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ESS is characterized by overstimulation and hyperarousal defined by the presence of 
mood, cognitive and/or behavioral symptoms that are relieved by strict removal of 
electronic devices.

Interactive screen-time is more likely to create hyperarousal and dysregulation 
compared with passive screen-time and is more likely to disrupt sleep and be associated 
with mood, cognitive and social problems. 
Intense stimulation from electronic screen media produces a fight-or-flight reaction 
regardless of the content, as well as causing the body’s clock (circadian rhythm) to de-
synchronize. Electronics-related sleep disturbance creates a vicious cycle of exhaustion, 
compromised mood and cognition, more stress because of dysfunction, more insomnia 
and craving for more stimulation.

Mood symptoms include irritability, depression, anxiety and mood swings.
Cognitive symptoms include trouble with attention, impulse control and organization. 
This impacts grades, creativity and curiosity.

Behavioral symptoms include oppositional-defiance, meltdowns and poor impulse 
control.

Social dysfunction involves poor sportsmanship and difficulty making friends.

Children with inattention, poor social skills, depression, delinquency and autism are 
attracted to screen-time and those same issues are made worse by screen time. These 
children are at higher risk of developing ‘tech addiction’.

Going screen-free produces benefits almost immediately.  Long term changes are 
profound in terms of social, emotional and cognitive development. Changes are 
attributed to improved integration of the brain’s frontal lobe, which governs executive 
functioning and emotional regulation.

Days      without screen time lead to improved mood, attitude and sleep.
Weeks    without screen time lead to improved cognition.

Months  without screen time lead to improved grades, relationships,
               and ‘leaps’ in maturity.

10%ESS

ESS
ESS = Electronic Screen Syndrome
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STEP 1.  List three problem areas and three goals. What do you hope to solve with 
a reset? 

Table 1. Examples of problem areas, p. 132

EMOTIONAL:  Meltdowns, irritable mood, depressed mood, fearfulness, 
nightmares, separation anxiety, isolative and withdrawn, doesn’t enjoy 
activities, easily frustrated, compulsiveness, obsessiveness.

BEHAVIORAL: Oppositional, defiance, argues a lot, yells/screams, aggression, 
defensiveness, hyperactivity, can’t stay on task, messy room, refuses chores, 
impulsiveness, can’t “get ready”.

SCHOOL-RELATED:  Forgets homework, easily distracted, disruptive in class, 
trouble learning, poor concentration, fights reading, struggles in math, 
procrastination, underachievement.

SOCIAL: Poor sportsmanship, blames others, annoys peers, lacks empathy, 
can’t read others, inconsiderateness, poor eye contact, avoids face-to-face, 
no/few friends, immaturity.

PHYSICAL: Headaches, stomachaches, migraines, body aches, back/neck 
pain, low energy, out of shape, overweight, craves sweets, tics/stuttering, 
trouble sleeping, oversleeping.

20%Preparing for a Fast

STEPS TO PREPARE FOR A FAST

— PAGE 2 —



Table 2.  Examples of targeted problem areas and related goals, p. 133

50%Preparing for a Fast

TOP THREE
PROBLEM AREAS AND 

CURRENT SEVERITY 
RELATED GOALS

MELTDOWNS

• Frequency: 1-2/day
• Typical length: 30 minutes
• Typical intensity: rated 8/10

• Less frequent (< daily)
• Shorter length (< 30 min)
• Less intense (rated < 8/10)

HOMEWORK

• Forgets to turn in about 50%  
  of completed work

• Turns in more than half of work
• Homework score improves

TROUBLE SLEEPING

• Complains of tiredness in  
  morning
• Fights going to bed
• Has dark circles under eyes

• Answers “yes” to
  “Did you sleep OK?”
• Goes to bed earlier or more 
readily
• Looks rested, has more energy
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60%Steps in the Fast

STEP 2.  Get spouse/partner and other caregivers on board. Consider it a ‘three-
week experiment’ and remember that all worthwhile goals require work or energy.

STEP 3.  Set a date and create a schedule. Try to minimize down time. Consider 
getting pedometers. Play outside and enjoy nature. Learn about mindfulness. 
Tune into your child(ren)’s interests. 

STEP 4.  Inform relevant adults in your child(ren)’s life.

STEP 5.  Establish clear television rules (see below).

STEP 6.  Arrange a stationary computer workstation in a common area for 
homework, if necessary.

STEP 7.  Obtain toys, games, activities to replace screen time (see suggestions 
below).

Figure 7.  Four-Week Reset Calendar (example)

Sun Mon Tues Wed Th Fri Sat

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

8 9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 21

22 23 24 25 26 27 28

29 30 31

Prepare: Tell 
Spouse

PREPARE

Chess with Mom, 
Brownies

Family Hike and 
Picnic

Skate Park

Ice Cream Outing 
with Dad Game Night Movie and 

Popcorn Night
Art and Music 

Night

Dinner Date
with Mom Library Trip Spend Night

with Grandma
Dog Beach

FAST FOR THREE WEEKS Game Night Football with Dad

Prepare: Tell 
Other Caregivers

Prepare: 
Brainstorm and 
Plan Activites

Prepare: Legos, 
Board Games, 

Books

Prepare: Art 
Supplies, Find 
Reset Partner

Prepare:
Inform Child
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80%Screen-Free Toys & Activities

Ideas for Screen-Free Toys and Activities, p. 144.

Clay or Play-Doh Bikes, Skateboards or Skates

Rubiks’ Cube or Pyramid Art Supplies

Legos Dolls and Action Figures

Magnetic Building Sets Jump Rope

Jigsaw Puzzles Musical Instruments

Jewelry-Making Kits Train sets or Hot Wheels tracks

Models Yo-yo

Jacks Solitaire Peg Board Games

Books or Comics

Marbles

Knitting, crocheting, or macramé 
supplies

Solitaire Card Games
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90%Steps in the Fast

STEP 8.  Schedule breaks for yourself (date night, alone time, go to a café to read a 
book, yoga class).

STEP 9.  If possible, enlist a playmate’s parents to join you. Families can take turns 
with activity days and organize screen-free play dates. 

STEP 10.  Inform your child(ren) and involve the whole family in making the screen-
free rules.

STEP 11.  Perform a thorough ‘screen sweep’. Brainstorm all the ways your child(ren) 
might ‘sneak’ screen-time. If you feel it is imperative for your child to have a phone, 
make it a flip phone.

STEP 12.  Write down your intentions as a ‘mission statement’. For example: “My 
mission is to create a healthy environment for my daughter, such that she feels 
happy, focused, and loved by friends and family.  In the future, I want her to 
reach her greatest potential in school and work, acquire fulfilling relationships, 
and develop strong moral character. To this end, I intend to provide a screen-free 
setting for the next three weeks in order for her brain to rest, heal, and reset, and 
for me to gain clarity for managing screen-time in the future.”
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Reset Reset Planning and School

98%Reset Planning & School

Evaluate:

How much interactive screen-time your child receives at school on a daily basis.

How dysregulated your child is and how sensitive your child is.

How feasible (or how complicated) it is to eliminate it.

How much computer-related homework your child gets, and how much light-at-
night the homework adds.

‘Remember: if the reset is successful, your child will be more capable of engaging for extended 
periods in healthier solitary or joint play peacefully. What if you could get the same kinds of breaks 
each day at home by handing children a book, a crafts project, or a game that they could play 
on their own? This isn’t a fantasy. The reset program improves frontal lobe functioning, which 
enhances the ability to self-initiate activities, tolerate frustration, lose oneself in imaginary 
play, read quietly, daydream, cooperate with siblings, and find wonder in nature. Don’t get 
overwhelmed by imagining a life of parenting without screens. Focus on the fast, and if it works, 
many of the inconveniences that seem so daunting right now may resolve themselves naturally.’
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99%Reset Rules for Television

Rules for How to Watch

Rules for Content

•  Aim for five hours or less per week total for TV and movies
   (and consider weekends only).
•  No television in the morning before school or during meal times.
•  No television until all homework and chores are done.
•  If sleep problems exist, limit to one hour in one sitting, and if sleep  
   problems persist, eliminate TV watching entirely.
•  No viewing on a desktop, laptop, iPad, or any other handheld device.
•  View the TV from across the room and aim for a distance of 2.5 to 3.5  
   times the size of the screen (measured diagonally), or a minimum of 8 ft away.
•  Use the smallest screen in the house, and if you only have a huge flat-screen TV  
   (that exceeds the viewing-distance dimensions above), consider no TV at all.
•  No television watching in the bedroom (and remove TVs from a child’s bedroom).
•  Don’t leave televisions on “in the background”.
•  Don’t flip through channels quickly and mindlessly; don’t give your child the remote.
•  Consider placing a small lamp or back-lighting behind the television  
   (which helps ease visual stress).
•  Lower the “brightness” level of the TV’s screen and match the room’s  
   brightness level to that of the TV (the more the screen “blends in”,
   the easier it is on the eyes and brain).
•  Adjust the TV’s color mode to “natural”, rather than a supersaturated
   or extra bright mode.
•  Do not stream online content through the TV set via Wi-Fi
   (which adds unnecessary EMF exposure; see appendix B).

•  No cartoons and no modern animated movies (which are usually too stimulating).
•  No violent content.
•  Avoid programs that are fast-paced or action-packed.
•  Avoid content that is visually stimulating, with frantic editing and over  
   bright colors (which applies to many live-action children’s shows,
   like Yo Gabba Gabba!).
•  Focus on nature shows and older live-action movies that are slower paced  
    (such as The Sound of Music, Benji, Annie, The Black Stallion, the original  
   Muppet Movie, old Sesame Street reruns).
•  Older Disney animated movies are fine, since the colors are more muted and  
  the pace slower (such as Pinocchio, Dumbo, or Bambi).

Reset Reset Rules for Television
  p. 156
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100%Potential Benefits

Table 3.  Potential benefits of Reset and ongoing screen management, p. 203

POTENTIAL SHORT-TERM GAINS POTENTIAL LONG-TERM GAINS

Improved frontal lobe function Improved frontal lobe development

• Mood: happier, more even-keeled, less  
  irritable
• Cognition: better focus, more  
  organized, improved stress tolerance,  
  more creative
• Behavior/Social: less impulsive, more  
  “in tune”, more compliant

• Better mood regulation and stress management
• Optimization of academic, career, and/or  
  creative potential
• Deeper thinking
• Responsible, empathic
• Richer relationships, enhanced self-esteem
• Lower risk of drug use and delinquency

Better rested and
more physically active

Balanced hormones
and immune system 

Healthy weight and heart

Avoid or minimize medication use Avoid or minimize long-term medica-
tion risks

Save money and resources (spent 
on tutors, therapists, and so on) Save money for future

Less household stress,
more bonding

Less strain on parents’ marriage,
stronger sibling ties

Sample doctor’s note to teacher, p. 159

Date_________________
RE: Johnny Doe, Date of Birth: 1/2/03
To Whom It May Concern:
Because screen-time can overstimulate the nervous system and cause chronic 
hyperarousal (fight-or-flight), and thereby negatively affect attention, mood 
regulation, behavior, and/or sleep, Johnny is to be off all computers and any other 
electronic screen devices for the next _____weeks, starting __________ date) and 
finishing ________________(date).  Recommendations may be made regarding 
this issue thereafter, to be determined.
Sincerely,
____________________________M.D., License #___________________
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Table 4. Shauna’s cost-benefit analysis of the Reset for Steven, p. 204

Reset Cost Gains

Potential Short-Term Gains

Potential Long-Term Gains

Energy to convince others (esp. my husband)

Time/energy/money to replace activities

It’s inconvenient!

Dealing with Steven’s reaction

Losing the breaks it gives me (e.g., to get dinner on the 
table, quiet time)

Tics might get better

More interest in playing outside

Better sleep, fewer nightmares

More compliant (does what I ask)

Easier time getting ready (for bed or school)

Happier, less cranky

Get more homework done, with less of a headache

(me) Could go places without worrying he’ll
have a meltdown

(me) Relief or less stress if behaviors reduce

Better sense of himself and his identity

Richer relationships with friends and future girlfriends

Help him go further in school and reach his potential

More mature and respectful of adults

More responsible and more likely to get (and keep)
a good job

Broader interests

Better grades

Avoid use of medication

Tics could continue to get better, would be
less  “reinforced”

(me) Less stress on my marriage

(me) I’d be better able to pursue my own
wants/needs/interests

100%Gains
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