Welsh Senedd weighs national guidance on smartphone use amid rising calls for school bans
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Debates surrounding the regulation of smartphone use in schools have intensified recently, following a motion led by Carolyn Thomas, chair of the petitions committee, in the Senedd. This discourse surfaces amid rising concerns regarding mobile device distractions and their impact on students’ educational experiences. The petition, launched by Zena Blackwell and supported by over 3,000 signatures, has led the committee to put forth recommendations for the Welsh Government to consider, stressing the need for a coherent national approach rather than blanket bans.
Thomas highlighted that, while the committee found no clear consensus on the matter, Welsh ministers should provide national guidance to schools. This approach mirrors sentiments echoed by various educational leaders. Natasha Asghar, the shadow education secretary for the Conservative Party, advocated for a stringent ban on smartphones, save for exceptional circumstances. “Mobile phones can indeed be a major distraction, taking our students’ focus away from learning, which is exactly what schools are for,” she asserted during the debate.
Asghar backed her call with reference to research indicating that students in schools with a robust ban on mobile devices often achieved significantly better GCSE results—up to two grades higher—than those in institutions with more lenient policies. She expressed frustration over proposals allowing individual schools to set their own rules, citing findings that a substantial number of students reported that policies against phone use were often ignored, with one in eight claiming that their schools rarely confiscated devices.
John Griffiths, another Labour member representing Newport East, added depth to the discussion by stressing the need to consider children's screen time at home. He expressed alarm at how children are exposed to addictive mobile content from an increasingly young age, suggesting that these pressures extend beyond educational settings and into family dynamics. His concerns were echoed by various members of the assembly, further indicating the widespread unease regarding mobile phone use among younger demographics.
In a formal response to the report, Lynne Neagle, the Welsh education secretary, acknowledged the importance of balancing bans with the need for local schools to address their specific student populations. Although she expressed reservations about a national prohibition, the government has committed to evaluating mobile phone use more comprehensively through an expert group tasked with developing nuanced guidelines and identifying exemptions.
The debate in Wales reflects a broader national conversation in the UK about smartphone use among children. Daniel Kebede, general secretary of the UK's largest education union, has called for a legal mandate prohibiting mobile phones in schools, citing emerging anxiety about mental health and social development issues attributed to excessive screen time. He pointed to the example set by Australia, where regulations on social media access for those under 16 have been implemented as a protective measure.
Additionally, a recent study by the Children’s Commissioner for England reinforced the argument for stricter regulations, revealing that a majority of schools in both primary and secondary education already enforce some form of phone restrictions, although these vary widely in their strictness and effectiveness. Alarmingly, it was found that a quarter of children aged 9-16 spend more than four hours daily on screens outside school, underscoring the pervasive nature of technology in their lives.
As conversations continue, UNESCO has endorsed the notion of banning smartphones in schools, spotlighting their detrimental effects on learning and well-being. Countries like Finland and France have already taken steps to implement similar measures, reinforcing the momentum toward reducing digital distractions in educational environments. In France, a law that prohibits mobile phone use among students aged 3 to 15 has been in effect since September 2018, with plans for an extended ban anticipated.
As the Senedd proceeds with these deliberations, the mooted policies surrounding mobile phone use reflect a critical juncture for educational practices in Wales and beyond. The ultimate goal remains the safeguarding of students' educational integrity and mental well-being amidst an ever-evolving digital landscape.
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