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Card, board, and role-playing games provide creative, fun ways to bond
and interact — without electronic devices.

Off-screen gaming
helps teens bond

By T. Lee Brown

Correspondent

Stephen King helped
form a new, non-reli-
gious youth group at the
Episcopal Church of the
Transfiguration. He regu-
larly volunteers to hang out
with the group’s off-screen
gamers, who meet most
Saturdays. Outlaw Gamer
Group (OGG) provides an
environment where teens can
socialize and get creative,
as long as they’re willing to
avoid electronic devices.

As a parent and a Sisters
School District director in
recent years, King believes
that the school day no longer
offers “opportunity for bond-
ing and for being creative —
everything is so structured
in school nowadays. The
school schedule barely has a
lunchtime.”

Between that factor and
the intrusion of smartphones
and other technologies, some
kids don’t have “the chance
and space to form meaning-
ful relationships.”

Such relationships are
important for health and
wellbeing, as pediatric occu-
pational therapist and child
development expert Cris
Rowan discussed in a recent
webinar. She stressed the
importance of brain devel-
opment at different stages in
life.

“When a child is born,
they’re born with their full
complement of neurons,” she
said. “If looking at a brain is
like looking at a roadmap—
all the roads are already
there.”

As the brain develops, it
prunes away neurons that are
not being used.

A full two-thirds of “those
roads, those neurons, will
be pruned back... because
they’re not being used,” she
explained. In other words,
use it or lose it. (Some
research into brain plasticity
indicates that loss need not

be permanent —new neural
pathways can be developed).

In recent years, using
phones and video games
has encouraged kids’ brains
to respond to high levels of
screen stimulation. Their par-
ents are often glued to digi-
tal devices, resulting in less
face-to-face interaction time
between parents and children.

What aspects of brain
development are kids losing
in the balance? The ability to
empathize, according to some
research. Screen time is also
linked to a spike in depres-
sion, anxiety, and suicide
among young people.

“By age 12, half the brain
is still plastic, half is hard-
wired,” Rowan estimated.
“At age 20, it’s almost fully
hardwired.” She stressed,
“Early intervention is key.”

King said the local pro-
gram starts at eighth grade,
for now.

“l would argue that the
issue starts earlier,” he said.
“The issue is that kids know
how to operate an iPhone
before they can tie their
shoes.”

Youth group activities
include gaming, music, and
other creative and recre-
ational activities that don’t
involve screens or electron-
ics. Dungeons and Dragons
is popular, and King noted,
“there’s a resurgent interest
in board games.”

That approach is similar to
Rowan’s.

“l used to push screen
reduction,” she said.

She found that many
parents and children were
unwilling to do that difficult
work. Now Rowan focuses
on positive, off-screen
activities.

“We want to increase
access to movement, touch,
human connection, and
nature.”

As King bluntly put it,
“You’re less likely to kill
yourself if you’re part of a
group, if you’re bonded.”
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