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A recent study on pre-schoolers 
has found that they are getting less 
physical activity and sleep, but 
spending more time on devices

Pre-schoolers in Singapore are get-
ting less physical activity and sleep, 
but spending more time on screen 
devices  during  the  pandemic,
found the latest study by the Na-
tional Institute of Education (NIE).

In fact, worryingly, they are clock-
ing more than twice the amount of 
screen time recommended by the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) 
– a trend already happening in the
last few years and made worse by
the pandemic. 

The three-year  study  began  in  
March last year and coincided with 
the start of the pandemic. 

There  were  more  than  2,500  
responses  from  parents  whose
children  aged  two  to  six  attend  
government-funded pre-schools.

This sample is nationally repre-
sentative  in  terms  of  ethnicity,  
education and age of parents. 

Principal  researcher  Professor  
Michael Chia, from NIE’s depart-
ment  of  physical  education  and  
sports science, says the aim of the 
research is to look at digital media 
use by pre-school children and its 
impact  on  behaviour,  play  and  
sleep  outside  of  school.  He  has  
been  researching  the  effects  of  
physical inactivity in youth for the 
last 25 years.

The  results  of  the  study  are  
benchmarked  against  the  2019
WHO 24-hour guidelines for pre-
schoolers  on  physical  activity,
sedentary  behaviour  (including
screen media use) and sleep.

The data may be used for refine-
ment of  the guidelines in Singa-
pore on screen media use, physical 
activity and sleep among the pre-
school children in Singapore. 

One of the key findings is that 
screen time increased by 23 per 
cent  during  the  pandemic,  from  
1.75 hours to 2.15 hours a day. 

This  far  exceeds  guidelines  by  
WHO,  which  recommended  not  
more than an hour of screen time 
for children of this age group. 

Total physical activity also fell by 
10 per cent to 2.25 hours compared 
with previous studies before the 
pandemic – which is fewer than 
the three  hours  of  physical  play  
that WHO recommends. 

Of the three hours of play, WHO 
recommends that one hour should 
be  energetic  play  outdoors,  but  
more children did not meet this  
guideline during the pandemic.

In  2018  and  2019,  six  in  10  
(60 per  cent)  children  had  one  
hour or less of daily outdoor play. 
This increased to 2 in 3 (66 per 
cent) children last year. 

Another  finding  is  that  sleep  
time has been reduced from 10.75 

to 101/2 hours a day. 
While this  is  within the 10-  to 

13-hour  guideline  recommended
by WHO, it falls on the lower end of 
the spectrum. 

Prof Chia says the results of the 
study are “not surprising” as much 
of  society  today  is  obesogenic  –  
with  behaviour  tending  to  cause  
obesity,  for instance, a sedentary 
lifestyle and lack of exercise.

But when taken in totality, they 
are a big cause for concern because 
they  have  far-reaching  conse-
quences in terms of the health and 
wellness  of  children  in  the  long  
run.

“The obesogenic society we live 
in has  omnipresent  screen time,  
highly sedentary school and home 
routines and non-energetic indoor 
play.  These  habits  are  the norm 
here  and  widely  accepted  by
parents  who  inadvertently  so-
cialise their young into similar life-
styles,” he says. 

He acknowledges that the situa-
tion is made worse because of pan-
demic  restrictions,  resulting  in
more screen time, even less physi-
cal activity, lots of indoor time and 
greater access to order-in conve-
nience food. 

Digital  devices  such  as  smart-
phones  and  tablets  originally
targeted at adults are now increas-
ingly in  the  small  hands of  pre-

school children,  with or  without  
parental supervision. 

“If parents want a good start for 
their kids, then they need to know 
that there is compelling evidence 
from neuroscience that what par-
ents do or do not do in the first five 
years of life matters. It is not some-
thing we can recover or go back 
and change later on,” he says. 

This includes early and frequent 
parent  physical  and  in-person
engagement which are critical for 
language  acquisition,  and  social  
and emotional development.

“Absence of this engagement or, 
even worse,  parental  neglect  lay  
the  foundation  for  behavioural,  
emotional  and  social  problems,  
and language and learning delays,” 
he says.

In particular, he says the study 
has  shown  that  young  parents  
have more liberal attitudes and are 
more lax in terms of screen time. 

“I  often get  the question from 
young parents, ‘How early should I 
let my children have screen time’,” 
he adds.

To improve the situation, he sug-
gests taking into consideration the 
daily behaviour of parents and chil-
dren, which includes activities like 
eating, sleeping, playing, watching 
screens, learning and parent-child 
bonding,  and  seeing  what  other  
activities  could  be  incorporated  

into the routine. 
“They all  impact and influence 

one another, so the entire day’s be-
haviour should be considered as a 
whole and not just any single be-
haviour like screen engagement.” 

It  would  take  time  to  change  

parents’ mindsets, he says. 
“Singapore  did  not  become  an  

obesogenic society overnight, so it 
will take a while to move to be an 
energetic society.”
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Goodbye outdoors and 
sleep, hello screens

The National Institute of Education study found that screen time among pre-schoolers increased from 1.75 hours to 2.15 hours a day during the pandemic. PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO
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Tips to balance 
a child’s screen and 
non-screen time

Jane Ng

1 Create digital deserts 
Have  structured  time  and

activities daily without digital de-
vices. 

Start with meal and night times 
and expand it to longer periods dur-
ing the day, if possible. 

Professor Michael Chia, from the 
National  Institute  of  Education’s  
department of physical education 
and  sports  science,  says  studies  
have shown that the quality of in-
teraction  between  parent  and
child is much richer without the 
presence of digital media. 

“When  you  go  out,  there  is  a  
shared experience. Put away your 
mobile phone or put it  on silent 
mode and don’t check it. Parents 
themselves also  feel  guilty when 
they use their  phone when with 
their kids. And kids may feel that 
whatever is in that phone is more 
important than them,” he says. 

“Neither benefits. You’re just in-
vesting in  the  disengagement  of  
young children.” 

2 Use technology in creative
and meaningful ways 

This can be when technology is used 
for learning or exploring new infor-
mation,  but  preferably  should  be  
supervised by parents. For example, 
parent and child can learn to bake 
using instructions from a video.

Another way is to use technology 
to create content in a digital for-
mat, for example, using apps for 
sketching or painting. 

3 Take  cues  from  pre-school
teachers 

Prof Chia says parents can follow 
what is being done in pre-schools 
when it comes to screen rules as 
teachers are trained on the appro-
priate use of information and com-
munications technology. 

“Screen  use  is  usually  part  of  
group activities or completes other 
non-screen  based  activities  like  
drawing, building, interacting with 
others physically, so parents can 
do that,” he suggests. 

His latest study on screen time 
and physical  activity  among  pre-
schoolers in Singapore shows that 
only 40 per cent of parents accompa-
nied or watched a programme with 
their child.

4 Model good habits 
Prof  Chia  says  that  results  

from  the  study  show  moderate  
association  between  parents’
screen  behaviour  and  those
adopted by their children. 

“There  is  imitation  of  behav-
iour.  So  parents  should  rethink,  
readjust  and  reprioritise  their
behaviour  and  aim  to  achieve  

World Health Organisation guide-
lines  as  much  as  possible,”  he  
says. 

He adds that parents who said 
they met more of WHO 24-hour 
guidelines  for  pre-schoolers  on  
physical  activity,  sedentary
behaviour (including screen media 
use)  and  sleep,  reported  better  
quality of life. 

5 Go out of the home
Just being outdoors does won-

ders  for  the  mind  and  eyesight,  
says Prof Chia. 

“Carve out time for a daily digital-
free period outdoors as much as pos-
sible – and make this a connection 
and bonding time between parent 
and child,” he says. “It can start with 
five or 10 minutes and you might re-
alise  you  don’t  mind  staying  for  
longer once you are there.” 

6 Start small and form 
new habits gradually 

Have  some  protected  time  every  
day where you give your child undi-
vided  attention,  says  Prof  Chia.  
“Think about creating meaningful  
memories and making ordinary rou-
tines extraordinary.” 

Establish  routines  to  engage
children  and  be  fully  present,  he  
adds.  “Parents  should  remember  
that screen time is something they 
can control. It’s a choice, but there is 
a cost.” 

7 Make active choices 
Mum of four Yvonne Neo, 38, 

makes it a point to take her children 
outdoors for an hour every day and 
signs them up for sporting activities 
where possible. 

Her elder son Mohamed Mikail,  
eight, has weekly hockey and sailing 
lessons while her daughters – Nurul 
Khalisha,  seven,  and Nurul ‘Afiya,  
four – have Chinese dance lessons 
every week. The three also attend 
weekly parkour lessons. 

The youngest child, two-year-old 
Mohamed Ismail, tags along when 
Nurul ‘Afiya attends a weekly Forest 
School session where they go for a 
hike,  have nature play and forest  
bathing time with coaches. 

Madam  Neo,  a  housewife  who  
home-schools her two younger chil-
dren, says that even their family holi-
days pre-pandemic were spent in na-
tional parks, enjoying waterfalls or 
just wandering off the beaten path.

“Physical  activity  outdoors  is
bonding time for us in a very care-
free manner. We are always happy 
being out and about. It connects us 
with  Mother  Nature  a  lot,  some-
thing  I  feel  is  greatly  lacking  in  
young children today,” she says. 
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How excessive screen use affects learning and health

Madam Yvonne 
Neo and Mr 
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kids – (from left) 
Mohamed Ismail, 
Nurul Khalisha, 
Mohamed Mikail 
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Professor Michael Chia from the National Institute 
of Education says a whole of society approach is 
critical to reduce excessive screen use among 
young children because the long-term effects 
include screen addiction, increased obesity, 
earlier onset of type 2 diabetes, and poor sleep
and eyesight, to name a few. 

Excessive screen use may also result in the 
displacement of other meaningful activities 
such as real-time parent-child interaction, physical 
play and activity, impaired self-regulation, and 
delayed expressive speech, among other issues. 

It can also impact other areas, such as:

1. Reading and language acquisition skills
Studies around the world have shown that 
children who are exposed to more handheld screen 
time are more likely to have delayed expressive 
language skills – that is, the child’s ability to use 
words and sentences.

A recent study from Canada found that for every 
30-minute increase in daily handheld screen time, 
there was a 49 per cent increased risk of expressive 
language delay.

Other studies have shown that toddlers who 
watch more videos say fewer words. For each 
additional hour of videos that eight- to 
16-month-old infants watch in a day, they say an 
average of six to eight fewer words.

Experts have said that printed books with 
pictures help to develop the “mental muscles” 
in a child, by allowing him or her to form mental 
images and reflect on a story’s meaning.

When parents show the child a video of a story, 
that short-circuits the process – the child does not 
have to imagine the story, which is being fed to him 
or her.

Reading to a child from an electronic device 
undercuts the key dynamic that drives language 
development.

Some call this the “serve and return” model of 
interaction between a parent and a child. This 

takes place when a parent reads a book with 
a child – turning pages, pointing at pictures,
talking about the story.

In a 2013 Temple University study in the United 
States, researchers found that children aged three 
to five had lower reading comprehension when 
their parents used e-books than those whose 
parents used traditional books.

Part of the reason, they said, was that parents 
and children using an electronic device spent 
more time focusing on the device itself than on 
the story.

2. Eyesight 
Singapore could well be the myopia capital of the 
world, with national data showing that rate is 
about 7 per cent for five-year-olds, 10 to 20 per cent 
for Primary 1 and 2 pupils, and 60 per cent in 
Primary 6 pupils.

High myopia puts one at risk of eye disorders 
later in life, including early cataracts, glaucoma and 
macular degeneration. These complications may 
even lead to the loss of sight. 

While there are different factors for myopia 
including genes and excessive near work, eye 
health experts think that daily exposure to 
the sun for about 30 to 40 minutes in early 
childhood may help to reduce the rate of myopia, 
especially in non-myopic children.

3. Obesity 
Excessive screen time has been linked to
childhood obesity and related diseases later in life, 
found several studies. 

Singapore’s largest birth cohort study that was 
done over the last 10 years, titled Growing Up In 
Singapore Towards Healthy Outcomes (Gusto), 
found that high levels of screen time for children 
below age two were linked to a sedentary lifestyle 
that often leads to obesity, high blood pressure 
and poorer mental health later in a child’s life.
Jane Ng
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