably the only real problem in this regard is the resistance to change of some education practitioners, ostentatiously expressed, when educators should be aware that they are the first who are responsible for the (professional) future of young generations.

“Adults may think of computer technology as a productivity tool first and foremost, says Professor Jacob Vigdor from Duke University in the USA, but the average kid doesn’t share that perception.” The research, conducted together with Professor Helen Ladd, also shows that the new technologies are useful tools for children if parents monitor their activity. In socially and economically disadvantaged families, it is less likely that parents have time, knowledge or the will to check how and how long their children are using the computer and to direct them towards the use of technology for educational purposes.

The added value of educational software used for the attainment of educational goals can no longer be doubted. Even in small grades, a digital application, well chosen and appropriate for that particular context, can facilitate achievement both for students with difficulties or a different learning style and gifted students. It contributes to increasing motivation for learning, focusing on the content being taught, understanding of phenomena, the development of independent or team work skills, the establishment of cross-curriculum connections and connections with real world concrete situations, the development of computer skills etc.

Moreover, the temptation of computer games and online socialising is so big, corresponding to some intrinsic development needs of the human being, that forbidding the use of computers, social networks and instant messaging equals many times to putting a child in a room without windows and limiting their cognitive development. Modern world has already incorporated the new technologies into the natural communication, continuous training and information tools.

Final thoughts
To conclude, we could say that there is not a major problem with the use of new technologies but rather with the way they are used by children, no matter their age. This is why our recommendations relate to the following aspects:

· Computer use at an early age (before 9-10) must be supervised by parents or a teacher.

· A moderate use of computers, with a well defined time limit – in the course of time, the duration can be increased from less than an hour (for 6 year-olds) to two-three hours a day (for those around 14).

· Using safe applications, educational software that has a real value for learning and is adapted to children’s/students’ psychological age.

· Using the internet only after the parents or teachers have completed the necessary configurations to ensure children’s secure access to websites.

· Parents must make sure that the new technologies do not become a purpose by themselves for their child and that their child understands their role as tools for communication, information, skill development, play.

Of course, some of these recommendations need lasting interventions and a firm application of principles. Especially, an appropriate attitude towards the new technologies is developed with the help of a constant modelling by parents and educators ; you should not ask your child to do what you don’t: if a parent plays computer games late at night, it is less likely that their child have a different behaviour; if a teacher emphasises computer use in itself and not what the educational software and the internet do for the learning objectives and the development of skills, students are less likely to see the computer only as a tool used in intellectual work.

It is true that this tool for intellectual work is a complex and advanced one, and its full use, so necessary at the time when today’s children enter the labour market, needs practice, responsibility, and balance. These are very unlikely to be developed properly through ungrounded interdictions, undifferentiated use, without quality software, without appropriate support from those adults who are significant to a child’s life.

Like with any socio-educational environment that is rich in influences and dependent on the social, cultural and economic reality, the first steps must be supervised, negative influences must be filtered and adequate “survival” or reaction strategies should be explained, practiced, internalised on an authentic axiological support.
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