
PARENT CONVERSATIONS:
TAMING TECHNOLOGY

L e a d e r G u i d e

Thank you for your willingness to help lead your group(s) in this time of learning and sharing about
the privileged journey of Catholic parenting!

Promoting the Sessions
The topic of technology and screen use is a huge one for families today.  It is a health issue, a social issue, a 
family issue, and an academic issue.  It is also a spiritual issue, which is one reason Pope Francis has talked 
about it on numerous occasions.

This topic becomes a larger concern for parents during the tween and teen years, as many children are 
receiving their own smart phones and increasing their technology use.  Much of these sessions focuses on 
those years, but this resource is also for parents of much younger children.  Children, of course, are now 
using screens from a very young age.  We believe that parents need to be thoughtful about screen use while 
their children are still young so that they can prepare for the tween years.  When parents learn about the 
downsides of screen use, they often feel that it is too late to address the issue (although it's never too late).

For these reasons, we encourage you to invite parents who have children of all ages. Provide childcare to 
make it easy for them to attend and help them understand that it is an issue for all parents.
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Scheduling Your Sessions
This resource can be used in a number of ways:

 gather parents into small group discussions as their children participate in the parish faith formation 
sessions

 schedule “Parents' Nights” or other regular gatherings of parents (perhaps after Sunday liturgy, 
providing child care)

 arrange for online discussion groups

 use one or more of these sessions as a follow-up to screening the film Screenagers: Growing Up in the 
Digital Age.

Selecting from the Sessions
While we believe offering all six sessions will give the best experience, we understand that scheduling 
limitations may not make that possible.  If you have more limited time, use the following guidelines to 
choose from the sessions.  

Note that the sessions build toward helping parents write a family agreement around technology use, and 
the final session contains specific resources for this.  You can send any of the sessions home with parents but
at the least be sure parents are given session six, whether it is discussed as a group or not.

 One session: Session 5.

 Two sessions: Session 2 and 5.

 Three sessions: Session 2, 3, and 5.

 Four sessions: Session 2, 3, 5, and 6.

 Five sessions: Sessions 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6.

Preparing the Materials
The participant materials are provided in both separate files for each session and in a single file.  The 
handouts are four pages long for each session.  We recommend that you distribute the handouts at each 
session, rather than giving them out all at once at the beginning.  This will help your people remain focused
on the current week and keep them from forgetting to bring their handouts each week.
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Facilitating the Sessions
The simple format of the sessions allows them to be led without the help of a staff person.  However, it 
would be helpful to have one or more volunteer facilitators (or lead parents) who welcome participants, 
track the time, and help ensure that everyone has a chance to share.  If you have a large group, we 
recommend breaking up into smaller groups of 5-8 for discussion.  

Here are some tips for leading the group:

Be welcoming and hospitable.  Members of your group may be new to a small group experience or 
or new to participating in your parish/faith formation events.  Facilitate introductions and be sure 
everyone feels welcome.



Review the group conversation guidelines (see below) at the beginning of the series, and quickly 
review them at the start of each session.  Parents have strong feelings about parenting.  Make sure 
everyone feels comfortable in the group.



Gauge the dynamic of your group.  If necessary, you (or another designated facilitator) may need to 
gently facilitate to keep the group on schedule, remain on-topic, and/or allow all voices a chance to 
enter the circle. You may feel timid interrupting someone, but this can be a very important role that 
helps the whole group.



Facilitate answering reflection questions.  Sometimes sharing times can be a little awkward waiting 
for people to begin the discussion.  You can rotate around the circle, but we recommend that you try 
something called the “popcorn” method.  One person starts, and when they are done sharing they 
choose the next person (who is always allowed to pass and pick another person).  We have found that
in practice this works very well, sometimes adding a little levity.  Don’t ever put people on the spot 
by compelling them to share. Let people know that, at times, it’s absolutely fine to listen attentively 
and not feel they need to respond.



Listen to feedback from the group along the way.  Pace the time for the different sections based on 
the total time available and what works for your group.
Encourage the group to read the content aloud rather than silently.  An excellent way to get 
everyone's voices heard early on is to use the “round table” format.  Simply go around the circle 
having each participant read one paragraph.  This paves the way for sharing: often once people have 
broken the ice and spoken in the circle, it’s easier for them to further participate.
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Group Conversation Guidelines
Here are some guidelines for your gatherings.  Your group leader will help facilitate. 

Our goal is to connect our faith with the way we parent and live our lives. Keeping this goal in mind 
will guide our conversations and what we do afterwards! 
Confidentiality.  What’s said in the group stays in group, unless you have the permission of the 
person who spoke it. 
Start on time—and end on time.  Your group leader will try to pace the sessions, but everyone can 
help by arriving promptly and being attentive to time.
Conversation involves everyone.  Make it possible for everyone  – even those who are naturally 
more quiet – to take part.  If you have many ideas, hold back from sharing a second time until 
everyone has had an opportunity to share the first time. At the same time, don’t pressure anyone to 
share. There may be times when people just need to listen.



Respect each other.  All perspectives are worthwhile. Avoid dismissing, making fun of, or judging 
anyone’s thoughts and experiences.  
Share from your own experience and speak for yourself.  Don’t problem-solve for another person or
tell them what to do.  Certainly share what you have found helpful in your life, but without the 
assumption that everyone has to follow your approach. 



It's OK to agree to disagree.  It’s human nature to have different opinions. There's no requirement 
that everyone agree. Respect everyone’s opinions and experiences.  Even though we share a common 
destination as the People of God, each person is on a unique journey. 



Turn off mobile phones before the group begins. Put your electronic lives on hold for this short time 
so you can be fully present to others. 

Copyright © 2017 The Pastoral Center. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission. 
Published by The Pastoral Center / PastoralCenter.com.
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GROWING UP CATHOLIC PARENT CONVERSATIONS: GROWING UP CATHOLIC PARENT CONVERSATIONS: TAMING TECHNOLOGYTAMING TECHNOLOGY

 FAMILIES AND SCREEN TIME

Opening Prayer
Gracious God, you know the challenges we face 

raising our children.
 Guide our conversation today 

so that we can look honestly 
at how we use technology in our families. 

May your Holy Spirit inspire us 
to make decisions that are  
most life-giving for everyone. 

Help us to  support each other 
as we journey together on this road of parenting.

We ask this in Christ's name. Amen.

Introduction
We recommend that you read the talking points throughout this process aloud.  Simply have each person in 
the group read one paragraph aloud at a time, continuing around the circle.

Welcome! Thank you for making time in your 
busy schedules to reflect with other parents on 
how technology and screen time affect families.

Technology and the widespread use of screens 
are drastically changing the way we live our 
lives. It may be difficult for our children to 
believe, but there are still people living today 
who pre-date the television (much less 
computers and smart phones).

In many ways these technological advances have
been a gift, helping us communicate better, learn
more effectively, advance medicine, create new 
kinds of art, and improve our quality of life. 

However, as Pope Francis has pointed out, rapid 
advances have outpaced our ability to be 
thoughtful and intentional about how to use 
them. Sure, we can text while walking down the 
street, but should we? Many times we may use 
new technologies because we can, not 
necessarily because we should.

Unfortunately, our new “screen culture” is 
changing us and our children in some negative 
ways that we may not even realize, impacting 
our physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 

health. Technology also has the potential to pull 
us away from intimate relationships, other life-
giving activities, peace, and balance.   

We write this process as parents ourselves (our 
daughters are ages 8 and 11), so we find 
ourselves struggling with these same issues. 
These sessions aren’t about us, the Church, or 
the people around the circle telling you how 
much screen time your children should have. 

But our faith and spirituality have something 
valuable to contribute to the conversation. How 
might we be called to parent differently because 
we are followers of Jesus?

These discussions are for parents who have 
children of all ages. Even if your children are 
very young and not addressing all of the 
challenges yet, they will soon enough.

We’ll be using the term “screen time” to refer to 
any use of technology that involves a screen: 
smartphones, video games, laptops, tablets, 
videos, or even old fashioned television.  We’ll 
also focus the conversation on our kids’ time in 
front of screens, although some of the material 
can well apply to us as adults too.
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A Faith Perspective
A Catholic Christian perspective leads us to 
question how technology is changing us and our 
children. How do screens affect the person I am 
becoming... the person God wants me to be? 
How do they affect how we are in relationship 
with one another and with God?

Jesus said, “I came that they may have life, and 
have it abundantly” (John 10:10). He wasn’t 
talking about owning a huge house or multiple 
cars or a smartphone for everyone in the family.  
He was talking about a richness of relationships, 
an abundance of joy, a depth of peacefulness, 
and a life balanced in relationship to God, 
others, and nature. These things should be 
available to everyone, rich or poor. 

Where technology helps us experience this kind 
of abundance, wonderful! But the Christian 
tradition also emphasizes the importance of 
setting limits even on things that are good. Too 
much of a good thing is not healthy: whether it 
be food, work, money and possessions, or screen

time. The Bible consistently raises the question: 
how much is enough? Children especially need 
limits to be happy and healthy.

Pope Francis urges us to be thoughtful about 
technology products, explaining that our choices
have much larger effects than we may realize at 
first glance. What may seem like simple 
decisions “are in reality decisions about the kind
of society we want to build.”1

He also points out that the influence of 
electronic devices “can stop people from 
learning how to live wisely, to think deeply, and 
to love generously.”2  Our challenge is to find the
right balance, so we (and our children) can be 
the loving people God calls us to be.

It's helpful to hear what researchers, therapists, 
and educators are observing about how screen 
time is affecting our society.  At the same time, 
the accumulated spiritual wisdom of thousands 
of years can help us put this issue of technology 
into perspective. 

Reflection Questions
What are the positive benefits to your family 
of having access to screens?
Does screen time cause any problems for 
your children or your family as a whole? 
How so? 



Are there any potential issues with screen 
time that you are concerned about as you 
consider your children growing older in our 
culture of “screenland”?
_ 



________
1 Pope Francis, On Care for Our Common Home, #107.
2 Pope Francis, World Communications Day, January 23, 2015.
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Choose Life So That You May Live
Screens can certainly be life-giving  for families. 
Friends and family who are separated by many 
miles can stay in closer touch, even by video. 
We can research our child’s health symptoms 
online and help our kids learn in creative ways.

However, there are also plenty of concerns, 
especially as we see children become more 
comfortable interfacing with screens than 
people. Kids now spend an average of 6½ hours 
per day on screens, not including classroom or 
homework screen time.3 According to one study, 
college students check their phones on average 
every seven minutes during their waking hours.  

Screen use can also have frightening, dramatic 
effects on children. While they are very real, it's 
easy to assume they won't happen to my child.  
For example:
 Online bullying
 Addictions to gaming or pornography, 
sometimes even resulting in school dropouts
 Sexting and contact with predators 

Other impacts on kids are more subtle:
 Lower school grades from sleep deprivation, 
distraction, and “multi-tasking”
 Lower self-esteem and effects on body image
 Reduced social skills, fewer and weaker 
relationships, and loneliness
 Brain chemistry changes and impairment
 Weight gain and other health problems
 Disconnection from family
The lists are depressing.

But what can we really do? It is tempting to give 
up and give in when our children's peers are 
living without limits. Or perhaps it feels too late 
because screen time habits are already set. We 
need to remember that we have the ability to 
make changes to do what's best for our own 
families. As we will explore in this series, there 
are reasonable, concrete steps we can take.

The Bible describes this sort of situation many 
times, when families are choosing something 

else over God and what is most life-giving. 
Scripture calls this idolatry. Something else has 
become an idol or “god.” The prophet Joshua 
urges families of Israel to make a decision 
between the idols of his day and God, “but as for
me and my household, we will serve the Lord” 
(Joshua 24:16).

Fortunately, screen use is not an all-or-nothing 
situation. The good news is that we can use 
technology in a positive way, set healthy limits, 
and encourage life-giving activities for our 
children and our family. The support of like-
minded individuals and our faith tradition can 
encourage and support us.

Moses offered a similar choice: “I have set before
you life and death, blessing and curses. Choose 
life so that you and your descendants may live” 
(Deut. 30:19). Let’s thoughtfully consider what 
choices lead toward life and which lead toward 
metaphorical “deaths” for us and our children.

When second graders play video games all 
afternoon instead of playing outside together, is 
that the most life-giving choice? When a seventh 
grader is up half the night on social media, is 
that leading toward life? When a teen breaks up 
with his girlfriend via text to avoid difficult 
emotions, is that choosing life?

There is no one-size-fits-all approach, and as 
parents, you need to decide what is right for your
family. But we should all be asking the questions
so that we aren’t simply swept along with the 
flow. 

What kind of person do you—and God—want 
your children to become? How can you help 
them to get there? What situations, experiences, 
and relationships will help them to develop their 
ability to give and receive love? How can 
screens help or hurt?

Throughout this series, we will be exploring 
these questions, particular screen challenges, 
and ways we can respond as parents.

________
3 Common Sense Media Report, 2015.
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Reflection Questions
What is your reaction to the idea that our 
society idolizes technology and screens? 
How do you see it happening (or not)?


Do you have any rules or family customs that
help you to resist the pull of the culture 
when it comes to screen time? (Ex: 
 you insist your children play outside 
instead of having screen time after school
 no screens at the dinner table
 no screens for one hour before bedtime



What kind of people do you want your 
children to grow up to be? How are you 
fostering that?
_ 



Closing Prayer
Dear God, 

thank you for this chance to begin exploring 
our family’s relationship with technology. 

We want to choose life over death, 
but sometimes we don’t always know 
what is best for us and our children. 

May your Holy Spirit guide us 
in our thinking and our discussions 
about how screen time affects us. 

Give us the courage to make the best decisions possible 
in this imperfect world.  

In Jesus' name we pray. 
Amen.

Growing Up Catholic Parent Conversations: Taming Technology. Copyright © 2017 Ann Naffziger and Paul 
Canavese. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission. Published by The Pastoral Center / PastoralCenter.com. 
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GROWING UP CATHOLIC PARENT CONVERSATIONS: GROWING UP CATHOLIC PARENT CONVERSATIONS: TAMING TECHNOLOGYTAMING TECHNOLOGY

 PEOPLE OVER SCREENS

Opening Prayer
Gracious God, 

be with us this day as we explore 
how to keep personal relationships

at the forefront of our lives. 
Help us to see where we have drifted from our values 

so we can help our children strengthen theirs.  
Give us compassion for ourselves 

and all other parents on this journey
so that we can be supportive and encouraging of each other. 

We ask this in Christ's name. 
Amen.  

How Are We Using Screens?
We recommend that you read the talking points throughout this process aloud.  Simply have each person in 
the group read one paragraph aloud at a time, continuing around the circle.

The goal of thinking through our family's 
relationships to screens and technology is to 
become more aware of how, when, where, and 
why we use them, as well as how they may be 
affecting self-esteem, personal relationships, the 
development of social skills, school, and work.

The Jesuit Volunteer Corps, a Catholic volunteer 
program for recent college graduates, promotes 
four core values during the volunteer year. They 
are: social justice, community, simple living, and
spirituality. As the volunteers spend the year 
living together and doing full-time ministry with 
poor and marginalized populations they are 
continually challenged to “choose people and 
relationships over objects and acquisitions.” 

That challenge (perhaps with the addition of 
“and screen time”) would be a good mantra for 
families striving to raise sensitive, aware, 
compassionate, and courageous children. What 
if we judged all of our decisions by that marker? 
What if we taught our children to judge their 
decisions by that marker? Are we choosing 
people and relationships over objects?

Our faith tradition teaches that material objects 
and possessions aren’t bad or evil in and of 
themselves. All created things have the potential 
to be used for good or for ill; it is how they are 
used that counts. As we reflect on how we and 
our children use screens, we can use that as a 
guideline. 

5
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Am I binge-watching a Netflix series instead of 
joining my spouse in bed at night? Does our son 
habitually engage in video gaming rather than 
spending meaningful time with friends?  At 
family gatherings, is our daughter so wrapped up
in social media on her phone that she doesn’t 
have conversations with her cousins, aunts, and 
uncles anymore? 

Arthur Boers, a Mennonite professor, challenges 
his students to question whether technology 
encourages casual relationships that are easy to 
enter and exit and are not built for the long term.
He asks them to consider if online interactions 
mean less opportunities for face to face 
friendships of depth.1

Of course sometimes the screen time does help 
us to connect with people and relationships that 
are dear to us. Many a grandparent has learned 
to use video chat technologies solely for the 
purpose of being able to see their grandchildren 

more often. Many parents are grateful that their 
kids in college keep in touch with them more 
regularly because they have the ability to text.

Pope Francis frequently talks about the 
importance of encounter. He explains that this 
means stopping to be present to people, to really
see and hear them “as Jesus did.” Today, with our
eyes on our screens, people pass each other all 
the time, but they do not encounter each other. 2

This is especially important for connecting with 
those who are most in need: the outsiders, the 
lonely, and the poor. But it is just as true for our 
closer friendships and family relationships. Pope 
Francis points out that it's difficult to care about 
and help those whom we don't encounter.

It all comes back to putting people and 
relationships above objects, acquisitions, and 
screen time... Is screen time helping our children
become the people we hope for them to be, or 
getting in the way?

Reflection Questions
How do screens help your family to 
prioritize and foster strong relationships? How do screens keep you and your children 

from developing strong relationships?

________

1 Arthur Boers, Choosing What Matters in an Age of Distractions , pg. 74.
2 Pope Francis, Morning Meditation, September 13, 2016.

6

SA
M

PLE
 - 

D
O

 N
O

T 
R

EPR
O

D
U

C
E



Talking Face-to-Face
When I (Ann) recently reported to jury duty, I 
found myself in a room with 199 other potential 
jurors for a five week murder trial. The room was
filled with what seemed to be a perfect cross-
section of Oakland residents, a variety of ages, 
skin colors, and clothing.

During my two days at the courthouse, only one 
person spoke to me: a retired woman who noted 
that she didn’t have a cell phone. Everyone else 
was almost constantly looking at the screen in 
their hands. I had a phone and laptop with me 
and tried to get some work done in the hours of 
waiting, but I would have gladly chatted with 
others. No one, except the one woman, seemed 
to have interest in getting to know someone else.

That seems to be the norm today: on mass transit,
walking down the street, standing in line at the 
grocery store, at the public library, or in public 
parks. People are more likely to look at a screen 
than look a person in the eye. I admit that I am 
guilty of emailing or texting neighbors to ask a 
question so I won’t get tied up in a longer 
conversation when I am in a hurry. No wonder 
so many Americans report increasing levels of 
loneliness and disconnection! 

I once heard an attempted-suicide survivor 
speak. He said that on his trip across San 
Francisco to the Golden Gate Bridge where he 
intended to jump, he made a promise with 
himself. If just one person spoke to him or 
looked him in the eye and acknowledged his 
presence he wouldn’t try to kill himself. No one 
did, and so he jumped. 

Laura Kastner, a professor of psychiatry at the 
University of Washington, points out that for 
tweens and teens, screens provide a refuge when
social situations can be awkward. As adults we 
probably know that to be true too. Unfortunately,
screens make it easier to avoid complicated 
feelings and relationships. “If you’re looking at 
screens, you can avoid some of the adversity that
comes with having a conversation… 

Adolescence is very anxiety-provoking. Why not 
hide out instead?” Kastner asks.3

Social media and screen time affect our behavior,
for better or worse. It’s not uncommon for kids 
(or adults) to use social media to make hurtful 
comments they would not dare make in person. 
Witness the rise of online bullying, along with 
the rise in depression and suicides among 
victims. 

The trend of using screens to avoid personal 
interaction, whether consciously or not, is 
troubling too. Electronic communication is the 
norm for many, if not most, middle school and 
high school children. 

A high school campus minister we know drove a 
van full of students to a weekend retreat. The 
students had a profoundly moving experience. 
Many hugs were given and received and many 
tears were shed. Yet Frank said on the drive home
the students pulled out their phones and got lost 
in screen world. They immediately stopped 
interacting with the classmates with whom they 
had just shared so much!

Our kids are growing up learning to be “alone 
together.” Sherry Turkle, the author of Alone 
Together: Why We Expect More from Technology
and Less from Each Other points out how easily 
people signal their “departure” from the people 
they are physically with by putting ear buds in, 
glancing down at a mobile phone during dinner, 
checking email during meetings, or playing 
video games during class. The attention is no 
longer on the people nearest you, but on the 
device “connecting” you to people further away. 

Pope Francis has spoken about the exciting 
possibilities that technology and media offer 
today, but he also cautions that at the same time 
internet communication can “shield us from 
direct contact with the pain, the fears and the 
joys of others and the complexity of their 
personal experiences.”4

________

3 As quoted in the film Screenagers: Growing Up in the Digital Age .
4 Pope Francis, World Communications Day, January 23, 2015.
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Reflection Questions
How do screens help you maintain the 
relationships you want to maintain?
Have you ever used screens to avoid relating 
to someone more personally? How so?

Share an example from your own household 
of how screen time inhibits social 
interactions with each other or people 
outside of the family.



Closing Prayer
Jesus,
You were a master at making friends,

among the wealthy and the poor,
the educated and the illiterate.

You took time away to be alone in the wilderness sometimes,
but you always came back to be with others.

You walked miles and miles with friends, 
ate many big meals together, 

and spent time fishing together.
Help us to learn, or re-learn, 

how to engage with family, friends, and strangers 
on a heartfelt level as you did. 

We pray this in your name,
Amen. 

Growing Up Catholic Parent Conversations: Taming Technology. Copyright © 2017 Ann Naffziger and Paul 
Canavese. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission. Published by The Pastoral Center / PastoralCenter.com. 
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