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Abstract. This article presents some preliminary findings from the Italian re-
search project PRIN “Di.Co.Each.” It reports on the qualitative analysis of a cor-
pus of 23 focus groups collected to explore the perspectives, beliefs, and experi-
ences of significant adults regarding the relationship between digital devices
(DDs) and early childhood (0-6 years). The study involved 87 parents, 116 pre-
school educators working in the 0-6 Italian integrated education systems, and 36
pediatricians, recruited via convenience sampling. The data were analyzed using
thematic analysis with a predominantly inductive approach. Focusing on chil-
dren’s uses and adults’ needs as voiced by the parents and the 0-6 educational
staff, results shed light on the relevance of training caregivers in conscious, crit-
ical, and creative uses for fostering awareness of both opportunities and limita-
tions set up by children’s use of DDs in the domestic and formal education envi-
ronments.

Keywords: Digital Competence, Early Childhood, Parental Education, Educa-
tional Services 0-6, Focus Group.

1 Introduction

Over the last decades, the presence of digital devices (hereafter, DDs) in children's eve-
ryday lives has grown exponentially in the Global North [1-2]. The relationship be-
tween childhood and DDs has historically spurred heated public debate, often polarized
around two opposing positions, namely “discourses of concern” (also referred to as
“media panic” [3]) and “discourses of celebration” ([4] p. 361; see also [5-6]). When it



comes to early childhood (0-6 years), this polarization is particularly evident and is
strictly intertwined with contemporary social discourses on parental responsibilities,
according to which parents are the main accountable subjects for managing young chil-
dren’s screen exposure, especially in terms of regulating times and contents [7]. Since
the late ‘90s, attempts to govern children’s interactions with DDs have been at the fore-
front of the agenda of many institutions. Most notably, the American Academy of Pe-
diatricians in 1999 [8] issued influential guidelines recommending that children under
2 should not be exposed to screens at all, and children aged 2 to 5 should be limited to
no more than two hours of screen time per day. However, given the increased perva-
siveness of digital media in today’s everyday life, in 2015 the AAP [9] revised these
guidelines for them not being suitable for contemporary media-saturated family envi-
ronments. Stressing the importance of high-quality educational content and adult su-
pervision, the AAP updated guidelines resonate with research questioning the time-
centered debate and emphasizing instead the crucial role of contents and contextual
features in which child-media interaction occurs (see, among others, [10-11]). More
recently, the World Health Organization (2019 [12]) along with pediatric societies, in-
cluding the Italian Pediatric Society (2018 [13]), released guidelines recommending
that children younger than 2 years old should avoid screen time altogether, and that
children aged 2 to 5 should be limited to 1 hour of screen time per day, thereby shifting
the focus back to the screen time debate.

While parents’ mediating role has long been discussed, even for the socially shared
set of unrealistic expectations overemphasizing parental responsibility [14], educa-
tional staff working in 0-6 educational services also play a critical role in shaping young
children’s relationship with DDs. As a matter of fact, the home and preschool settings
constitute the primary educational environments wherein children can experience DDs
and develop digital competence [15-16]. In order to enhance the educational opportu-
nities set up by DDs in these environments and foster children’s agency and critical
fruition since early childhood, research as well as policymakers have underscored the
importance of a collaborative relationship between families and educators. Indeed, the
family-(pre)school educational alliance is widely regarded as the cornerstone for grant-
ing children a safe and healthy development [17-19]. However, occurrences of misa-
lignments [20] and a sense of disconnection between parents and educators regarding
children’s use of DDs have also been documented [21]. From this standpoint, it be-
comes crucial to investigate the experience of young children in both the domestic
sphere and the 0-6 educational services, focusing on how significant adults, i.e., parents
and educators, perceive the use of DDs in early childhood and collaborate (or not) to
scaffold children’s use of DDs. The research project PRIN “Di.Co.Each” aims to ad-
dress this pedagogically relevant issue, as the next section illustrates.



2 The research project PRIN “Di.Co.Each”: promoting digital
competence in early childhood

Building on the premises outlined above, the Italian research project PRIN
“Di.Co.Each. Digital competence in Early Childhood: educating parents and teachers
in conscious, critical and creative uses of digital media” aims to investigate the expe-
rience of children aged 0-6 with digital devices in the Italian context. The project is
funded by the Next Generation Europe and the Italian Ministry of the University and
Research. It involves the University of Florence (PI), the University of Bologna, and
the University of Rome “La Sapienza”.

The overarching objective is to promote digital competencies in early childhood as
a prerequisite for the development of responsible and conscious digital citizenship. To
achieve this goal, the project involves significant actors mediating the relationship be-
tween DDs and early childhood, above all families, educators, and healthcare practi-
tioners. Ultimately, the project aims to promote greater awareness among parents and
practitioners about the risks and opportunities posed by the presence of DDs in early
childhood.

In order to enrich scientific literature on digital competence in early childhood and
empirically investigate the experience of children in the Italian integrated 0-6 system
and in the household, the following research actions have been carried out:

1) A systematized literature review on the construct of digital competence in
early childhood;

2) Focus groups with parents, educators/teachers, and pediatricians aimed at un-
derstanding their perspective on children’s uses of DDs within the family en-
vironment and educational and healthcare services;

3) Two surveys addressed to parents and educators/teachers aimed at collecting
data on the presence, habits, attitudes, and uses of DDs by young children in
domestic and 0-6 educational settings.

Results from the literature review, focus groups, and surveys will be triangulated,
constituting the basis for the following step of the project: action research. During this
final phase, the staff of different educational services will be involved in co-designing
with researchers a media education path aimed at promoting conscious, critical, and
creative uses of DDs within educational services. Once implemented, families will be
encouraged to access services so as to engage in media education activities with their
children. The proposed experiences are intended to provide an opportunity to under-
stand the active role that children can play in DDs-based activities when mediated by
adults.

For the purpose of this article, we outline the preliminary results of the focus groups
conducted with parents and the educators and teachers of 0-6 educational services.



3 Data and methodology

The article reports on data from a corpus of 23 focus groups conducted with significant
adults, namely parents (N=9), educational staff working in 0-6 educational services
(N=9), and family pediatricians (N=5). Specifically, the study involved a total of 239
participants: 87 parents, 116 preschool teachers, and 36 pediatricians. Data were col-
lected between January and May 2024 in Florence, Bologna, and surrounding munici-
palities. Participants were recruited by the authors through convenience sampling, with
the support of different institutions and associations. Written informed consent was ob-
tained by all participants in compliance with Italian law n. 196/2003 and EU Regulation
n. 2016/679 (GDPR, 2016/679) before data collection.

3.1  Analytical procedures

The focus groups have been conducted with the aim of gathering information on the
perspectives, perceptions, beliefs, and experiences of significant adults regarding the
use of DDs in early childhood (0-6 years). In order to bring to light and analyze the
main issues of concern emerging from the participants’ point of view, data were ana-
lyzed through thematic analysis [22]. A mainly inductive approach was used to grasp
themes treated as relevant by participants and not assumed aprioristically by the re-
searchers [23].

All focus group sessions were audio and video-recorded and independently tran-
scribed by two researchers. Each focus group was given an ID and transcribed verbatim,
with paraverbal and non-verbal behavior omitted. The emerging themes and sub-
themes were developed after repeated reading of the transcripts and iteratively adjusted
to reach discursive intercoder agreement through the convergence of different perspec-
tives [24]. Data were coded and analyzed using the software NVIVO12.

4 Results

The final coding scheme provisionally consists of the following macro themes, listed
in alphabetical order: adults’ uses, children’s uses, concerns, covid19, grandparenting,
media education, needs, and parenting.

For the purposes of this article, we report a synthesized overview of the major prelim-
inary findings separated for each group category. In particular, for space reasons, we
focus on children’s uses and adults’ needs as voiced by the parents and the 0-6 educa-
tional staff.

4.1  Children’s uses of digital devices



The voice of parents

Types of devices. A widespread presence of DDs in young children’s everyday fam-
ily lives has been depicted by parents. Smart TVs/TVs and parents’ smartphones are
referred to as the devices most frequently used by children in the domestic environment.
TVs are mainly used to watch cartoons but also listen to background music when chil-
dren are engaged in other non-digital activities. Smartphones are reported to be mainly
used for video calls with long-distance relatives, watching and/or creating pictures, and
listening to music. Other devices used by young children are digital cameras, Virtual
Assistants like Amazon Alexa or Apple Siri, and above all parents’ tablets, which are
mainly used for watching videos or using recreational apps.

Motivations. Children’s use of DDs is often motivated by the need to entertain the
child when parents are engaged in household activities, especially if they are at home
alone and do not have any third-party support. In particular, parents’ and children’s
tiredness are frequently reported as significant reasons for children’s use. In other
words, if they are particularly tired or alone and perceive that the child needs to be
entertained or calmed down, they are more likely to let the child use DDs (echoing the
commonsensical notions of DDs as “digital babysitter” and “digital pacifier”). Other
specific situations in which DDs are typically used to entertain or relax the child (also
by those few parents who declare that they completely forbid the use of DDs at home)
are the care of the ill child (e.g., during nebulizer treatments), the management of long
trips (e.g., in the train), or for specific events like “cinema nights”. Communication
with long-distance relatives is another common reason for children’s use of DDs. In-
terestingly, parents also report that the unavoidability of children’s exposure to DDs in
contemporary society is for them a motor for introducing children to DDs in the safe
space of the domestic environment.

Rules. Parents place particular emphasis on establishing rules for their children’s use
of DDs at home, with time and content restrictions being the most frequently reported
strategies. Time restrictions often involve setting specific time limits (e.g., “just 15
minutes” or “only between 8:00 and 8:30 pm”), sometimes supported by the use of
timers. Alternatively, acceptable usage boundaries are tied to the completion of a spe-
cific activity (e.g., “she can watch just two episodes”). As for the contents, they are
overall selected by the parents themselves but also negotiated with the children (ac-
cording to the age-specific competencies). Parents maintain that the older the child is,
the more they adopt permissive strategies by promoting children’s self-selection of con-
tent (still under specific circumstances and parental supervision). The parents involved
in the study expressed divergent views on the use of DDs during mealtimes: while some
parents declare using them at home and in public settings (e.g., at the restaurant) to
guarantee a smooth and easy unfolding of the meal, others explicitly say to forbid it to
favor communication and enhance quality family time.

Beliefs. Parents perceive children’s relationship with DDs as characterized by con-
fidence, competence, immediacy, and intuitiveness. The representation of young chil-
dren as extremely fast learners with a sort of “inner disposition” toward the use of DDs
is common: if, on the one hand, parents are intrigued by the potential for their children
to develop digital competencies from an early age, on the other hand, this immediacy
and confidence raise concerns. Additionally, parents consistently stress the importance



of alternating digital and non-digital activities for promoting children’s well-being.
This variation in experiences is strictly related to parental mediation, which is often
reported as a necessary condition for children’s engagement with DDs. In this regard,
only a small number of parents indicated that they allow their children to use DDs au-
tonomously without parental supervision.

Concerns. Parents expressed numerous concerns regarding young children’s use of
DDs, spanning psycho-physical and socio-relational risks. Chief among these are fears
of developmental delays, particularly in the neuro-cognitive domain, as well as eyesight
disorders, disruptions to circadian rhythms, difficulties in distinguishing the “real” and
digital worlds, reduced focus and attention, risk of alienation, diminished interest in
face-to-face interactions, loss of empathy, and the potential for addiction. Parents also
voiced concerns about the risks associated with DDs use during later developmental
stages, particularly in pre-adolescence and adolescence, when maintaining control over
time and content becomes, according to them, more challenging. Specific worries dur-
ing these stages include social isolation, conformity to peer pressures, and exposure to
cyberbullying. At the same time, parents expressed apprehension about the risk of so-
cial exclusion if their children are not exposed to digital devices, reflecting a tension
between the potential harms of use and the consequences of non-use.

The voice of preschool educators

Types of devices. Interesting insights also emerge from focus groups conducted with
educators and teachers working within 0-6 educational services. When available, the
most used devices include tablets, projectors, overhead projectors, Bluetooth speakers,
digital cameras, and digital microscopes. Educators reported a range of educational ac-
tivities supported by digital technologies, including the creation of immersive environ-
ments, capturing photos and videos, listening to stories or music, and exploring the
surrounding environment and nature.

Motivations. The educators consider the widespread presence of technology in soci-
ety and at home a reason for the unavoidable introduction of DDs in preschool settings:
since young children are constantly exposed in their everyday lives, educators argue
that expert guidance in safe environments, such as educational services, is essential to
foster digital competence and mitigate risks associated with unsupervised use. Further-
more, the teachers and educators involved see the potential of DDs in promoting crea-
tivity, imagination, and emotional skills as well as enhancing children's enthusiastic
participation in peer activities. Another reason for using DDs is the possibility offered
by tablets and smartphones to capture and revisit educational experiences through video
recordings and pictures, thereby fostering self-recognition and autobiographical
memory.

Rules. When it comes to establishing rules, educators report that no digital-specific
restrictions are implemented. Instead, they apply general time and space constraints that
are valid for both digital and non-digital experiences.

Beliefs. Like parents, educators and teachers perceive children as confident and com-
petent users of DDs. Such intuitive use is generally negatively connotated as it is at-
tributed to excessive screen exposure at home and, more broadly, in society. In this
regard, parents’ or grandparents’ use of DDs during home-school transition moments



is treated as highly problematic by the educational staff. Furthermore, according to the
educators involved, integrating digital and non-digital activities is the conditio sine qua
non for using DDs in 0-6 educational services, together with the realization of a defined
pedagogical project with specific educational objectives. The mediating role of educa-
tors is also considered the key ingredient for promoting creative and agentive uses of
DDs by young children. Overall, geographical and age differences seem to play a role
in educators’ beliefs concerning digital competence in early childhood'. Educators
working in more densely populated urban contexts seem more likely to have at their
disposal and use DDs within educational services, and they also appear to acknowledge
their educational value. This is also true for younger educators, who seem to use DDs
more often and with more awareness of their educational uses with children. In contrast,
older educators and those working in less populated rural areas seem to use DDs less
often (when available in their services) and tend to express limited proficiency with
technology. A factor that may make a difference in teachers’ practices and beliefs is
their participation (or not) in Media Education training. Educators who have attended
ad hoc training typically display more awareness of the risks and are more attuned to
the creative and critical potential of using DDs within educational services. Finally,
explicit aversion to the use of DDs by children is more commonly reported for the 0-3
age range, reflecting greater concern for developmental risks in this early stage.

Concerns. Educators and teachers highlight several major concerns regarding chil-
dren’s use of DDs. These include the potential loss of relational skills, risks of aliena-
tion, diminished interest in the “real” world, and difficulties in managing boredom and
moments of waiting. Additional concerns involve challenges in developing autonomy,
as well as fears about negative impacts on motor development, attention, creativity, and
imagination. Educators also raise issues related to privacy and cybersecurity, empha-
sizing the importance of safeguarding children’s personal information. Unlike parents,
however, educators rarely reference pre-adolescence and adolescence in their discus-
sions, focusing primarily on the early childhood years.

4.2  Adults’ reported needs

The voice of parents

Media Education. Parents have frequently expressed the need for specific media ed-
ucation training that provides unambiguous, clear, expert-based guidelines on how to
manage the relationship between their children and DDs. In particular, they seek to gain
a deeper understanding of the risks and potential effects of DDs on children’s develop-
ment and to be educated in conscious and creative uses. Education on web-related risks
is another common need. Furthermore, parents specifically ask for media education
training to be implemented within the educational services attended by their children.

Peer support. In addition to media education, parents highlight the need to enhance
opportunities to engage in peer support, where they can share experiences and practices
with other parents in a collaborative atmosphere.

! Further analysis is needed to corroborate this data.



Judgment suspension. Finally, a sense of social judgment concerning the manage-
ment of their children’s use of DDs has been voiced by many parents. They fear being
labeled as "bad parents," whether they allow their children to use DDs or not. The fol-
lowing sentence is particularly emblematic in this regard: “everything you do is
wrong”. From this standpoint, the parents involved in the study communicate the need
to suspend social judgment on their parenting choices and practices as well as the need
to be heard. This reflects a broader need for support in their caregiving practices during
the early years of children’s lives.

The voice of preschool educators

Media Education. Educators and teachers consistently reported the need for a media
education path in the 0-6 educational services wherein they work?. First, they request
ad hoc training on the effects of DDs on children’s health and development; second,
they ask for expert-based, unambiguous, updated guidelines; third, they communicate
the need to become competent in creative uses of DDs in their working practices and
to be more knowledgeable about age-targeted contents; fourth, the highlight the need
to be confident in handling privacy-related issues. Interestingly, they also mention the
need to be specifically trained in how to communicate with families regarding chil-
dren’s use of DDs so as not to convey a judgmental stance. Furthermore, they believe
that families need to receive ad hoc training in parental mediation and digital compe-
tences.

Adequate tools. Another common need relates to the acquisition of adequate techno-
logical tools for educational services. Educators and teachers frequently complain about
the lack of modern, functioning devices, whose costs are often too elevated for the
budget of the services. Strictly related is the request for adequate spaces wherein im-
plementing structured digital-based activities.

5 Discussion

The article reported on some preliminary results of the thematic analysis of 23 focus
groups conducted as part of the research project PRIN “Di.Co.Each. Digital compe-
tence in early childhood: educating parents and teachers in conscious, critical and cre-
ative uses of digital media”. Focusing on the voices of parents and educators working
in the Italian 0-6 integrated system, the analysis unveiled their perspectives, beliefs, and
representations regarding the relationship between DDs and early childhood.
Examining parents’ and educators’ views on children’s use, they report a pervasive
presence of DDs in the daily lives of young children, confirming a trend broadly docu-
mented in previous literature [1-2, 25]. Among the parents, references to letting their
children use DDs for managing household activities and the emphasis on time and con-
tent rules seem to index, on the one side, the challenges contemporary families (espe-
cially mothers) face in conciliating personal, family, and work time, while on the other,

2 This is true also for those educators and teachers who have already attended in the past media
education programs.



awareness of their educational role in mediating child-DDs interaction. These themes
resonate with social discourses on parental responsibility [14] and culturally informed
models of performing good parenting [26-27]: the parents involved in the study explic-
itly acknowledge the cruciality of accompanying children in safe and creative uses of
DDs, but at the same time, struggle with balancing this mediating role with their emo-
tional and physical exhaustion and limited support systems in childcare. When it comes
to rules and motivations, educators and teachers of the corpus depict quite a different
scenario. The absence of digital-specific rules within the educational services may be
due to the relatively limited and time-restricted digital experiences implemented thus
far. As for the motivations, they emphasize the development of children’s digital com-
petence in a safe and supervised space as well as the educational potentials of DDs in
promoting, among other things, creativity, imagination, self-recognition, and memory
development. The pervasive presence of DDs in society is seen by both parents and
educators as a compelling reason to introduce children to these technologies at an early
age, fostering familiarity and competence from the outset. Common perspectives be-
tween parents and preschool educators can also be traced with respect to the beliefs and
representations of children as confident, intuitive, and competent DD users, with a sort
of “inner disposition”. Although this belief has been widely questioned by scholars [28-
29], its presence attests to enduring influence in social discourses of the commonsensi-
cally spread notion of young people as “digital natives” [30]. Furthermore, both parents
and educators underscore the importance of alternating digital and non-digital experi-
ences for children’s well-being and healthy development, displaying awareness of re-
cent guidelines [9, 12-13]. While recognizing the educational opportunities offered by
DDs, they also give voice to manifold concerns about potential risks, including impacts
on cognitive, emotional, and physical development, social isolation, privacy issues, and
medical problems. This data reflects caregivers’ nuanced awareness of both the oppor-
tunities and risks associated with DD use in young children’s lives. Additionally, it
corroborates the tension in their mediating role as they seek to minimize risks related
to inappropriate, passive use while maximizing the educational opportunities [31].
However, conflicting visions are also at stake: when it comes to attributing responsibil-
ity for children perceived over-exposure to DDs, educators tend to blame parents and
their “incompetent” caregiving practices. This blame discourse deserves critical atten-
tion and further investigation as it may indicate a lack of alignment or collaboration
between significant caregivers [20].

Finally, when considering adults’ needs, media education is unanimously recog-
nized by participants as unavoidable for contemporary caregiving roles. As the family
and the school are the two main educational milieus children have experience of [32],
parents and educators seem to align with the need of scaffolding children’s digital ex-
periences as “more knowledgeable others” [33]. Furthermore, while parents’ references
to the need for peer support and judgment suspension echo the complex and multifac-
eted difficulties of contemporary families (see, among others, [34]), educators’ reported
need for adequate digital tools and spaces seems to mirror the limited material resources
experienced by many Italian social and educational services.
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6 Concluding remarks

While media education research and actions are typically promoted from primary
school [35], the Italian research project “Di.Co.Each” explores digital competence in
preschool-aged children. The preliminary results attest to the pedagogical significance
of upholding theoretical reflection and empirical investigation on DDs in early child-
hood. The qualitative thematic analysis of focus groups with significant adults has illu-
minated the main representations, perspectives, and issues of concern of parents and
educators working in the Italian 0-6 integrated education system. Although these find-
ings are not generalizable, they emphasize the importance of training significant adults
in conscious, critical, and creative uses, fostering awareness of both opportunities and
limitations set up by children’s use of DDs in the domestic and formal education envi-
ronments. Moving beyond polarized visions that either demonize or idealize DDs in
early childhood, further analysis is needed to gain an in-depth understanding of all
themes emerging from significant adults’ voices, including pediatricians.
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