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Dr. Delaney Ruston’s 
teenage daughter Tessa has 
been struggling emotionally. 
To the casual observer she’s 
a typical teenager navigating 
adolescence. Behind closed 
doors, her mom wants to know 
what’s going on, and wrestles 
with how best to support her 
daughter as she inches closer 
and closer to adulthood. 

For just about every parent 
who has a teenager at home, 
Tessa’s story isn’t unique or 
unfamiliar. It’s one dominat-
ed by screens, and the affects 
they’re having on her both 
physically and psychologi-
cally. To better understand the 
risks screen time has on young 
people, and to explore pos-
sible solutions for healthy use, 
Ruston, a documentary film-
maker and physician, has pro-
duced the film “Screenagers: 
Next Chapter” to take viewers 
along on her quest toward en-
lightenment. 

Just before people’s lives 
were altered dramatically in 
an effort to “flatten the curve,” 
and stop the spread of the 
novel coronavirus, Duxbury 
FACTS hosted a screening of 
the film and a talk with local 
clinical psychologist James 
Edward Mehegan, author of 
“Adrift in the Digital Age: 
A Brief Look at Parenting in 
the New Millennium.” The 
informational night made one 
thing clear—while Snapchat, 
TikTok and Instagram play a 
major role in teens’ issues with 
screen time, social media isn’t 
the only culprit.  

Throughout her research, 
Ruston discovered increased 
screen time has only height-
ened what psychologists and 
physicians were already deal-
ing with—anxiety, depression 
and sleep deprivation. She 
explained adolescence has al-
ways been an emotional time 
and said a Yale University 
study shows in high school, 
kids are reporting feeling 
stressed, bored, and tired. 

Anxiety was discussed in 
the film by a physician who 
explained it as an overstimula-
tion of the amygdala, a nugget 
in the brain responsive to any-
thing emotional. Another phy-
sician described it as “feeling 
afraid about something right 
in front of you and worrying 
about that thing that might 
happen.” 

To cope, Ruston said, the 
students she interviewed re-
ported their main way of deal-
ing with hard emotion is turn-
ing to a screen for comfort. A 
physician in the film said what 
they worry about most is when 
young people say when they 
feel stressed or anxious, social 
media makes them feel worse, 

but they do it anyway because 
they can’t stop. 

Mehegan said “socially 
anxious guys” he sees daily in 
his practice hang out alone in 
their rooms on gaming sites, 
where they thrive at gameplay 
and feel a tremendous relief 
of being someone else for a 

while. He said it’s become 
an unseen epidemic among 
young men beginning in their 
teenage years. 

Parents think their son 
is safe in his room, he’s not 
smoking dope or doing other 

SPEND LOCALSSPEND LOCALPEND LOCALKeeping kids mentally 
healthy in the modern age
Documentary film and talk focus on screen time

Continued on page 7

459 Washington Street, Duxbury  I  781.934.2000  I  southshoresir.com
Each Office is Independently Owned and Operated   

Meet Jim Lucier ~
“I have sp

“Dedicated to delivering the highest degree of integrity and professionalism to my clients”~ Jim Lucier, Realtor

DUXBURY, 71 Winter Street  I  NEW  $449,000  DUXBURY, 27 Trout Farm Road  I  NEW  $549,000

DUXBURY, 443 West Street  I  $875,000 NORWELL, 352 Circuit Street  I  $1,325,000

 



7Duxbury ClipperWednesday, April 1, 2020

  WHY BLUE RIVER?

Sonia T. Kelly, M. Ed., Director
BLUE RIVER MONTESSORI SCHOOL

• Academic and Arts-Based Preschool
• 3 to 1 student-teacher ratio 
• Highly educated and experienced teachers
• Spanish, cooking, and yoga
• The "indoor/outdoor classroom"
• Healthy snacks and meals provided

Call us for a personal tour!Call us for a personal tour!

484 TEMPLE STREET, DUXBURY  •  �781� 834�4480
VISIT US AT WWW.BLUERIVERMONTESSORI.ORG

inappropriate things, so they 
let sleeping dogs lie and it goes 
on unmonitored. A physician 
in the film said they would 
be concerned if their kid was 
alone in the room playing vid-
eo games and not hanging out 
with their friends. 

Mehegan’s message was 
clear. “You don’t get better 
from anxiety by avoiding the 
things that make you anx-
ious.” Exposure therapy, also 
outlined in the film, is one 
way through it. He wanted 
everyone to know anxiety is 
not about looking for a cure. 
It won’t ever go away because 
the person isn’t sick. It’s in 
their wiring. 

He said anxiety can be con-
trolled by eating right, sleeping 
right and working out. “Aero-
bic exercise is well-known 
and well-researched to be anti-
anxiety and anti-depressive,” 
Mehegan explained. “It raises 
your heartrate and keeps it el-
evated. 30-50 minutes, Three-
five times a week. What also 
works is to learn a form of 
meditative relaxation.”

According to Ruston, since 
2011, there’s been a 59 percent 
increase in teens reporting 
depressive symptoms. Teens 
feeling low, she said, are more 
venerable to the downsides of 
social media. They’re twice as 
likely to report feeling exclud-

ed and four times more likely 
to feel bad about themselves 
if no one engages with their 
posts. 

One teenager in the film 
said when they feel sad or 
mad, it’s easier to scroll on so-
cial media or YouTube to feel 
disconnected from their emo-
tions. Mehegan said screens 
have exaggerated everything, 
from the development of 
boundaries, to knowing when 
or when not to share things 
online, all during the critical 
teenage years. He also wanted 
parents to remember, there’s 
nowhere to escape now. “Ev-
ery kid takes the meanest kid 
in their class up to their bed-
room with them. There’s no 
running away from it.”

Focusing on the benefits 
of connecting with other peo-

ple lifts depression overtime, 
said a physician in the film. 
Another physician said to re-
move “never” and “always” 
statements from our vocabu-
laries, while teens in the film 
explained they thought seek-
ing therapy from councilors 
was a sign of weakness, but 
the stigma is changing as they 
realize even healthy people 
who want someone to talk to 
go to therapy. 

Ruston also pointed out, 
with the rise in smart phone 
ownership, 41 percent of teens 
report getting less than sev-
en hours of sleep on school 
nights, as of 2015. Thirty-six 
percent of teens with devices 
in their bedroom report they 
wake up and check them at 
least once a night. 

A physician in the film 
added, teens need at least 10 
hours of sleep at night. Another 
added that as sleep deprivation 
gets worse teens become more 
irritable, have lower self-es-
teem and everything begins to 
spiral. Another physician said 
a sleep deprived teenager can 
appear like they have clinical 
anxiety or clinical depression. 

Mehegan added, “If you 
send your 14-year-old up to 
bed with phone and you think 
they’re turning that bad boy 
off, it’s not happening. They 
check them when they wake 
up in the middle of the night 
or watch Netflix. They’re on 

there forever.”  
To curb phone use, Ruston 

said schools are enacting more 
restrictive phone policies, like 
phones in lockers or bags dur-
ing class. Other suggestions 
include setting electronic cur-
fews. Mehegan said at night, 
there’s no substitute for tak-
ing the phone away when you 
send the kid up to bed. He also 
added, like it or not, phones 
are here to stay. 

In the end, when it comes 
to teens and screens and deter-
mining what is healthy use or 
not for your child, Mehegan 
explained, “there’s no defini-
tive answers because the land-
scape changes every week. 
Start with the standpoint of the 
health of your family. Then ask 
yourself the rest of the ques-
tions. Nothing I said today is 
going to prepare you for what 
happens next week. You have 
to be nimble. It’s just what 
parenting is now.” 

Film and discussion focus on screens 
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“Aerobic exercise is 
well-known and well-re-

searched to be anti-anxiety 
and anti-depressive,” 

James Edward Mehegan 
explained. “It raises your 

heartrate and keeps it 
elevated. 30-50 minutes, 
Three-five times a week. 

What also works is to  
learn a form of meditative 

relaxation.”
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