
Notes from PSTT Panel Discussion (paraphrased) 
April 10, 2018 
 
Panelists 

● Tom Buzzell, Principal, Mary Hogan Elementary School 
● Kristen Holsman-Francoeur, Principal, MUMS 
● Laura Basili, clinical psychologist 

 
Questions were posed by the facilitators for the first half of the meeting  
 
For Tom Buzzell/Kris Holsman-Francoeur: What are your school’s 
guidelines/rules around personal technology use?  Do these rules/guidelines 
varies across schools/bus routes/etc? 
 
Tom/Mary Hogan Elementary: 

● No device is allowed to be out during the school day.  It needs to be off and away 
in backpack. No use during the day.  Some Students have them to communicate 
with parents before or after school. 

● On the bus the same rules apply, however you to start to lose control with just 1 
bus driver.  Likely significant use when there is less supervision.  

 
Kris/MUMS: 

● Personal technology is allowed on the bus.  Coming through the door they are 
put away.  Some kids have agreed-upon exceptions - reminders for example for 
meds. Aside from phones, kids use tech throughout the day in many ways - well 
monitored. IT is all over it.  The school keeps track of everything that happens 
online at school and sometimes has to intervene.  Overall very little phone usage 
during the school day. 

 
What are you seeing around technology use, good and bad? 
 
Laura Basili:  

● The nature of childhood is radically changing.  Too much, too soon, too fast, too 
much exposure.  

● In general. lots of kids use it really well & schools are doing well teaching in this 
area.  

● Erosion of connection to self because of tech.  Children from infancy up are 
playing with the devices and growing less self-aware. The questions to 
continually ask yourself with changes in technology devices or increase in use is: 



What is my child's connection like to nature, friends, family, and self? Has it 
changed with their increased/new technology use? 

● Often, too much time is allowed, and kids are not ready for the power and control 
such access gives them.  

● Increasingly, kids are very anxious and overwhelmed to have to deal with it all, 
and feeling they have to respond to everything.  Experiencing hypervigilance and 
anxiety about missing out. Anxiety about managing it all.  

● Kids are willing to talk about technology.  
● Sleep problems are growing more prevalent.  
● Self-regulation is such a huge task - your wants and needs, physical and 

emotional - learning how to do this in the tech environment is challenging. 
 
Kris:  

● Positives: In middle school use of platforms like google docs allow 
communication with teachers at anytime are beneficial  

● Struggles are gendered: 
○ In young men too much gaming is a consistent issue for a small subset of 

students.  
○ Young women struggle around issues of gossip/social pressure/social 

media.  
 

Tom:  
● Positives  

○ People can connect across family and friend groups in productive ways  
○ A tool for planning activities.  

● Negatives 
○ Significant increase in sleep issues / tired students.  Significant number of 

kids have access to screens in their bedrooms & stay up too late. 
○ Seeing inappropriate content is very common.  
○ Harassment and bullying is routine.  In any unmonitored communication, 

often students don’t make good choices.  
○ It is a regular occurrence in grades 5-6 for Mary Hogan administrators to 

have to assist with school resource officer making sure kids who have 
made inappropriate contact in chatrooms are referred to law enforcement. 
People have been found exchanging photos and physical addresses with 
strangers. 

○ 50-75% of school resource officer’s time (at the high school) is spent 
dealing with harassment and other tech-related issues 

 



 
 
What do you see as the most pressing challenges right now? 
 
Tom:  

● Lack of parental supervision while students are on devices.  In many cases, 
parents are aware of the access but don’t monitor activity. Parents need to set 
real limits, including a hard end point on when/where you aren’t allowed on the 
device.  

● Too much time on devices, including gaming at home over the weekend, has a 
negative impact on whether kids are ready to do their best at school. 

 
Kris:  

● Parents don’t realize how savvy kids are.  Parents need to be looking at their 
messages.  Need to have clear communication with your kids and MONITOR 
CLOSELY their communications online. This isn’t the place for them to have 
privacy--none of us has privacy online and they shouldn’t have privacy from their 
parents. 

 
Laura  

● Violence and porn.  Anxiety, depression, and other issues result from exposure 
to things kids shouldn’t have been exposed to.  Kids won’t always tell parents 
what has happened. Trauma can occur when they have seen stuff online that 
they shouldn’t have been exposed to.  

 
For Laura: What parenting practices would be helpful around technology? 
 
Laura:  

● Huge question!  Please refer to the handout.  Parents can easily become 
alarmed - those feelings come fast and quick.  Awareness & communication 
among family members are the most important things.  

● Technology can impede the family’s ability to communicate and operate in the 
real world between people, face to face.  Communicating and spending time 
together without any technology is better.  Reading a book with your child is 
different online then with a real book, where you turn pages and share together. 

● What makes parents approachable - and how to create a sustainable family? 
How should parents respond around technology? We need to be approachable, 
calm, and realistic, even when inside we don’t feel that way.  We’re just now 
learning what we still need to learn.  Things change so fast.  We can be scary as 



parents - we blow up - which is too intense and overwhelming for kids.  Kids 
won’t talk to us if they’re intimidated. 

● The stakes are so high - if our kids don’t come to us they seek answers from the 
9000000 people online who don’t have their best interests in mind.  

 
● Being clueless is a huge challenge-- but we can’t just shirk this responsibility or 

look the other way or allow ourselves to stay uninformed. 
 

● There are 2 websites on the handout with great resources.  We need to manage 
kids’ time.  Be in control.  Provide context for what they experience.  Follow 
THEM.  Know what they are doing.  Pace things.  Talk with them.  BUT NOT 
WHEN ANGRY OR RANTING.  

 
For Tom/Kris: What are challenges that parents provide/set up for you as school 
administrators? 
 
Kris -  

● 1st, When parents say “MY child never would have done that!”  
● 2nd, When kids do something they shouldn’t have done and then parents engage 

in it, exacerbating the problem.  Parents step into conversations between kids 
about online behavior.  Almost ALWAYS the language and insults fly. (Hard to 
explain why kids behavior is not ok when the parents come back and do the 
same thing.) 

 
Tom:  

● One of the biggest challenges is when families do not having an 
endpoint/bedtime for the kids’ devices when using technology in the evening. 
Kids become over tired.  

● Also the overall volume of technology that kids are using.   One example:  Two 
6th graders were having a conversation - I knew by the level of animation that 
they were talking about a real event.   But they weren’t - it  was a gaming 
situation.  Tech-only time means opportunity cost.  Beneficial things aren’t being 
done.  Fit the tech time into the normal age appropriate life cycle - family time, 
school work, chores, meals.  When those other things aren’t in place kids lose 
out. 

● Parents on a device when they should be talking to the kids.  
 
Laura:  



● Elementary school is the time we have the most control.  Middle school we have 
SOME.  High school we end up having much less.  

● Throughout childhood the brain is forming.  The brain is what the brain does. 
Kids brains are being changed by the amount of screen time. 

 
 
Do you see adults around students as modeling healthy/unhealthy tech 
behaviors? 
 
Laura:  

● Kids will argue that they’re just having a conversation in a different context. 
Online instead of face to face. From a sociological perspective that may be 
correct.  

● But they’re not taking into account the psychological side - overuse of mobile 
media and other tech genuinely impacts brain development.  

● Kids are not learning the art of face to face conversation when they "talk" online. 
This is so vital to being connected to themselves, others and the world around 
them. 

● Mental health issues feed into tech use which feeds into mental health issues.  It 
becomes a bad cycle.  We have to role model, check our own behavior.  How do 
we do this?  Glad Brooke Jette is here - how do we do this in high school?   This 
type of meeting is the first best step. 

 
 
Tom/Kris: What can we as parents do to support schools and students in our 
community? 
 
Tom:  

● Be thoughtful about the rollout of technology.  Compare introducing tech to 
introducing driving.  Both are powerful tools.  Driving happens happens at a 
legally specific age.  And you want drivers on the road to have done things to 
lead up to driving a car so they understand how things move through space: 
Physics through real world things like bike, ski.  

 
● Recommended a flip phone to parents.  Kids were not impressed.  But it is a 

training tool.  Be thoughtful about when a powerful tool is given to the kids. 
 
Kris:  



● Supports the idea of having kids going into 8th grade with a smartphone.  Good 
time for kids to learn how to use them when there is still some control.  Most 
important for parents is monitoring and modeling.  We sometimes assume kids 
don’t understand something - With her own children she modeled not swearing 
by swearing in spanish  This was mistake.  Are we posting on social media - 
anything cruel, unkind? Images of wine, beer, body? We need to model for kids. 
Make sure we show what we want to see, in middle school in particular.  Parents 
lose credibility without this.  

 
In order to ask the next question I need to explain a little bit about a movement 
called Wait Until 8th. Wait until 8th movement connects parents who would like to 
delay giving their child a smartphone until at least 8th grade or possibly High 
School. By being connected to other families, there is a decrease in pressure felt 
by kids and parents alike over the kids having a smartphone.  
 
What would you think about a Wait Until 8th or Wait until HS idea in our 
community? Especially in terms of your school/practice policies? 
 
Tom:  

● As a parent of  4 kids ages 16-23, I’m not really sure why but the 8th grade 
graduation gift became a phone. Keep in mind kids are good at breaking 
expensive things. I think 8th grade graduation is about the time when you lose 
some control of your kids.  Their lives are happening largely outside of your sight, 
which can be a scary thing.  You can be a lifeguard when they’re little and later, 
much less so.   That’s my opinion as a parent more than an educator. 

● Our waiting did not insulate us from all the things we’ve had to deal with.  So it’s 
more a question of when do you want those influences to start - age 11 or age 
15? Cyberstalking through school-provided email still happened.  Poor choices 
by kids still happened.  Kids try to handle things on their own instead of coming 
to you. Postponing the access a bit also means postponing these challenges. 

● Misuse of chromebooks/tech at high schools: Teen daughter said if you sit in the 
back of the classroom and look at all of the students’ devices you would be 
shocked with what is on the computer/phone  (YouTube, Netflix, Facebook, etc). 
This happens through large parts of the high school day. 

Kris:  
● Parents supporting each other is the biggest piece.  I’m a parent and 

grandparent.  When my youngest wanted a Facebook account a mom on his 
baseball team said they all can get FB accounts, but they have to friend their 
friends’ parents (not their own).  This allowed parents them to keep track, talk to 



each other - people see things like “So and so seems down, or something is off” 
and have conversations among the parents.  It takes a village.  Support it at late 
middle school as a teaching environment. 

 
Laura:  

● (Responding directly to Kristen’s FB example:) Things have changed - it  used to 
be easier.  Monitoring FB isn’t even close to being enough and because of the 
sheer volume of content and how quickly things change, it’s impossible to 
monitor as closely as we once did.  If we relied on parents to monitor other kids 
as happened for Kris’s kids above, it would be a full time job. We’ve got cultural 
erosion now - everything is happening sooner, faster, easier.  

● The longer you wait to introduce tech, the more creatively and positively kids use 
it because they are mentally able. Their brains are more ready to make better 
choices. 

● Figuring out at what age to allow a child to have a smartphone is a personal 
decision, but in general it is better around age 13 or 14 than it is earlier.  Every 
context is different.  Judgment of others is not helpful.  In a sense, it doesn’t 
matter what you do, as long as it matches your values, and you discuss this with 
your family.  WHY are we doing what we’re doing?  Great to have backup from 
schools.  Yes, it’s true that kids need to practice with support, but that’s not a 
reason to rush tech into their hands.  Kids can’t limit themselves (it’s not an ability 
they have yet) so parents MUST limit kids.  

● I think waiting is really important.  I think it’s changed since this all started.  Porn 
is one click away. As is "gorenography".  Basically 100% of kids with 
smartphones have been exposed to porn -  we have to think about when we want 
that to happen. 

● Websites on handout have some great resources for how monitor our kids’ online 
activity.  We need to be informed. Being clueless is one of the ways we and our 
kids get in trouble. 

 
 
QUESTIONS FOR THE PANELISTS FROM THE AUDIENCE 
 
My husband runs youth group at church. They’ve just been talking about this. 
What’s interesting is that kids have said “we want to be using our phones less.” 
We don’t want to manage this all the time.  We can’t do it and it is stressful. 
Curious as a community how can we help them do this? 
 
Tom:  



● Put some structures in place about when and where they can all be off their 
phones.  As a swim coach I don’t allow devices out at our meets.  We’re doing 
something else.  They’ll talk, play board games, gossip, flirt - important childhood 
things. Things they need to practice these interactions and won’t if they’re 
constantly on their phones. But someone has to put that limit in place.  This 
needs to be tech free.  if it’s not in place, it doesn’t happen. 

 
Laura: 

● We just have to be the bad guy.  Parenting is an uncomfortable process, as is 
learning. They want rules (well, most kids do) and it is relieving to them that we 
can take over.  Teenages are like toddlers - they NEED limits and we have to get 
comfortable with setting and sticking to them. 

 
(2 questions/points from a teacher): 1. We’re starting to name how we are using 
tech in our curriculum.  We lay out where we’re using it.   How do administrators 
see where that’s going and how it’s going?  And 2: Be careful about judgement 
on what is right and wrong.  Parents are struggling with so many things.  
 
Kris 

● At middle school - This is approached both through health class and computer 
tech class.  There is a need for more authentic ways to bring it in - resource 
officer has been coming in and talking with health groups.  We’re looking for 
other experts and more opportunities to weave this into our digital plan.  Looking 
towards opening that conversation in any and all classrooms. 

Tom 
●  Our kids are users of information - taught within individual assignments.   The 

goals are ethical and mindful behavior online. 
● Mary Hogan resource officer - speaks on specifics at Mary Hogan.  Classes on 

this topic - how to fit it in is a constant struggle but it’s as important as math, 
English, etc.  Learning around being a good digital citizen needs to be consistent 
and needs to start BEFORE middle school. 

 
Laura  

● Pre-school should be having nights to talk to parents. Pediatricians need to be 
bringing this up.  It’s not about demonizing, it’s about educating.  We’re all 
learning about this.  The International Baccalaureate incorporates a lot of 
social/emotional development.  Everything else  we can do like that is helping 
mediate the tech piece.  If we attend to/prioritize these other aspects of life, it will 
help counteract the effects of too much tech.  



 
Comment from parent Jason Mittell (professor of media & film): Media literacy 
should be woven through the curriculum in a positive way.  All of us watch our kids on 
tech doing homework and other important things.  If tech is framed as a health issue or 
a problem, kids will tune out.  Focus on ways our lives change through tech that are 
positive. I teach media at the college.  I encourage everyone to try to do a media fast 
with their kids and learn what that feels like. Parents and schools can do this and then 
have conversations about what the media fast felt like. It’s useful to have middle 
schoolers use logs of their usage to help make it conscious instead of unconscious.  
 
Laura:  Gaming and social media are fast-paced and addictive and don’t allow for 
reflection.  
 
Follow-up Question for Jason Mittell: How important is it for kids to create media 
themselves for understanding?  
 
Jason:  

● You wouldn’t teach reading without writing. I know how to consume media, but 
do I know how to make it?  (Websites, videos, etc.)  Be a maker instead of just a 
consumer because it changes how you relate to it. Most teachers don’t have this 
skill. Also as much as possible during literacy building, it is great if teachers could 
send things home to engage parents and reinforce what’s learned at school.  We 
don’t have any better knowledge than our kids - if they can teach it to us, it’s the 
best way to learn.  Also parents will have better understanding of their kids’ 
world. 

 
Question from audience member: I would love to see education around 
passwords and privacy at a younger age.  They’re using these things at my 
child’s school they set things up at school but now at home she’s randomly 
making usernames/passwords and then forgetting them.    Want to have kids 
understand this is a privilege not a right. And parents can feel overwhelmed by 
managing it all. I’m having to manage this all for my child now. Everything 
requires registration.  None of the websites seem to tell you etiquette about how 
to handle these things. 
 
Will Hatch tech director at ACSD: 

● When you look at citizenship training, managing credentials is a huge part of that. 
We’re early on in the planning process in this: in the stage where we’re planning 
on making a plan.  Managing user names and passwords is certainly something 



very important.  There’s a lot of issues that are hard to address, even over a 
whole year.  When I had a group of students once a week for 40 minutes or less 
that was a good amount of time [ to teach digital literacy and citizenship], but 
especially with younger kids, not enough time.  It needs to be incorporated and 
part of the curriculum.  I hope whatever we put in place at a young age is 
repetitive enough so when they’re older they have that foundation. We see high 
schoolers not knowledgeable about this. We’re trying to get everyone around our 
unified district on a level playing field. 

 
Julie Altemose (media/library teacher at Mary Hogan):  

● We have a school-wide email students use for all accounts.  K-3 uses a badge so 
they don’t actually know their passwords. Students don’t have their own personal 
email accounts until middle school. 

 
Laura: 

● We have to pay attention to how WE feel as the adults - if you’re overwhelmed 
you can say no.  Is more better?  You’re managing a lot, don’t be burdened by 
having to manage it for your kid at home. It’s fine to say to your child, “this is a 
good thing to do at school. Let’s do something else.”  When we start to feel 
uncomfortable, that’s when you should pay extra attention--that sensation in our 
bodies is something we need ourselves and our kids to pay attention to. The 
tension might mean something like, “I need to take notice and ask myself why I’m 
so bothered by this.” 

● Here’s where technology outstrips kid readiness--they haven’t developed the 
ability to clue in as well to when something is too much or too soon. 

 
Question for Laura from an audience member:  Is screen time screen time? Is it 
all equal?  
 
Laura:  

● NO! Check out  familiesmanagingmedia.com for topic-specific information. 
Screen time is NOT equal.  Research will take time to catch up.  Different 
screens offer different benefits and challenges.  What does a screen do to kids 
from a regulation perspective (regulation = how kids manage their 
emotions/thoughts/behaviors). Part of what we need to do as parents is to help 
kids figure out what works and doesn’t for each of them, specifically.  It’s all 
about understanding and knowing our own unique children because each child 
has his or her own individual response.  

 

http://familiesmanagingmedia.com/
http://familiesmanagingmedia.com/


CONCLUSION 
A huge thank you to our panelists, and to our engaged audience for participating!  
 
PSTT is eager to hear feedback on this event and suggestions/requests for future 
programming. Find Laura’s handout about Parenting With Technology here. And offer 
feedback or sign up to receive updates at our new PSTT website, http://psttvt.org. 

https://justresting315002405.files.wordpress.com/2018/04/parenting-with-technology.pdf
https://psttvt.org/

