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MOBILE PHONE SAFE USAGE TIPS FOR CHILDREN AND PARENTS

It’s the question that parents of this generation dread:  “Can I get a mobile phone please?  All my friends have one.”  And immediately all of the frightening articles come to mind and we parents wonder how on earth to navigate this next stage in Children and Technology.
So we think of the positives:  we can call them to find out where they are; they can call us if they need us; they can stay in contact with family members and friends who live far away, and there are positives to owning a mobile phone at the appropriate age.  But, no matter the age, caution needs to be exercised as there is a whole new world opening up to our children once they get their hands on a mobile phone.  
There are plenty of websites with advice on how to keep your child safe online, how to talk to them about cyberbullying and even how to modify their phones so that they have restricted access to only appropriate websites (although these aren’t foolproof).  But how about some tips from parents who’ve been on this journey?  Suggestions from parents who aren’t particularly technologically-minded, but have come across a few things that made the journey a little easier.  There will always be bumps in the road when your child gets their first mobile phone, but hopefully the suggestions below will help. 
Remember:  These are only suggestions and ideas.  Every family is different and has a different idea of what is acceptable and not acceptable.  You can make changes or disregard anything to more closely fit your own family situation.

[image: ]TIP 1:  Consider making a “contract” between you and your child regarding mobile phone usage.
· Your child has never had a mobile phone before so they need to understand what you expect of them in terms of its usage.  
· Be specific.  Your child may have a very different definition of “appropriate” than you do.  Make sure they know exactly what you mean by acceptable online behaviour and be very clear on the consequences for not complying.  

[image: ]TIP 2:  Check their phone regularly.
· If it is in your contract that you will check your child’s phone at any point, do.  Check it regularly.  Talk to your child about what you see there – especially the good!  Praise them for staying out of an argument, or being supportive to a friend.  Let them know when they get it right.
· Remind them that this is not so you can “spy” on them or “invade their privacy”, but a way of ensuring that they are safe online and using their phone appropriately.  
[image: ]TIP 3:  Talk with them.
· Ask them what their favourite app is (and while you’re at it, maybe find out about some of the more popular apps) and why.  Maybe ask them to share some of the funny or interesting things they come across through chats with friends or some of the apps they use.  
· Check in with them regularly about what they are seeing online.  Is there anything they don’t understand?  Do they have any concerns?  Talk to them about verifying what they read (and see) online.  Not everything that looks like a news article is accurate.
· Consider making it a rule that they add only friends they know in real life to their social media apps, and not friends of friends.  Explain that photos can be faked and they may not be speaking to another child at all.
· Encourage them to keep their private information private.  No school name, age, location, etc.
· Remind them not to respond to texts or messages from a number they do not know.
· At an appropriate age remind them of the legal implications of cyberbullying or sending inappropriate images or texts.
[image: ]TIP 4:  Reassure them.
· A child’s worst fear is that their phone will be taken away from them if they experience bullying or upsetting behaviour on their phone and this can lead them to not confide in you.  Remind them that you will help them handle anything negative that they experience and that you will do it together.  Remember your contract?  Remind them of the specific instances in the contract which might lead to them having their phone taken away from them – for their inappropriate behaviour (online or otherwise), not if someone upsets them or they are the victim of bullying.
· Remind them that this is new for you too, but that you will do your best to stay calm through the difficult times and help them figure out a solution.
[image: ]	Tip 5:  Be A Role Model
· Limit the time you, as a parent, spend on your phone
· Have screen-free time for all the family
· Understand the impact of your own presence on social media (sharing personal information and how your child feels about videos/photos of them being shared with large audiences)

	Setting Up Your Child’s Phone
· It is recommended that all mobiles are registered so that the operator knows the child’s age (so they know it is a minors account)
· Parents should also request “dual access” for the device so they can contact the operator and also access call logs etc.
· Note the IMEI number of the phone in case it is lost or stolen (can be blocked)
· Work with the operator to ensure that filtering technology is up to date and correctly set up. The staff in store should help and they will be far more familiar with the technology if you are unsure.  Remember, this technology is helpful but not completely foolproof, so keep checking their phones.
· Any unsuitable material received should be forwarded to www.hotline.ie
· To end premium rate services text “stop” to the number

Other Useful Tips

· Turn off phones at least one hour before bedtime.  This allows the brain to disconnect from “awake mode” caused by the blue light from mobile phones.
· Related to the above:  try to avoid allowing phones in bedrooms, especially at night time.  The temptation to turn them on after “lights out” may be too great.  They may also feel a sense of “safety” in the privacy of their room and may not remember the rules that you have put in place.
· Try to encourage other activities outside of online ones – sport, art, music.
· Remember, a phone is like a mini computer and children can access websites and apps that are not appropriate.  Whatever rules you have for browsing on the home PC should apply to your child’s mobile phone too.  Check their browser history and make sure you know what the various app icons are and what the apps do. See the CommonSenseMedia and InternetMatters links for more information on the various apps.
· Check the internet to review age appropriateness for an app or website.
· Consider making it a requirement that your child uses his/her phone in the same room as you.
·  Make sure no debit or credit card details are saved to your child’s phone so that they cannot purchase extra “levels” in games, etc.  



Useful links:
https://www.internetmatters.org/
https://zeeko.ie/
https://www.verywellfamily.com/a-sample-cell-phone-contract-for-parents-and-tweens-3288540
https://www.tusla.ie/parenting-24-seven/6-12-years/child-safety-practices-reduce-injury/tips-for-your-child-on-the-internet/
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/blog/16-apps-and-websites-kids-are-heading-to-after-facebook
https://jigsaw.ie/social-media-self-esteem/
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