Calls for a statutory ban on mobile phones in schools intensify
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The debate surrounding the use of mobile phones in schools has intensified, as the General Secretary of the National Education Union (NEU), Daniel Kebede, has called for a statutory ban on mobile phones within educational institutions in England. Citing the detrimental effects of unrestricted phone access, particularly concerning exposure to inappropriate content, Kebede emphasised the need for governmental intervention. "My personal view is I would support a statutory ban on mobile phones in schools. I think it would alleviate pressure from school leaders, teachers, but also parents," he stated.
This commentary arose following a survey indicating that a significant majority of schools have already implemented restrictions on phone usage. The research revealed that 90% of secondary schools and an impressive 99.8% of primary schools have policies that either prohibit mobile device usage or require students to keep them secured and away from sight during school hours. The previous Conservative government had provided non-statutory guidelines in February 2024, which recommended prohibiting phone usage during lessons and lunchtimes, yet Kebede suggests that a firmer legal framework may be necessary.
These views echo concerns around the psychological and social implications of mobile phone usage among youths. Kebede pointed out that children as young as 12 have easy access to explicit content, stating, "the most hardcore pornography on their mobile phone and that is incredibly damaging to the wellbeing of young boys and their perceptions of women, girls, sex and relationships." He advocated for looking towards Australia, where a social media ban for children under 16 has been enacted.
Dame Rachel de Souza, the Children’s Commissioner for England, has expressed support for school-led mobile phone bans, reiterating that the decision should rest with individual headteachers based on what they deem best for their students. "It should always be their choice, based on their knowledge of what’s best for the children in their own classrooms, not a direction imposed nationally by the government," she remarked.
Contrastingly, Prime Minister Keir Starmer, responding to inquiries from Conservative leader Kemi Badenoch, asserted last month that a legal ban on phones in schools was "completely unnecessary." He noted that schools are already handling this issue independently, stating, “Almost every school bans phones in school - they do it already.”
In a related development, ongoing financial strains are affecting education across the country. A recent survey by the Sutton Trust has revealed that 51% of secondary school leaders reported having to make cuts to teaching staff, a significant increase from 38% the previous year. The survey, conducted by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER), highlighted the concerning trend of schools relying on the pupil premium—funds designated for disadvantaged students—to cover budgeting shortfalls. Additionally, half of the surveyed leaders indicated reductions in teaching assistant numbers, and 53% reported decreases in expenditure for school trips and outings.
Nick Harrison, CEO of the Sutton Trust, warned that financial pressures are leading state schools toward a "breaking point." He underscored the urgent need for remedial measures, stating, “If action isn't taken, we'll be failing the next generation.”
These discussions encapsulate the complexities facing the education system in England, as stakeholders grapple with the challenges of technological influence in the classroom alongside dire financial constraints that impact educational quality and accessibility.
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