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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR CONTROLLING AMOUNT OF SCREEN
TIME OF AN INDIVIDUAL

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority from earlier filed Australian provisional
patent application no. 2020902289 filed on 3 July 2020, the entire contents of
which are incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to a sand apparatus for controlling the
amount of screen time activity undertaken by an individual, and in particular, to a
system and method that limits unproductive screen time activity undertaken by an
individual.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

An increase in the availability of information technology has drastically changed
the manner in which individuals of all ages conduct their lives. In many aspects,
information technology, such as computers, smart phones and the like, have made
life easier by providing greater access to a variety of information and services that
were previously difficult and timely to access. This has resulted in an increase in
prosperity for a large proportion of the population, making it possible to perform
tasks remotely and more efficiently than ever before.

The increased availability of technology has also changed the way people entertain
themselves and communicate. For many, traditional leisure pursuits and pastimes
involving the outdoors and exercise have been discarded and replaced with on-line
entertainment through computers and smart phones. Such on-line entertainment
may be in the form of watching movies, interacting with social media platforms
and playing electronic games, which can be simply conducted via a smart phone
or personal computing device.

Unfortunately, for children and young adults, excessive on-line activity can be
problematic to the individual’s social growth and consumes time that could
otherwise be used for traditional learning activities, exercise and other pastimes.
Thus, many parents and carers of children and young adults seek to regulate the
amount of screen time they are exposed to, to ensure that there is available time
for the individuals to perform other tasks to round-out their education and life
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experiences.

Thus, there is a need to provide a system and method that monitors an individual’s
screen time exposure and ensures that the individual is exposed to a variety of
different positive experiences whilst on—line.

The above references to and descriptions of prior proposals or products are not
intended to be, and are not to be construed as, statements or admissions of common
general knowledge in the art. In particular, the above prior art discussion does not
relate to what is commonly or well known by the person skilled in the art, but
assists in the understanding of the inventive step of the present invention of which
the identification of pertinent prior art proposals is but one part.

STATEMENT OF INVENTION

The invention according to one or more aspects is as defined in the independent
claims. Some optional and/or preferred features of the invention are defined in the
dependent claims.

Accordingly, in one aspect of the invention there is provided a method of
controlling access by a user to an electronic device, comprising:

identifying one or more software applications accessible on the
electronic device to which access by the user is to be limited;

setting an allowable time period for the user to access the identified
one or more software applications;

monitoring a use time for the user accessing the identified one or
more software applications;

determining when the use time of the user accessing the identified
one or more software applications exceeds the allowable time period for
accessing the identified one or more software applications;

alerting the user that their use time for accessing the identified one
or more software applications is to exceed the allowable use time for that
user to access the identified one or more software applications and
suspending access by the user to the identified one or more software
applications on the electronic device;

enabling the user to request an extension to the allowable time period
to access the identified one or more software applications;

providing the user with a task to perform in response to the request
for an extension to the allowable time period;

assessing the performance of the user in said task; and
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upon successful completion of said task, extending the allowable
time period for the user to access the identified one or more software
applications.

The step of identifying one or more software applications accessible on the
electronic device may comprise interrogating the operating system of the
electronic device to provide a list of all applications accessible on the electronic
device.

The user, or an administrator supervising the user, may identify the one or more
software applications that access by the user is to be limited to, by selecting the
one or more software applications from the list of all applications accessible on the
electronic device.

The allowable time period for a user to access the identified applications may be
set by an administrator supervising the user for each identified application. The
allowable time period may be set in discrete time intervals as pre-determined or
set by the user or administrator.

The use time of the user accessing the identified one or more software applications
may be monitored by a clock that records accumulative access time of the user to
the identified one or more software applications.

The recorded accumulative access time of the user may be compared against the
allowable time period for accessing the identified one or more software
applications to determine when the use time of the user accessing the identified
one or more software applications exceeds the allowable time period.

The extension to the allowable time period for the user to access the identified one
or more software applications may be predetermined by the user or an
administrator on behalf of the user.

The task assigned to the user in response to the request for an extension to the
allowable time period may comprise a quiz or test to be performed by the user.
The quiz or test may be selected by the administrator or user in accordance with
the educational requirements of the user.

The performance of the user in the task may be assessed based on a level of success
of the user in completing the task to a predetermined level of accuracy. The
predetermined level of accuracy may be set by an administrator or the user.

Accordingly, in another aspect of the invention there is provided a system for
controlling access time of a user to an electronic device comprising:

an electronic device accessible by the user and having an operating
system for operating one or more software applications in a
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foreground of the device for use by the user; and

a dedicated software application configured to operate substantially
in a background of the operating system of the electronic device, the
dedicated software application configured to monitor access time of
the user to a predetermined one or more of the software applications
operated by the operating system of the electronic device in the
foreground of the device and to suspend access of the user to the
predetermined one or more of the software applications if the
monitored access time exceeds a predetermined allowable access
time;

wherein upon the monitored access time exceeding the
predetermined access time, the dedicated software application
operates in the foreground of the operating system of the electronic
device to provide the user with an option to extend the predetermined
allowable access time.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention may be better understood from the following non-limiting

description of preferred embodiments, in which:

Fig. 1 is a functional diagram of an exemplary system for controlling access
20 to an electronic device according to the present invention;

Fig. 2 is flow chart depicting a method of setting-up the system of Fig. 1 on
a smart phone;

Fig. 3 is a flow chart depicting the method of performing the controlled

access system according to an embodiment of the present invention; and

25 Figs 4 — 15 are screen shots depicting the steps of the invention as shown

in Figs 2 and 3.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Preferred features of the present invention will now be described with particular

reference to the accompanying drawings. However, it is to be understood that the

30 features illustrated in and described with reference to the drawings are not to be

construed as limiting on the scope of the invention.

The present invention will be described below in relation to a system and method

for monitoring and controlling screen time access of a user on a smart phone or
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similar electronic device. It will be appreciated that the system and method of the
present invention could be employed for use with a variety of electronic devices,
such as gaming consoles, computers, laptops, tablets and the like. The system and
method of the present invention will be described in relation to a software
application that is stored on the device being monitored; however, it will be
appreciated that the system and method of the present invention could be accessed
via a remote host server or on the cloud, as will be appreciated by those skilled in
the art.

Fig. 1 illustrates a functional diagram of an exemplary system 10 within which the
present invention may be embodied. The system 10 comprises a host service 12
which is configured as described in greater detail below, in accordance with a
preferred embodiment of the present invention. The host service 12 is connected
to a plurality of remote user services 15, 16, 17 and 18 over a network 14, such as
the internet.

The host service 12 is configured to facilitate selective engagement between the
host service 12 and the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18 who are customers of the
host service 12. The remote services 15, 16, 17, 18 comprise electronic devices
that may be used by users of the present invention.

The exemplary host service 12 comprises one or more host servers that are
connected to the network 14, and therefore communicate via that network 14
through a wired or wireless communication system, in a conventional manner as
will be appreciated by those skilled in the art. The host servers are configured to
store a variety of information collected from the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18 and
facilitates the transmission of information between the host service 12 and the
remote services 15, 16, 17, 18.

The host servers are also able to house multiple databases 12a necessary for the
operation of methods and systems of the present invention. The host servers may
comprise any of a number of servers known to those skilled in the art and are
intended to be operably connected to the network 14 so as to operably link to a
computer system associated with the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18. The host
servers can be operated and supplied by a third party server providing service, or
alternatively can be hosted locally.

The host servers typically include a central processing unit (CPU) 12b that includes
one or more microprocessors and memory 12c operably connected to the CPU 12b.
The memory can include any combination of random access memory (RAM), a
storage medium such as a magnetic hard disk drives(s) 12a and the like. The



WO 2022/000047 PCT/AU2021/050716

10

15

20

25

30

35

6

storage medium 12a is used for long term storage of program components as well
as storage of data relating to the customers and their transactions. The central
processing unit 12b which is associated with random access memory 12c, is used
for containing program instructions and transient data related to the operation of
services provided by the host service 12. In particular, the memory 12c contains a
body of instructions 12d for implementing at least part of a method for monitoring
screen use of each of the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18. The instructions 12d also
include instructions for providing a web-based user interface that enables users to
remotely access the host service 12 from any client computer executing
conventional web browser software.

In a preferred embodiment, the computing network 14 is the internet or a dedicated
mobile or cellular network in combination with the internet, such as a GSM,
CDMA, UTMS, WCDMA or LTE networks and the like. Other types of networks
such as an intranet, an extranet, a virtual private network (VPN) and non-TCP/IP
based networks are also envisaged.

The users of the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18 may include individual users having
email or similar electronic communication accounts. Each user of the remote
services 15, 16, 17, 18 are registered with the host service 12 via a formal
registration process that captures the relevant information required by the present
invention, which will be discussed in more detail below.

Each user of the remote services 15, 16, 17, 18 is able to receive communication
from the host service 12 via the network 14 and 1s able to communicate to the host
service 12 via the network 14.

The host service 12 may be provided with a dedicated software application or
“app” which is operated by the CPU 12b stored in the host servers. A copy of the
software application can be obtained by a user of a remote service by downloading
the software application directly to their remote service 15, 16, 17, 18 from the
host service, or through a commercial software application retail site. Once
installed, the software application of the host service 12 provides an interface that
enables the host service 12 to facilitate communication of information to a user
remote service 15, 16, 17, 18.

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, an administrator of the user
remote service 15, 16, 17, 18, typically a parent or guardian of a child or young
adult user of the user remote service 15, 16, 17, 18, will register with the host
service 12. Upon registration a software application will be made available to the
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administrator of the service for installation and operation on the device associated
with the user remote service 15, 16, 17, 18.

The device, such as a smart phone, will be typically installed and set-up by the
administrator in accordance with their desired settings. Once installed on the user
remote service 15, 16, 17 or 18, the installed software application will typically
run in a background mode as will be described in more detail below.

Fig. 2 depicts an embodiment of a method 20 that describes a manner in which an
administrator is able to set-up the system of the present invention on a smart phone
or similar device.

As previously discussed, prior to undertaking the method 20 the administrator,
typically a parent or guardian of the intended user of the device, will download the
software application into the operating system of the smart phone, from the host
service 12 or similar software application provider. This will provide a means by
which the activity performed on the device by the user can be monitored and
controlled in accordance with the present invention.

In a first step 22, as part of the registration process, the administrator will provide
the age of the intended user of the device that is to be monitored to enable the host
service 12 to determine the appropriate operating parameters and activities suitable
for the intended user to complete during use. The administrator will then activate
the application on the device where it will initiate a set-up mode, as depicted in the
screen shot of Fig. 4.

Once activated, the administrator will be directed to the screen as depicted in Fig.
5, where they will be required to set the desired amount of initial uninterrupted
‘screen time’ or application usage allowed for the intended user, in step 24. The
administrator may select any variety of time lengths in, for example, 10 minute
increments in accordance with their personal preferences. Once the ‘screen time’
or application usage limit is selected, the administrator will then save this setting
as a rule to be applied by the software application.

In step 26, the administrator is able to select the specific software applications
present on the device to which the access time is to be limited by the rule selected
in step 24. As part of the set-up process, the software application of the present
invention will interrogate the operating system of the device to provide a list of all
software applications present in the device that may be accessed by the user of the
device. This list will be provided to the administration in the manner as depicted
in the screen shot of Fig. 6. The administrator is then able to select each software
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application that they wish to limit access to, by activating the appropriate box
associated with that software application. Once selected, the software application
will then save the list as part of the set-up procedure.

In step 28, the administrator will then be directed to the screen page as shown in
Fig. 7 to enable the process to begin. Once the administrator starts the process,
they will be directed to the screen page depicted in Fig. 8, where the software
application confirms that it has been activated at which stage the administrator can
close the page such that it is removed from the screen. The software application
of the present invention will then operate as a background service that receives
notifications to check changes to the foreground applications running on the
device. If the present system detects that a foreground application running on the
device is one of the applications that has been selected by the administrator to have
limited access under the rule of the present system, the software application of the
present invention will then initiate a timer/clock that measure the duration of
usage/access of the user to that software application in accordance with the method
30 of Fig. 3.

In step 32 of method 30, the software application will compare the cumulative time
associated with the operation of the selected foreground application that is being
measured by the system clock, against the screen time/access time rule limit set by
the administrator.

If, in step 34, the operating time of the foreground application is determined to be
below the time limit set by the administrator under the rule, the user will be allowed
to continue to access the foreground application unimpeded. However, if the
operating time of the foreground application is determined to be above the rule
limit, the foreground application will become suspended by the software
application of the and present system and the software application will issue an
alert message to be displayed on the screen in step 36. A screen shot depicting an
example of the alert message to be displayed to the user is shown in Fig. 9.

In step 36, as well as alerting the user that they have exhausted their allocated
screen time/access time for that that device, the message will also provide the user
with an option to close the foreground application they have been using, or seek to
extend their access time.

In step 38, should the user decide to close the foreground application, the
foreground application will be closed in step 39 and the system will continue to
operate as a background service and monitor the user’s usage. The user will then
be able to still use the device, such as make a call or the like, but is prevented from
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accessing any of the identified software applications. Should the user attempt to
access another of these software applications that has been selected by the
administrator, they will be prevented from running the application and will be re-
issued with the warning message of Fig. 9.

However, if the user decides to seek to extend their screen/access time in step 38,
the software application of the present system will then redirect the user to a task
page where they will be requested to perform a task in step 40 to qualify for access
to extra screen time.

The type of tasks presented to the user in step 40 will typically be predetermined
by the administrator during the set-up procedure. Such tasks typically involve
requiring the user to perform an educational function and to test the user as to the
success of the task. In one embodiment, as depicted in Figs.10 - 13, the task
involves presenting the user with a series of mathematical problems that are
appropriate to the age of the user to test the user’s mathematical problem solving
ability. The mathematical problems may have a time limit for providing an answer
and the user will be given immediate feedback as to their success or failure in
answering the problem and where appropriate, provided with the correct answer,
as is depicted in the screenshot of Fig. 13.

It will be appreciated that the type of task provided to the user may vary. In other
applications, the task could include a comprehension test where the user is
provided with a text to read and is then required to answer questions based on their
understanding of the text. Such tasks may be provided by educational institutions
as being relevant to the age of the user and may be aligned with a school curriculum
or similar institution, to ensure that the task is relevant to the user’s educational
needs. It will be appreciated that the type of task undertaken in step 40 may vary
depending upon the age, sex, demographics and ability of the individual user. In
other applications, the task may comprise an advertisement, survey or
questionnaire, where the user is required to answer questions relevant to a specific

purpose.

In a preferred embodiment the host server may store a variety of different tests
based on education curriculum such that the tasks represent school based
competencies that are considered standard for the age of the child. It will also be
appreciated that the host service can store a variety of tests that may be set by
individual schools or learning systems which can be selected by the administrator
upon registration with the host server. This can enable the administrator to select
tasks which may enhance the user’s existing learning experience, such as a quiz
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on a book that is being studied by the user in class, or specific mathematical
problems which the user may be experiencing. Irrespective of the task that is
presented to the user in step 40, the purpose of the step is to ensure that the user is
performing a task that has an educational component to the ongoing wellbeing of
the user.

In step 42, the user is assessed on the basis of the task set in step 40. If the user
has not been successful in performing the task, they will be informed in step 43
that their request for additional screen/access time was unsuccessful. The
suspended foreground application will then be closed. An example of such a
message is shown in the screen shot of Fig. 14.

Alternatively, if in step 42 the user has been determined to have been successful
in performing the task, they will be informed by a message as depicted in Fig. 15
and the extension of their screen time will be allowed. The suspended foreground
application will then be resumed and the user will continue to use the foreground
application and the system will continue to monitor the screen/access time in
accordance with step 32.

It will be appreciated that the present application will make the determination in
step 42 as to whether the user was successful or not in the task. The score that
determines whether the task was completed successfully or not, can be set by the
administrator, other third party or user, together with the amount of extra screen
time allowed and the number of extensions possible for each user. The present
system application may assess each task by comparing the results against a set of
results stored with the host service. The software application of the present system
will provide updates to the administrators as to when new tasks are available such
that the administrators can review the tasks for suitability to the users.

In situations where the system has deemed that the user has been unsuccessful in
completing the task, the user may be given additional opportunities to redo the task
or another perform another task to obtain an extension of their screen time. In some
instances, a limited number of attempts may be provided before the user is locked
out of the device.

It will be appreciated that the system and method of the present invention enables
parents and guardians to set up rules to control the amount of time that children (or
anyone) spends on selected Apps in a mobile or other computing device (ipad,
xbox, playstation, computers, smart televisions, etc). The system and method can
be controlled by the administrator such that when the screen time permitted
expires, the users are asked questions or to read and answer questions, or asked to
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complete surveys to extend screen time. Failure to correctly perform such tasks
will result in the user losing access to those Apps until a future pre-determined
day/time, which is controlled by the administrator/parent. It will be appreciated
that such a system and method ensures that even when the device is being used
solely by the user for leisure pursuits, overuse of the device is limited without the
user having to demonstrate some ongoing educational and useful activities. With
such a system, parents/guardians are able to be satisfied that any extended use of
the electronic device has involved completion of at least some educational function
outside merely game play or social media usage, and access to additional
screen/usage time is seen as a reward for performing such tasks.

Throughout the specification and claims the word “comprise” and its derivatives
are intended to have an inclusive rather than exclusive meaning unless the contrary
is expressly stated or the context requires otherwise. That is, the word “comprise”
and its derivatives will be taken to indicate the inclusion of not only the listed
components, steps or features that it directly references, but also other components,
steps or features not specifically listed, unless the contrary is expressly stated or
the context requires otherwise.

It will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that many modifications and
variations may be made to the methods of the invention described herein without
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention.
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The claims defining the invention are as follows:

1.

A method of controlling access by a user to an electronic device,
comprising:

identifying one or more software applications accessible on the
electronic device to which access by the user is to be limited;

setting an allowable time period for the user to access the identified
one or more software applications;

monitoring a use time for the user accessing the identified one or
more software applications;

determining when the use time of the user accessing the identified
one or more software applications exceeds the allowable time period for
accessing the identified one or more software applications;

alerting the user that their use time for accessing the identified one
or more software applications is to exceed the allowable use time for that
user to access the identified one or more software applications and
suspending access by the user to the identified one or more software
applications on the electronic device;

enabling the user to request an extension to the allowable time period
to access the identified one or more software applications;

providing the user with a task to perform in response to the request
for an extension to the allowable time period;

assessing the performance of the user in said task; and

upon successful completion of said task, extending the allowable
time period for the user to access the identified one or more software
applications.

A method according to claim 1, wherein the step of identifying one or more
software applications accessible on the electronic device comprises
interrogating the operating system of the electronic device to provide a list
of all applications accessible on the electronic device.

A method according to claim 2, wherein the user or an administrator
supervising the user identifies the one or more software applications that
access by the user is to be limited to by selecting the one or more software
applications from the list of all applications accessible on the electronic
device.

A method according to claim 1, wherein the allowable time period for a user
to access the identified applications is set by an administrator supervising
the user for each identified application.
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A method according to claim 4, wherein the allowable time period is set in
discrete time intervals as pre-determined or set by the user or administrator.

A method according to claim 1, wherein the use time of the user accessing
the identified one or more software applications is monitored by a clock that
records accumulative access time of the user to the identified one or more
software applications.

A method according to claim 6, wherein the recorded accumulative access
time of the user is compared against the allowable time period for accessing
the identified one or more software applications to determine when the use
time of the user accessing the identified one or more software applications
exceeds the allowable time period.

A method according to claim 1, wherein the extension to the allowable time
period for the user to access the identified one or more software applications
may be predetermined by the user or an administrator on behalf of the user.

A method according to claim 8, wherein the task assigned to the user in
response to the request for an extension to the allowable time period
comprises a quiz or test to be performed by the user.

A method according to claim 9, wherein the quiz or test is selected by the
administrator or user in accordance with the educational requirements of
the user.

A method according to claim 1, wherein the performance of the user in the
task is assessed based on a level of success of the user in completing the
task to a predetermined level of accuracy.

A method according to claim 11, wherein the predetermined level of
accuracy is set by an administrator or the user.

A system for controlling access time of a user to an electronic device
comprising:

an electronic device accessible by the user and having an operating
system for operating one or more software applications in a
foreground of the device for use by the user; and

a dedicated software application configured to operate substantially
in a background of the operating system of the electronic device, the
dedicated software application configured to monitor access time of
the user to a predetermined one or more of the software applications
operated by the operating system of the electronic device in the
foreground of the device and to suspend access of the user to the
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predetermined one or more of the software applications if the
monitored access time exceeds a predetermined allowable access
time;

wherein upon the monitored access time exceeding the
predetermined access time, the dedicated software application
operates in the foreground of the operating system of the electronic
device to provide the user with an option to extend the predetermined
allowable access time.



