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According to Ofcom, eight out of ten 3 to 4 year olds 
went online in 2020, spending an average 8 hours online a 
week1. These figures are hardly surprising given the range 
of fun and educational apps available to help with early 
numeracy and literacy. These apps encourage creativity, 
providing opportunities to connect with family and friends. 
For children who are socially anxious and overwhelmed, 
watching their favourite YouTube video on repeat can be 
soothing and reassuringly predictable in a confusing world. 
So, how do we give our young children access to all the 
good stuff the internet offers while keeping them safe, 
especially if they have special needs? 

Using online safety strategies as soon as your little one 
shows interest in digital devices will give you both an 
opportunity to develop good habits from the get go. 

We’ve come up with a check list to help you get started:

Set controls

Put parental controls and safe settings in place on your 
broadband as well as your child’s device (smartphone, 
tablet, laptop, games console) and the apps, websites 
and games they use. Internet Matters clearly shows how 
to do this: https://www.internetmatters.org/
parental-controls/ 

Top tip: Switching ‘airplane mode’ on prevents internet 
access on a mobile device.

iPad tip: Even very young children quickly learn to navigate 
away from the app you have carefully chosen just by clicking 
on the home button. Once on the chosen app, triple click the 
home button to activate ‘Guided Access’. This stops your child 
from stumbling onto less suitable apps. 

If you’re thinking of getting a device for your child use the 
Internet Matters’ guide to buying tech: https://www.
internetmatters.org/resources/tech-guide/ 

Balance online 
& offline activities

As entertaining and educational as apps can be, they can’t 
beat chatting and reading with your child to support their 
development. Limit the time they spend on tech devices 
and ensure that using tech is just one of many types of 
play available.

Supervise and share time online 
with your child

Make screen time as interactive as possible by playing 
digital games together. Chat about what they are seeing 
online. This will not only increase the value of those 
activities for your child’s development but it will allow 
you to actively supervise what they do and show them 
how to play safely. You will also make it part of normal 
family life to talk about what they do online, which will be 
increasingly important for their safety as they grow up and 
become more independent.
However, if your child uses time online to take some time 
out from overwhelming social interaction, they will need 
you to back off. Keeping them in a family space while they 
are on a device will mean that you can keep an eye on 
their online activity, while allowing them some valuable 
down time. 

1Children and parents: media use and attitudes report 
(2020/21), Ofcom: https://www.ofcom.org.uk/
research-and-data/media-literacy-research/
childrens/children-and-parents-media-use-and-
attitudes-report-2021 q
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TechSafe

These apps are all free to download

Have family rules

Establish clear boundaries for when and where your child 
can go on their device, what they can do on it and for how 
long. Be consistent about sticking to these boundaries and 
regularly remind your child about them.

All children benefit from consistency and routine, but 
these can be particularly important for children with 
additional needs. Using kitchen or sand timers and visual 
timetables can be helpful for establishing and supporting 
their understanding of how screen time fits into their daily 
routine. 

Talk

It is never too early to talk to your child about online 
safety in a way that is appropriate for their age and 
abilities. There are some great resources to help you do 
this. Here are some of our favourites:

Digiduck: https://www.childnet.com/
resources/digiduck-stories/ 

Smartie the Penguin: 
https://www.childnet.com/
resources/smartie-the-penguin/ 

Social narratives: 
https://techsafe.org.uk/send/ 

Manage content

Find appropriate games and apps for your child to play, 
bearing in mind your child’s abilities and maturity. Apps 
for their actual age may not be right for your child so do 
some research. Here are some useful places to start:

Taming Gaming has age recommendations for gamers 
with physical or learning differences: https://www.
taminggaming.com/en-gb/features/Video+Ga
mes+For+Children+Of+Different+Ages 

The Good App Guide’s age recommendations start 
at 12 months: https://www.goodplayguide.com/
good-app-guide/ 

Internet Matters has recommendations for younger 
gamers: https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/
guidance/child-friendly-apps-your-children-
will-enjoy/ 

Top tip: If you have an Android device, look out for the 
‘Expert Approved’ badge on Google Play which tells you the app 
has been vetted by experts to be both fun and educational.

https://www.childnet.com/resources/digiduck-stories/
https://www.childnet.com/resources/smartie-the-penguin/

