Community Schools Trust invests £50,000 in lockable pouches to curb phone use and boost student wellbeing
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A group of schools under the Community Schools Trust has taken the significant step of investing more than £50,000 in lockable phone pouches to enforce a ban on mobile phones during the school day. Simon Elliott, CEO of the Trust, explained that the decision was driven by concerns over the mental health risks and distractions caused by smartphone use. Despite an existing ban, students had been circumventing the rules by using their devices out of sight or sneakily in toilets, prompting the Trust to purchase lockable pouches at £9 each for all pupils across its seven schools to prevent phone use during class times.
Mr Elliott emphasised that while the cost is considerable, the benefits outweigh the expense. He pointed to recent research highlighting that the average teenager spends around 11 hours a day on screens, with over half of children aged eight to 11 owning smartphones. He described the addiction to these devices as “completely and utterly” affecting young people, not just academically but also impacting their wellbeing, linking heavy social media use to increased depression and anxiety. Nevertheless, he noted that students would still have access to their phones outside school hours, and the schools also focus on teaching responsible phone use.
The Trust’s move reflects a broader trend in educational institutions around the world responding to concerns about excessive smartphone use among students. In the United States, Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin issued an executive order in July 2024 directing the state’s education department to develop procedures to limit phone use during instructional time, including the potential use of pouches or lockers—bearing clear exceptions for emergencies and parental communication. Similarly, California has passed legislation mandating school districts to restrict smartphone use by 2026, targeting classroom distractions and mental health impacts associated with social media.
Even internationally, schools are experimenting with innovative methods to curb phone dependency. A pioneering programme in Santiago, Chile’s Lo Barnechea Bicentenario school blocks phone signals during school hours to foster real-world interaction and better student wellbeing. Students store their devices in magnetic cases that cut off signal access, encouraging them to engage in physical activities and socialisation instead.
Despite mounting support for such measures, academic research offers a complex view. A study published in The Lancet Regional Health – Europe found no clear evidence that restrictive phone policies in schools improved mental wellbeing, academic achievement, sleep, or physical activity. The research indicated that while students used their phones less during school hours under these policies, they compensated by increasing usage outside school, negating overall benefits. Meanwhile, a separate study in BMC Psychiatry highlighted that problematic smartphone use—particularly addiction-like social networking—contributed to anxiety, depression, sleep problems, and stress among up to a quarter of youths studied.
The mixed findings underscore the challenges schools face in balancing the management of device use while addressing mental health and educational outcomes. The Community Schools Trust’s approach, supported by provider Phone Locker which provides the lockable pouches, represents one strategy aiming to reduce distractions and improve focus. Adam Proops, managing director of Phone Locker, emphasised that the pouches act as a physical barrier that helps students resist the temptation to use phones during school hours, though he acknowledged that parental support and responsibility remain crucial.
In the UK, recent high-profile cases like the ban at Blackhorse Primary School in Bristol—prompted by the discovery of thousands of WhatsApp messages on a pupil’s phone overnight—have intensified calls for tougher controls on mobile phone use in schools. Politically, the issue remains contested, with Conservative politicians advocating for nationwide legal bans on smartphones in educational settings, while Labour argues that existing guidance and policies are sufficient, as many schools already impose restrictions.
The Community Schools Trust’s significant financial commitment and firm stance reflect the growing recognition among educators that managing smartphone use is critical for protecting students’ mental health and maximising their learning potential. Whether lockable pouches or similar measures will deliver sustained benefits remains to be fully seen, but the shift signals a broader societal effort to recalibrate young people’s relationship with digital devices in educational environments.
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