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Abstract:

This study investigates how screen time affects language development and play skills in
toddlers aged 2-3 years. With today's widespread use of digital devices, both the American
Academy of Pediatrics and the World Health Organization (WHO) advise against screen
exposure for children under 2 years, recognizing this as a critical brain development period.
Current research links extended "screen time" to language delays and broader developmental
concerns. The toddler years, especially ages 2-4, represent a crucial window for language

acquisition, when children's brain plasticity enables rapid linguistic learning.

Our findings support growing concerns about prolonged passive screen exposure and its
potential negative impact on multiple areas of child development, particularly language skills
and symbolic play abilities. The research highlights that it's not just about how much time
children spend with screens, but also the quality of that exposure and the critical importance
of active adult participation to mitigate potential harmful effects. We used a correlational
research design with 20 typically developing children aged 2-3 years and their parents,
recruited from a kindergarten setting. We confirmed typical development using the ASQ

questionnaire and gathered screen time data through parent questionnaires.

We assessed children's language abilities (both understanding and expression) using the
Mullen Scales, and evaluated their play skills through the Westby Play Assessment, which
included natural environment observations, structured elicitation tasks, and video
documentation. Our results show that excessive screen time negatively impacts children's
expressive language development, reflected in lower Mullen Scale scores. We also observed
declining receptive language scores as screen time increased. Interestingly, our symbolic play
assessment revealed that moderate screen time correlated with higher symbolic play levels,
while excessive exposure led to poorer outcomes. Notably, children with stronger play skills—

particularly those demonstrating advanced symbolic play—achieved higher scores in both



receptive and expressive language, suggesting that well-developed play abilities facilitate
language acquisition. These findings reinforce professional concerns about extended passive
screen time and its potential detrimental effects across all developmental domains, especially
language and symbolic play. Our research emphasizes that both the quantity and quality of
screen exposure matter, along with the essential role of active adult engagement in mediating

potentially harmful screen effects.



