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IN TWO DECADES, EVERYTHING HAS CHANGED

2024
89% of 12-year-olds 
own a smartphone, 

permanently 
connected to the 

internet via 4G/5G

2024

2004
Nokias ruled 

2004

2007
The first iPhone 

launches

2008
Apple App 

Store opens

2012
4G launches in 

the UK, enabling 
internet 

everywhere



SMARTPHONES TIMELINE

2007

First iPhone

The first smartphone 
changed the meaning of 
the word phone

2011

Snapchat and Front 
Facing Cameras

Snapchat changed the 
way teens communicate. 
More communication 
through the screen than 
face-to-face

2016

TikTok

What started as a 
platform to learn and 
share short dance 
routines, Musical.ly, had a 
darker potential we did not 
anticipate exposing teens 
to radical political 
opinions, misinformation 
and propaganda 

2017

The Canary in the Mine

The Atlantic - 2017, 
Harvard 2018, National 
Geographic - 2019

2023

The Push Back Begins

Spain and Italy are the 
first to ban phones in 
school

Dulwich Cranbrook Opens 
Phone Free Senior School

2024

Smartphone Free 

A viral WhatsApp group 
sparked a movement

Eton issues ‘brick phones’ to 
new starters

Phones Off, Education On!



Most parents believe 
smartphones are harmful, yet 
almost all children have them 

by Year 7 

The powerful network effects of smartphones and social media mean 
parents and young people feel like they have no choice

Because resisting peer pressure 
becomes almost impossible 
when children’s social lives 

migrate online

Reference: https://smartphonefreechildhood.co.uk/. Accessed November 2024.

EVERYONE’S GOT ONE BECAUSE EVERYONE’S GOT ONE

https://smartphonefreechildhood.co.uk/


CHILDHOOD LOST…
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THE IMPACT ON THE 
BRAIN AND EDUCATIONAL 
CONSEQUENCES
Sheila Butler - Head of Senior



THE EDUCATIONAL IMPACT
“I am good thanks - and you?”
Within my talk today:

• Self regulation deficiency

• Boredom

• Self-gratification

• Concentration and working 
memory

• Literacy 



THE TEENAGE BRAIN HAS AN UNDERDEVELOPED 
PREFRONTAL CORTEX 
• They struggle to self-regulate

• They want to take risks

• They seek material that will 
provide them with a quick fix 
dopamine hit 

• Sites like TikTok and Snapchat 
rely on this!



TEENAGE BRAINS AND SMARTPHONES

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JmWrpUrtd9M


BY PROXY, WHAT EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 
ARE WE REWIRING?
“The digital theft 
of competencies.”



WHY ARE WE AFRAID OF BEING BORED?

Facing ourselves instead

The danger of “Profound 
Boredom”

(Philosopher Martin Heidegger)



BOREDOM IS NOT ALWAYS TECHNOLOGY’S FAULT



WHAT HAPPENS TO A CHILD’S BRAIN WHEN THEY 
ARE BORED? 
When children are bored, the 
brain “lights up” and looks for 
other mechanisms of 
entertainment; this is when the 
creative aspect of the brain is 
really engaged. 



SMARTPHONES ENABLE A CULTURE OF INSTANT 
GRATIFICATION 

Instead, we can empower 
delayed gratification



CONCENTRATION

There is a definitive, proven link 
between declining concentration 
levels in children and smartphone 
use. 

The Notebook Experiment



MEMORY, PROCESSING SPEED AND ATTENTION 
LEVELS

“Recent research suggests that 
children who were exposed to 
longer than two hours a day of 
recreational screen time on 
smart phones and playing video 
games had worse working 
memory, processing speed, 
attention levels, language skills 
and executive function compared 
with those who did not.”



IMPACT ON LITERACY

1 in 3, 34% of children reported 
enjoyment of reading in their 
spare time, while 1 in 5 report 
reading something daily in their 
free time.

Lowest statistics since 2005







MENTAL HEALTH AND 
SMARTPHONES
Letty Neill – Assistant 
Head Pupil Welfare 





THE TIKTOK EXPERIMENT



2011 SOCIAL MEDIA STORM – HOW AWARE ARE WE?

Toxic 
Influence: A 
Dove Film | 
Dove Self-
Esteem 
Project

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L3qc6QjfJyc


SOCIAL VALIDATION

Social validation is a fundamental 
human need

• Measure of self worth
• Social comparison
• Scrutiny
• Peer pressure
• FOMO



SLEEP IS AN UNDERVALUED PART OF CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT 

Why is sleep so vital for children 
and adolescents?



SLEEP DISTURBANCE 

• Hyper arousal
• Blue light - decreases 

melatonin
• Constant engagement
• Addiction
• Radio frequency 

electromagnetic fields 
(still being researched)



SLEEP DISTURBANCE 



SLEEP DISTURBANCE 
72% of children and 89% of adolescents have at least one 
device in their bedrooms and most are used near bedtime.

The researchers from King’s found that bedtime use of media 
devices was associated with an increased likelihood of 
inadequate sleep quantity, poor sleep quality, and excessive 
daytime sleepiness. Bedtime use was classified as engagement 
with a device within 90 minutes of going to sleep.

Dr Ben Carter from King’s College London, said: ‘Our study 
provides further proof of the detrimental effect of media devices 
on both sleep duration and quality.’

https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/ben.carter.html


REDUCING FACE TO FACE INTERACTION 

• Attention disruption
• Diminished eye contact 

and other facial 
expressions

• Lack of social cues and 
nuances

• Reduced empathy
• Quality of interaction
• ‘Phubbing’ and social 

isolation



THE NEED TO PARENT, NOT POLICE

Keeping them safe

● Delaying smart phone access
● Preventing children joining ‘groups’ 

on messaging sites.
● Creating boundaries for screen time
● Fostering stronger social networks
● Upskilling children at school and 

collaboration with home
● Not relying on parental controls
● Parental agreement/digital values



SMARTPHONE BAN



RECOMMENDED RESOURCES
Jonathan Haidt - Smartphone Free Childhood talk.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TEZHSxq3Nw0

http://delaysmartphones.org.uk/evidence

https://www.childnet.com/parents-and-carers/have-a-
conversation/

https://www.internetmatters.org/resources/social-
media-advice-hub/

https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-
content/uploads/parent-controls-docs/parental-
control-whatsapp.pdf

For children:
Stop Filming Everything video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TEZHSxq3Nw0
http://delaysmartphones.org.uk/evidence
https://www.childnet.com/parents-and-carers/have-a-conversation/
https://www.internetmatters.org/resources/social-media-advice-hub/
https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/parent-controls-docs/parental-control-whatsapp.pdf


THANK YOU
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