
Lancer Letter #412 The High Price of Devices

This week’s Lancer Letter was written by James W. Parker Middle School nurse, Nathan 
Everhart.  It is a good reminder of the challenges we all face with students and digital devices.

Today’s teens face different stressors than any generation before them.  Not only are they 
navigating increasing academic demands, changing bodies and social pressures, but they’re 
doing it all in front of an audience.   Dr. Nassir Ghaemi, professor of psychiatry at Tufts Medical 
Center says, “The availability of the internet and social media have taken the usual stresses and 
multiplied them exponentially”

Kids are expected to be “on” around the clock, and many of them are addicted to their 
devices.  The end result for a growing number of kids?  Depression.   After declining or 
remaining stable for several decades, rates of depression and suicide among adolescents and 
teenagers have skyrocketed in recent years.  Between 2009 and 2015, the number of adolescents 
showing signs of depression jumped 33%.  Suicide rates increased 31%.  And while studies show 
that girls are driving this change, the rising rates of depression and suicidal feeling affect boys 
too.

For thousands of years, humans developed having nearly constant face-to-face contact.  
Today, adolescents and teens share their deepest thoughts via text message.  Many even 
communicate through their digital devices when they’re under the same roof!  This may not seem 
like a big deal, but a growing body of research suggests that this new wave of digital interaction 
could have devastating consequences.   Jean Twenge, author and psychology professor at San 
Diego State University says, “suicide rates began increasing in 2008 and depressive symptoms 
started to rise in 2012, about the same time that screen activities came on the scene”.  “During 
the same time period, screen-free activities that are associated with health and well-being—
including face-to-face interaction, print media use and attending religious services—
plummeted.”

In fact, the more time teens spend on screens, the more likely they are to exhibit signs of 
depression.  Kids who use screens for three or more hours per day were 34% more likely to 
entertain suicidal thoughts than those who used devices for two hours a day or less.  Kids who 
constantly feel like they’re missing something important—or worse that someone is blasting 
them on social media—are under a lot of pressure.   To add insult to injury, smartphones interfere 
with kids’ sleep.  Dating back to 2011, more than 70% of teens reported using a smartphone 
before bed.  “Digital devices emit blue light, which interferes with the body’s sleep-wake 
cycles,” Twenge says.   “Even using the phone’s ‘nightshift’ function doesn’t get around that 
fundamental reality that everything teens do on a smartphone is psychologically stimulating and 
not conducive to sleep.”

Almost half of parents say they’re in a constant battle with their children over devices, 
and an incredible 58% say their child is attached to a phone or tablet and they fear it will hurt 
both the child’s physical and mental health.  “The frontal lobes, the regions of the brain involved 
in impulse control, are not fully developed until kids reach their mid-20’s,”  Ghaemi says.  “So it 
makes sense that teenage kids are unable to put down their smartphones.”  This smartphone 
boom is a massive social experiment says Ghaemi with obvious ill effects.  Yet no one—least of 
all the digital industry—is willing to put a stop to it.   This sounds eerily similar to the tobacco 
industry.  The sellers of digital technology look away and deny the harm associated with social 
media and smartphones.

In addition, kids’ reliance on smartphones is training them not to think.  Teens don’t 
know how to be still.  They don’t know how to let their minds wander in a relaxing or creative 
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way.  Instead they pick up their phone.  Now that’s depressing!   We in the school setting see this 
all the time.

There are ways to rein in your child’s use and hopefully minimize the pressure felt from 
peers on social media.  First, Ghaemi suggests putting off giving your kid a smartphone until 
High School, preferably until age 16.  Once your treen has a smartphone,  set limits.  Kids should 
use digital technology for less than two hours daily—and its best to keep phones out of the 
bedroom.  “If your child exhibits signs of depression or suicidal thoughts, don’t let them use 
social media.”  Several companies have come up with ways to monitor how much screen time 
you and your kids are logging and where that time is being spent, from The Circle with the 
Disney system, to Apple’s new Screen Time.  You can easily track the time your children spend 
on their devices and even set timers so that their smartphones cannot exceed a certain limit.  

Speaking of your phone, it important to be a good role model.  If you text throughout 
dinner or stop mid-sentence to read an email, you’re sending the message that what comes 
through a smartphone is more important than anything else—including your kids.


