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Key Findings

The following key findings arose from a review of international research and
a qualitative study of students’ experiences of a smartphone ban in schools
within Ireland.

e International research suggests that smartphone bans have little or
no impact on education, cyberbullying and wellbeing among
students.

e Children and adolescents have access to many types of devices both
in school and at home.

e Students' voices have not been included in decision-making on
smartphone restrictions/bans within schools and they want to have a
say in decisions on this issue and other aspects of their school lives.

e Some students reported that teachers cause distractions to the
learning environment with their phone use.

e Students are concerned that smartphone bans may inhibit students
from learning resilience and skills for life beyond school.

e The stricter the phone ban the more students look for ways to subvert
it.

e Students indicated that they were aware of different types of harmful
content online but tended to minimise risks claiming that they felt able
to self-regulate this content, ask for help, and trusted social media
providers.

e There are more pressing issues for students than smartphone use in

schools that students were concerned about, such as school facilities
and health concerns.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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Introduction

For adults and children alike, technology is ever evolving and increasingly
part of everyday life (Rose et al., 2022). However, the increasingly
widespread use of the internet and Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT) has led to an increase in concerns about the risks
associated with the safety and well-being of children and adolescents
(Pichel et al., 2021). Smartphones are the main device used by 9—17-year-
olds to access the internet and/or social media apps for socialising,
education, and entertainment (National Advisory Council for Online Safety,
2021; Ofcom, 2021). In the UK, smartphone ownership is reported as near
universal (98%) at the age of 12 (Ofcom, 2023); a trend that is reflected in
many populations (UNESCO, 2023). The acceleration in smartphone
ownership coincides with the transition from primary to post-primary school
with the average of first-time smartphone ownership in Ireland being 11.7
years (Randhawa et al., 2024). Thus, most students in primary school do
not own a smartphone, while the majority of those in post-primary school
own a smartphone. However, most children and adolescents have access
to multiple devices with apps that support communication, information
access, organisation and management tasks, tracking health and
engagement with entertainment and education (Goodyear & Armour,
2021; Ofcom, 2023; UNESCO, 2023; Wood et al., 2023).

Schools are now considering how they can account for smartphone use
during school hours, if at all (Rose et al., 2022). Some countries, such as
France, Netherlands, as well as regions of Canada and Australia, have
announced smartphone bans to legislate for the use, and sometimes non-
use, of smartphones in schools. The rationale for implementing bans vary
from 1) preventing online bullying, 2) protecting children and adolescents
against being exposed to harmful content and online grooming, to 3)
removing distraction in classrooms. In addition, a recent UNESCO (2023)
report, relying on data from two empirical studies, warned about the
possibility that smartphones may cause a distraction to learning in
classrooms and called for a more purposeful use of technology (incl.
smartphones) in schools.

However, it is important to note that some jurisdictions have reversed their
policies on smartphone bans (Campbell & Edwards, 2024). For example,
several school districts in Canada had implemented outright bans, but then
revoked them as they were too hard to implement, were found not to work,
and/ or did not achieve the intended purpose. Many jurisdictions now allow
schools to make decisions that suit their own situations.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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Smartphone Bans in Ireland

Currently in Ireland schools may decide to implement a policy according to
their own needs. Arising from some concerns about anxiety levels, online
bullying, and viewing of harmful content among primary school children,
several initiatives have been introduced around the country by parent
groups and/or schools intended to restrict smartphone use/ownership
among children. While most schools operate an acceptable usage policy,
other schools have chosen to implement different approaches by
restricting and/or banning smartphone use. For example, some schools
completely banned smartphones on school premises for all students, and
others implemented more flexible policies.

In 2023, the Minister for Education provided guidance to parents who may
have wished to engage their school community about internet safety and
access to smartphones for primary school children (Department of
Education, 2023). Last year, the Minister for Education announced her
intention to introduce smartphone bans in post-primary schools while at
the same time acknowledging that individual schools are best placed to
decide on the scope and scale of restrictions for their students. However,
the Irish Second-Level Students’ Union (ISSU) said it is opposed to plans
that ban smartphones during the school day (McTaggart, 2024). The ISSU
raised concerns and highlighted that most schools already have policies in
place to combat the misuse of smartphones. In addition, they spoke about
how there is a lack of engagement with second-level students on this
issue.

In terms of bans, there are a variety of restrictions currently being
implemented in Irish schools. For example, some schools have introduced
locked pouches in which students must place their smartphone but have
the pouches with them throughout the school day. Other schools require
students to place their smartphones in a central box located in the school
office or into a clear box on the outside of their lockers and students are
allowed to retrieve their phones at the end of the day. Further, other
schools allow students to keep their smartphones with them and they are
trusted not to take them out of their school bag at inappropriate times.
Finally, some post-primary schools apply a different set of rules for senior
students. For example, allowing senior students to use their smartphones
in designated spaces and times during the school day. Despite these ad
hoc policies and bans emerging around the country, there is a dearth of
research evidence in Ireland on the effectiveness of policies that ban or
restrict smartphone use by children and adolescents in schools and
whether the use of restrictive approaches (e.g., smartphone pouches in

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students



PANS O hC

schools) or voluntary initiatives (e.g., no buying smartphones for children
until post-primary) have a positive and/or a negative impact on students.
As such, this current study set out to understand how existing smartphone
bans are experienced and understood by students.

What does International Research say?

Despite the genuine concern among parents, teachers, and policy makers,
there is limited evidence-based research to support the position that
smartphone bans protect children from bullying and other online harms, as
well as promoting their mental health. What research does exist tends to
support some access to smartphones and studies that suggest otherwise
are often found to over rely on correlations and/or overstate small
percentages and/or causality to justify their conclusions.

Below, we report on some of the main findings from the existing
international research on smartphone bans and related research on
smartphones amongst children and adolescents.

Global Education Monitoring Report 2023 (UNESCO)

Some who support the introduction of smartphone bans in schools have
referenced the Global Education Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2023)
claiming that it recommends banning smartphones in schools.

However, a full reading of the report reveals that it does not explicitly
recommend banning smartphones from schools. Instead, it does
acknowledge that some countries have implemented mobile phone bans
or restrictions in schools due to concerns about privacy, safety, classroom
disruption, and well-being (UNESCO, 2023, p.158). For instance, some
schools in countries such as France, Spain, and the United Kingdom have
introduced smartphone bans in the belief that they will improve academic
performance and reduce distractions in classrooms.

Rather than advocating for a blanket ban, the report discusses the
importance of establishing clear policies for the responsible use of
technology. It suggests that effective policies should include transparency,
clarity, and evidence-based decisions while ensuring that students are
educated on the risks and opportunities of using technology.

The report emphasizes the balance between managing risks associated
with technology and preparing students for a digital future, rather than
universally banning devices like smartphones in schools.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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PISA Data

In the PISA 2022 survey, school administrators were asked to report if
there was a smartphone ban in their school [i.e., the use of smartphones
is not allowed on school premises] (OECD, 2023). Kemp and colleagues
(2024) analysed the responses and found that when the percentage of
schools that ban phones in a country is plotted against mean results in
science, mathematics and reading for that country, a statistically
significant but small negative trend exists (p <.001***, R2=.13). They
found that for every 10 per cent increase in the number of schools in a
country banning phones, PISA scores fall by 0.09 of a standard deviation,
or 9.4 points. In other words, the higher the percentage of schools in a
particular country that have bans in place for phones, the lower that
country’s average PISA score.

Additionally, they found that OECD countries appear to perform very
differently from non-OECD countries, getting higher science, mathematics
and reading results on average, and being less likely to implement bans.
Kemp and colleagues (2024) found that when gender, social class, and
school behaviour are controlled for, students in schools with smartphone
bans have lower achievement across their PISA test scores than those in
schools that allow phone use. Based on preliminary analysis of the PISA
data, the researchers concluded that when considering a smartphone ban,
the relationship between a range of variables — not just student distraction
— should be investigated to support policymakers in deciding to implement
smartphone bans in schools.

United Kingdom

A recent study by Goodyear and colleagues (2025) undertook a cross-
sectional observational study with adolescents from 30 English secondary
schools, comprising 20 schools with restrictive and 10 with permissive
policies. The study found that restrictive school policies did not lead to lower
phone and social media use, nor better mental wellbeing outcomes in
adolescents. The researchers concluded that there is no evidence to
support that restrictive school phone policies, in their current forms, have a
beneficial effect on adolescents’ mental health and wellbeing or related
outcomes.

A quantitative study by Beland and Murphy (2016) examined exam scores
in post-primary school students and found that in schools that implemented
a mobile phone ban, the ban had slightly better results for underachieving
students but had no significant effect on high-achieving students. Beland
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and Murphy (2016) suggested that the most likely explanation for this
difference is that low-achieving students may have poorer self-control and
become distracted by the presence of mobile phones, whilst high-achievers
might be more focused in the classroom regardless of the mobile phone

policy.

Another study in the UK involved a large-scale test of the so-called
Goldilocks Hypothesis to examine the relationship between digital screen
use and the mental well-being of adolescents. The findings demonstrated
that moderate use of digital technology is not intrinsically harmful and may
be advantageous in a connected world (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017).

In addition, other researchers in the UK presented a critical account of the
shortcomings of the literature on screen time (Kaye et al., 2020). The
authors highlight that existing research on screen time showed mixed
results and there is a lack of longitudinal evidence for casual or long-term
effects. Further, the authors outline that a shortcoming of literature on
screen time includes poor conceptualisation of what screen time is, as
there is no universally accepted definition amongst experts. Thus, it is
difficult to determine what is specifically meant by screen time, as it is a
quite vast conceptualisation.

It is unsurprising that the authors highlighted that there is a wide variation
in self-report measures used to capture screen time (Kaye et al., 2020).
For example, some studies have examined ‘total screen time’ in respect to
a certain timeframe (e.g., in the last week), whereas other studies ask
about estimated amount of screen time on a school day and non-school
day. Other studies take a different approach by asking participants about
what type of device they use or their activity (e.g., passive use/TV viewing,
social media use etc) or focusing on one specific technology use or the
use of a specific platform. This wide variety of questions asked to
participants may account for the mixed findings on screen time and its
impacts, particularly among adolescents. Finally, it is important to note that
self-report measures are common practice in social science research,
however evidence suggests that they can be particularly ill-fitting for
gaining accurate information on an individual’s technology related use
(Ellis, 2019; Sewall et al., 2020).

The largest study ever of internet use and wellbeing, which involved 2.4
million participants in 168 countries found that on average, across
countries and demographics, individuals (including children) who had
internet access, mobile internet access, or actively used the internet,
reported greater levels of life satisfaction, positive experiences online,
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experiences of purpose, and physical, community, and social well-being,
and lower levels of negative experiences (Vuorre & Przybylski, 2023). The
researchers in this study found that their results did not provide evidence
supporting the view that the Internet and technologies enabled by it, such
as smartphones, actively promote or harm well-being/mental health.

USA

Researchers from the USA utilised two nationally representative surveys
of more than half a million adolescents in the USA to examine screen time
on ‘new media’ (including social media and electronic devices, such as
smartphones) and mental health impacts (Twenge et al., 2018). The
authors concluded that adolescents who report higher levels of screen
time were more likely to report mental health issues. However, more
recent research and meta-analyses demonstrate that there is conflicting
evidence on screen-time, use of technology and mental health impacts
amongst adolescent samples.

One major review of existing research in the USA (lvie et al., 2020)
focused on social media and depression among 11-18-year olds
concluded that social media is one of the least influential factors predicting
adolescents’ mental health. In fact, the most influential factors include
family history of mental illness, early exposure to adverse experiences,
and family-related stressors.

A more recent study from the National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering and Medicine (2023) on ‘Social Media and Adolescent Mental
Health’, found that available research that links social media to mental
health shows small effects and weak associations, which may be
influenced by a combination of good and bad experiences. The research
team concluded that contrary to the current cultural narrative that social
media is universally harmful to adolescents, the reality is more
complicated than this narrative suggests.

Recently another meta-analysis from researchers in the United States and
United Kingdom on 46 studies on adolescent social media use and mental
health (Ferguson et al., 2024) found that current research is unable to
support claims of harmful effects for social media use on adolescent
mental health (e.g., anxiety and depression). The researchers highlighted
that there were methodological issues with the current research and
recommended that caution should be taken when attributing mental health
harm to social media use for adolescents, as the current evidence does
not support this.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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Further, these researchers highlighted that it is not unreasonable for
parents to ask questions or be concerned about their adolescent’s social
media use, however, parents are currently being misled by unsupportable
rhetoric from some policymakers and professionals to believe that the
evidence for harm is greater than it is (Ferguson et al., 2024). Finally,
these researchers advocate that policymakers and professionals should
adopt more cautious reporting standards when discussing social concerns
which the evidence for is weak.

Sweden

Researchers in Sweden replicated Beland and Murphy’s (2016) study by
conducting a quantitative study investigating whether smartphone bans
had a positive impact on academic performance (Kessel et al., 2020). That
study found no impact of smartphone bans, either positive or negative, on
student’s academic performance and rejected small-sized gains. Notably,
Kessel and colleagues (2020) collected data from the entire country’s
population of 15—16-year-olds, unlike Beland and Murphy (2016) who only
sampled participants from four UK cities. Echoing Beland and Murphy
(2016) in the UK, the authors suggest that on the face of it banning
phones looks like a “low-cost” solution and such bans should not be
expected to change the basis of students’ performance drastically.

A qualitative study in Sweden on student experiences of smartphone bans
found that students were left balancing their phone usage with the
teachers’ arbitrary enforcement of policy. The researchers concluded that,
despite this, smartphones are increasingly becoming a resource in the
students’ infrastructure for learning (Ott et al., 2018).

Australia

Recently, two leading experts from Queensland University of Technology
and The University of Queensland in Australia, along with a team of
researchers, conducted a scoping review on global evidence for and
against banning mobile phones in schools (Campbell et al., 2024). The
aim of this review was to examine whether student mobile phone use at
school is beneficial or disruptive to engagement and learning and
investigate the impact of using mobile phones at school on academic
outcomes, mental health wellbeing and cyberbullying. Global research on
mobile phone bans improving academic performance is conflicting, as the
authors cited that reconciling the results was challenging and findings
should be treated with caution due to the differences in methods and
measures, as well as discrepancies with operational definitions of the
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bans. Due to this complexity, interpretation of findings that may inform
policies requires a nuanced approach.

Further, this review by Campbell and colleagues (2024) found that
research examining the relationship between attitudes to mobile phone
use (i.e., correlational relationship) and student learning is mixed, as some
studies demonstrate that bans help improve learning and other studies do
not show any improvement. Interestingly studies, which were conducted in
different settings, found that students prefer to have autonomy with their
phone use at school regardless of the policy, with many reporting that they
use their devices despite the bans (Gao et al., 2017; Howlett & Waemusa,
2019; Walker, 2013).

In this review (Campbell et al., 2024), studies that explored the evidence
to support smartphone bans in schools for protecting student mental
health and wellbeing were inconclusive. Further, research supporting
smartphone bans for reducing bullying and cyberbullying is also divided.
The review’s authors stated how crucial it is to recognise that banning
mobile phones and not banning other internet connected devices in
schools is a simplistic solution that is unlikely to have any meaningful
impact.

In addition, if a student wants to cyberbully another student, they could
use any tool available to them at school, such as laptops, tablets,
smartwatches or library computers. It is also important to note that
cyberbullying often happens outside of school hours and off school
grounds (Smith et al., 2008) and is usually an online expression of offline
bullying (Wolke et al. 2017). In addition, by banning phones there is a risk
of driving cyberbullying behaviour underground or making students more
underhand (Brewer, 2014). The review by Campbell and colleagues
(2024) concludes by recommending that policymakers and school
administrators should emphasise the importance of teaching critical digital
literacy skills and responsible device use in schools. Without this vital
education and support to safely navigate online spaces, providing children
and adolescents with unrestricted access to smartphones potentially
places them at greater risk of harm from digital predators or harmful
content.

Summary

The international research outlined is clearly mixed and somewhat
conflicting, with most studies showing that smartphone ban policies can
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have little or no impact on education and wellbeing among students in
different countries.

Considering the combined findings of international studies, regulating
smartphone use at school requires further research on the effectiveness of
policies, particularly exploring what will meet the students’ best short-term
and long-term interests. In addition, no current research can be said to
definitively demonstrate that smartphone bans completely protect children
and adolescents from online bullying or harmful content. Furthermore,
there is no research evidence that students do not use other devices to
bully each other or to access harmful content if there are smartphone
bans, considering that most schools use laptops or iPads within the
classroom, and most children have access to a device at home. Thus,
these justifications for a smartphone ban are not supported by current
evidence-based research.

Current Study

The main aim of current study is to understand the experiences and
understanding of students in Irish primary and post-primary schools where
bans are in place.

The data was collected by a team from the DCU Anti-Bullying Centre
between April and June 2024.

The team chose to undertake qualitative research for three reasons:

1. ltis not possible to undertake a pre/post study to assess the impact
of restrictions/bans without raising serious ethical issues and over a
longer period than the time allowed for the study.

2. The researchers were concerned with the real lived experience of the
students where restrictions/bans were in place and as such
qualitative research methods allowed us to obtain a deeper
understanding than surveys and other quantitative methods.

3. The current debate around children’s and adolescents’ smartphone
uses in schools and beliefs around its negative impacts have mostly
only included adult voices. The voices of children and adolescents
have been absent, and the researchers wanted to hear directly from
them.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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Ethical Approval

There were several ethical issues to be considered for this study. Firstly,
confidentiality and anonymity for participants. Secondly, ensuring the
safety and wellbeing of students, and thirdly, ensuring that researchers did
not lead or introduce any bias into the data collection and analysis.

Consequently, the research team considered the best methods and
approaches to use in recruiting participants and conducting focus groups
with students. All research procedures were designed to align with
government guidance on developing and conducting ethical research with
children (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2012). The current
study was approved by Dublin City University’s Research Ethics
Committee prior to commencing data collection. The research project
received a full committee review and written permission was sought to
conduct research from all schools participating in the study.

Participants

Participants were recruited via a purposive sampling strategy across 6
schools that were a mix of co-educational, single-sex, fee paying,
mainstream, and DEIS schools. Focus groups involved 66 students (44
girls and 22 boys) aged between 10 and 18 years of age.

Consent

In advance of the focus groups’ consent was obtained from each student’s
parent/caregiver (see Appendix 1 for further detail). On the day of the
focus groups, students were asked to consent and informed that they
could withdraw at any point without consequence. Students were provided
with age-appropriate plain language statements and consent forms which
included information on what the study would entail, storage of data, limits
to confidentiality, anonymity, and contact details for support if they
required it at any stage during or after the focus group (see Appendix 2
and 3 for further detail). Any student who was 18 years old provided their
own consent.

Study Design

The researchers conducted focus groups with students in schools. The
focus groups were based on the Lundy Model of Child Participation
(2007), which is based on four key concepts (i.e. Space, Voice, Audience,
and Influence). Students were engaged in discussions about their
experiences and understanding of smartphone bans and this provided
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insights into whether these bans or restrictions have been effective within
schools. Schools are not named within this report to protect participants’
confidentiality.

Focus Groups with Students

Participants were informed that a voice recorder was being used to
facilitate transcription of what they said in focus groups and that the
recording would be destroyed after the data had been transcribed. The
focus groups were held in a private classroom on school grounds. Both
researchers and participants sat in a circle, as it encourages interaction
and facilitates a more comfortable and open discussion amongst a group.
One researcher facilitated the focus groups and the other two researchers
acted as moderators. The focus groups began with icebreakers, which
were utilised to ensure that participants began to feel comfortable. The
icebreakers used in the focus groups are explained in greater detail below.
Researchers developed an interview schedule (see Appendix 4 for further
detail), but participants were able to lead the discussion within their
groups, and the researchers asked follow-up questions to clarify any
comments. The interview schedule was only used to pose further
questions to prompt discussion if the group was slow to engage. At the
end of the focus groups, participants were provided with debrief sheets
which contained contact details for support organisations should any
student feel they required them. The researchers took notes individually
during and after all interviews. Any personal information was removed to
maintain confidentiality.

Icebreaker

An icebreaker activity was utilised in this study because they help
participants build trust, feel more open to begin a conversation, and
encourage participation (Chlup & Collins, 2010). The icebreaker activity
chosen for post-primary students utilised news clippings discussing
smartphone bans and asking participants what they thought of these news
headlines. This icebreaker activity was chosen due to how relative it was
to the main discussion of the focus groups. The image below depicts an
example of a news headline that was utilised in the focus groups.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students
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HOMEPAGE / NEWS

Over 80% of parents support
school mobile phone ban

Parents of primary school children were more likely to favour a ban on mobile phones in schools compared to
secondary school parents. File Picture.

THU, 24 AUG, 2023 - 20:56
SALLY GORMAN

f © X g

More than 80% of parents want phones to be banned in both primary and
secondary schools, according to a new survey.

For the primary school participants, photo elicitation was chosen, as it
prompted discussion amongst participants on smartphone use. The image
below demonstrates what was used for photo elicitation with the primary
school students.
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The Lundy Model

In line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, researchers
used the Lundy Model of Child Participation as a framework for the focus
groups with student participants in this study. The model involves four core
components that should be adhered to during data collection with children
and adolescents, which can be seen in Figure 1. below.

SPACE: Children
must be guaranteed

"\ VOICE: Children must
|| be provided with the
a safe space, where || support they need to
they can feel free to . | | be able to speak out
discuss, share, debate, The nght to : - and express their
decide what they want - express views -~ views, They must have
to say and how to say it, " access to the right media to
and plan their actions. ensure their voice is heard.
AUDIENCE: Those respon- INFLUENCE: Decision-
sible for the decisions that . . makers must be willing to
affect children’s lives, The flght to have views accept their obligation to
concerns and oppor- givgn due weight " . give due weight to
tunities must be /o . children’s views, and
willing and avail- - - || taketheminto

able to hear what | 2R3 eS| account in decisions

they have to say. affecting their lives?

Figure 1. The Lundy Model of Participation

The research team ensured that they adhered to the Lundy Model by using
the following checklist in planning and carrying out the focus groups:

16
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L

* How will you ensure that children and Have you made a clear list of the
young people are involved as early as topics on which you want to hear the

possible? views of children and young pecple?
= How will their involvement be How will you ensure that the key focus of
sustained? the process stays on the topics you identified?
* How will those who have been, or How will they know that participation is
may be, directly affected by the topic voluntary and that they can withdraw at
be involved? any time?
= What steps will be taken fo ensure the How will you support them in giving their
process is inclusive and accessible? own views, while including age-appropriate
» How will they be supported to feel and accessible information?

safe and comfortable expressing

th Ives? How will you ensure that they are given a
emselves?

range of ways to express themselves that
= What support will be provided to best suits their needs and choices?
those who become anxious, upset or

uncomfortable? How will the process allow them to identify

topics they want to discuss?

* How will children and young people be
infoermed about the scope they have
(including the limitations) to influence
decision-making?

* How will children and young people know
to whom, how and when their views will
be communicated?

* How will you show your commitment to
* How will they be given age-appropriate being informed and influenced by their views?
and accessible feedback at key points
during the development of a service

or policy?

= How will you identify and involve relevant
decision-makers (those responsible for
influencing change)?

* What are your plans to make sure that
children and young people’s views
impact on decisions?

* How and when will a report/record and
a child or youth friendly summary of their
views be compiled?

* How will they be given age-appropriate
and accessible feedback explaining how
their views were used and the reasons for
the decisions taken, in a timely manner?

+ How will you ensure that they are given
an opportunity te confirm that their
views are accurately recorded?

= What plans are in place to
support them to play arole in
communicating their own views?

* How will you ensure that they are given
opportunities to evaluate the process
throughout?

Figure 2. The Lundy Model Checklist for Participation

The ongoing debate on smartphone use by children and adolescents has
been dominated by adult concerns on the potential or perceived dangers
of smartphones and social media, which in turn seeks to justify
smartphone bans in schools. Children and adolescent voices and
perspectives have been largely absent on an issue that directly impacts
them. Thus, it was important for the research team to implement the Lundy
Model to ensure that children and adolescents had space, voice,
audience, and influence when participating in this research. Further, this
report marks the first time that children and adolescents’ voices have been
heard on this issue in an empirical study in Ireland.

Analysis Approach

Reflexive thematic analysis was utilised to analyse the data from the
current study, as it is an easily accessible and theoretically flexible
interpretative approach to qualitative data analysis, which facilitates the
identification and analysis of patterns or themes in a given dataset (Braun
& Clarke, 2012). Further, this approach acknowledges the researcher’s
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active role in knowledge production (Braun and Clarke 2019a). Thus,
codes represent the researcher’s interpretations of patterns of meaning
across the dataset. The process of coding (and theme development) is
flexible and organic and often evolves throughout the analytical process
(Braun et al. 2019b).

The analysis followed six phases. Phase one involved familiarisation with
the data, which entailed reading and re-reading the entire dataset. Phase
two involved generating initial codes, which produced succinct and
shorthand descriptive labels for information that was relevant to the
research questions. Phase three reviewed and analysed how the different
codes that shared similar features may be combined to form potential
themes or sub-themes. Phase four involved reviewing potential themes.
Phase five presented how the researcher must define and name themes.
All themes must create a lucid narrative that is consistent with the content
of the dataset and information relevant to the research questions (Byrne,
2022). Phase six involved the write-up of the themes, which are presented
in the findings section below.

Findings

Smartphone bans had been in place for at least one academic year in all
the schools that participated in this study. Overall, students expressed
frustration that they were not consulted about the introduction of a ban
within their school and highlighted the complexities with smartphone use in
their lives. Please note that we have separated the findings regarding
students into post-primary and primary.

Types of Smartphone Bans

While smartphone bans were in place in all the schools that participated in
this study, each of the schools involved in the study had different
approaches to a smartphone ban. Post-primary schools used Yondr and
PhoneAwayBoxes, and primary schools used voluntary smartphone codes
arranged through parents.

Yondr

Some schools utilised Yondr pouches, which are grey pouches that hold
smartphones and have magnetic locks at the top that can only be opened
by teachers. Below shows an image of a Yondr pouch.

Smartphone Bans in Schools: A Qualitative Study of the Experiences of Students



In schools that utilise the Yondr pouches, students must put their
smartphone into the pouch and lock it at the beginning of the school day.
In the policy of some schools, students must demonstrate putting the
phone into the pouch and lock it in front of their teacher.

The image below shows the lock of the Yondr pouch that students must
close in front of a teacher in some schools.
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Once closed the Yondr pouches are supposed to only be opened with a
specific device, which can be viewed in the image below. Schools varied
considerably on how they implement the pouch opener. For example, one
school hangs several pouch openers near the school gates and on
benches at the end of the day for students to open their pouches. Another
school has teachers, who have class at the end of the day, bring openers
to class, which allows students to open their pouches before they leave
school. Further, another school has the Yondr opening device locked
behind a black box, which is mounted to the wall. The door to the box is
opened before classes start but is then locked until the end of the day.
Please see images below for the Yondr pouch opening device and a black
box that holds the opening device.

A closed black box
Yonder Opener (left) which contains a
and Pouch (right) pouch opener
PhoneAwayBox

Another approach found in some schools was what is known as a
PhoneAwayBox. Students in this school must put their phone into a clear
plastic case and lock it. As seen in the images below, students have a
combination key for their PhoneAwayBox, and students must use their
code to open the box.
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Closer Image of PhoneAwayBox on Students’ Lockers

Voluntary Codes

Primary schools have taken a different approach to post-primary schools.
For instance, the primary schools who have taken part in the present study
have utilised a voluntary smartphone code. The voluntary code was led by
parents often with the support of the school. Parents/guardians sign up for
the code and state their intention to not buy their child a smartphone until
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they are in post-primary. Parents/guardians can access information on
how many other parents/guardians have signed up to the voluntary code.
It is important to note that block phones with no internet access were not
included in any of these codes.

Post-Primary Students Perspective

Benefits and Drawbacks of Smartphones

During discussions on the role of smartphones in their lives, students
expressed a nuanced view. Most of the students stated that a benefit of
having a smartphone is the independence and safety it provides, with one
student explaining:

“You...have more freedom. You can go out and your parents don’t have to
worry too much about where you are. You can let them know.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 3).
Another student echoed this sentiment on safety:

“But [it’s] a safety thing like, even though people say phones are a danger,
they’re a big safety thing as well. If you need to call someone or you need
help, it isn’t very realistic to go out without your phone these days.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 4).

Other students talked about other benefits to smartphones, such as:

“Messaging your friends”
(Student 2, Focus Group 1).

“Tools we...use to enhance learning...like Duolingo or you can go onto
search engines for loads of different things.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 2).

“Making plans with your friends.”
(Student 1, Focus Group 3).

For students across all focus groups, smartphones are intrinsically linked
with their life and assist in maintaining friendships, providing safety, and
learning. Thus, smartphones are not viewed by adolescents as inherently
bad or dangerous, instead they understood that smartphones can be used
for good or bad activities and/or behaviours.
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One student explained how adolescents can see the benefits and risks of
social media, whereas adults only have a negative perception of social
media:

“Another thing, [adolescents] would...watch videos with each other, [or]
show people videos that they like... . But | think lots of adults...have
a...big disconnect between what social media is to them and what it is to
[us]...they only see it as a problem.. .like ‘oh, you can get addicted to it
you might get bullied on it’. They always look at the negatives and think
that all social media is negative. Whereas the reality is it’s not. There’s lots
of things that can overshadow the bad. The bad is still a prominent factor,
but...more...good things show up than bad.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 6).

In another focus group, one student said that they had never seen any
adults provide proof of their concerns, which made it difficult to understand
adults’ perspectives:

“I've never heard any proof. They also [say]: ‘oh my God, yeah, don’t be
on your phone, you’re on your phone too much, it causes brain rot’. How
does it [happen]? Because...l don’t understand [that].”

(Student 2, Focus Group 5).

Lack of Student Voice & Agency

Most students indicated that they were not consulted before or after the
introduction of a smartphone ban in their school. For example, one group
told us that:

“we just walked in the first day and it happened.”
(Student 1, Focus Group 1).

In a different focus group, one student discussed how there is a mixed
view on the ban in their school, but highlighting how they had not been
consulted about the ban:

“...like when they implemented the ban, they didn’t even ask us. The
principal just did it and I think....I think it kind of really broke people’s trust.
Students felt like they didn’t trust us. They didn’t even ask. They just said:
we’re implementing this.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 2).
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Other students informed us of the reasons provided to them for the ban
being implemented in their school:

“We were told at the start, that there was so much bullying going on and
maybe like pictures being taken of teachers and students and stuff, we
never saw those pictures or heard what the situation was. We were just
told ‘oh, your phones are going away now, you’re not allowed to have
them’, that’s it, done. Which | think is so silly, especially for our school. We
have i-Pads so if you want to take a picture. It’s so easy.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 4).

Students indicated that they abided by the previous mobile phone policy
and would not use their phone during class time. However, they now felt
that they were being punished for the bad behaviour of a few others and
that this was not fair. Students felt that those who broke the rules should
be the ones who are punished. One student explained this position:

“So, they got introduced this year...it almost felt like this school didn’t trust
you enough... they should trust you to just put your phone in your bag and
just leave it there for seven hours and not touch it.... . But when they first
announced the yonder pouches, | was like: you’re kind of painting us all
with the same brush here. Like there’s only a very small group of people
who are not keeping the rules. And everyone is being told to put them in
the pouches.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 2).

Others explained that there had been restrictions in place before the ban,
which were adequate, and they also felt that the ban was unrealistic when,
similar to adults, smartphones are already blended into their daily life.
They were frustrated that they had not been given an opportunity to
explain this to those who introduced the ban in their school:

“I think a big thing is, like, our phone is our property. In this day and age,
everybody has a phone. It’s built into society now. And we didn’t get a say.
It was just: yeah, we’re taking something you own and we’re locking it
away. You’re not allowed on it anymore. And just, it’s a bit unrealistic... . If
you’re an adult, you have rights to your own property, which includes your
phone. So yeah, | think the ban in place is a bit harsh considering there
were punishments in place before that.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 4).
As highlighted above, most students said that they were not consulted

about the smartphone ban and, in most schools, teachers have not asked
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for their opinions on the ban since it was implemented. This led into a
wider discussion on how students generally have little say about what
happens within schools, whether that is with regard to uniforms, facilities,
what is taught and learned, and school policies. Most students expressed
frustration at the limited role student councils had in their school. Students
said that teachers or the principal retain all the power to make decisions.

One student said:

“‘We have a Student Council, but the Student Council doesn’t really do
much during the year... if the principal doesn’t like the idea, it kind of just
gets shut down.”

(Student 2, Focus Group 5).

Students stated that they have no voice in decisions and have no other
recourse but to do what teachers tell them. Students said that schools
disempower them and indicated that their opinions are unimportant,
particularly on any policies or initiatives that directly impact them. A small
number of students even expressed that a smartphone ban in their school
is in direct contention with their rights as a child.

For example, one participant stated:

“...and doing something like taking our phones away is very much like I'm
older than you, I'm bigger than you, | have more power than you, what
about the rights of the child?.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 4).

Students felt that there was more people in power could do to elevate the
student voice and agency, with one student explaining:

“I think there’s a lot more that could be done to promote the student voice
and, like, students’ experiences in school...especially like mental health
issues... . A lot of the mental health support, you can only get from the
guidance counsellor...if you don’t have a smartphone.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 6).

Students also discussed that in the cases of trying to contact home or go
home from school due to being sick, they felt that teachers do not take
students seriously. One student said:
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“Like I'm not being listened to, like an emergency could be different for
other people than for me. But | just feel like I'm not being listened to. Like, |
go to the office for help and they’re telling me | can’t have it.”

(Student 2, Focus Group 1).

Further, students rejected the perspective of parents and teachers that the
ban will allow students to be more social with one another. Students felt
that they should have autonomy over who they become friends with and it
is up to students to decide if they want to make more friends. One student
explained:

“l don’t think it's encouraging people to talk more. If they don’t want to talk,
they’re not going to.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 1).

For the majority of students in this study, they felt that school staff
(Teachers, Secretaries and Principals) do not hear students' opinions on
issues that directly impact them, nor do they feel as if their voice is
important. Students want to be listened to by adults and believe that more
could be done to elevate their voices on issues around school life,
including the use of smartphones.

Preparation for a Blended Life

Students said that they felt that the ban did not teach them anything
useful, as it did not prepare them for life and work outside, and after
school. They spoke about how they were not building digital literacy,
critical thinking, resilience and social skills around phone use. One student
explained that:

“I think [the ban] is a bit dramatic. | think we probably need more adaptable
phone policies within school. We use other devices...in school and you’d
rather learn about it [how to use the phone]. If phones were banned from
schools...it would mean that teenagers wouldn’t be on the phones as
often, but that means when they got to adulthood, [no one] would have all
the literacy skills that they would need [to know about phones].”

(Student 3, Focus Group 6).

This student went on to further explain that a ban in school would remove
a safe space where adolescents can learn about the online world and
make mistakes at an age where it's more socially acceptable for mistakes
to happen, and are close to adults who can support them:
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“Because it would be incredibly dangerous for school leavers...with a
device they haven’t had any experience with before. And they don’t have
that support of like...say people around them and they no longer have
that...ability to make mistakes. Because once you get to, especially from
my perception, once you get older, stupid mistakes are less forgiven.
Whereas if you're...young enough, ‘it’s like ok, that was a mistake’. We
can learn from this. There’s no safe space if there’s an outright ban.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 6).

Another student, in a different focus group, brought up how they believed
that adolescents are not taught critical thinking skills when it comes to
social media:

“I think.. just...teaching more critical thinking [skills] would be better,
especially about new technology. Because | feel we learn about ‘oh, don't
use Wikipedia!’. We’re taught that. But they don’t teach critical thinking
when it comes to social media.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 8).

Other students expressed that if they aren’t receiving education on how to
safely use social media then they are at risk of harm whilst on these
platforms outside of school:

“It’s just like there’s no education and you have to go straight into it. Some
people might have to learn the hard way and might get hurt.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 8).

Students further explained that a ban will mean that they will not learn
when it will be appropriate to use and not use smartphones in social
settings. For example, students stated that when they are in college or
employed that their smartphones will not be restricted, as they are
expected to have learned when it is appropriate to use their phone.

One participant stated:

“We’re not building the self-control, the self-discipline. We have to learn to
live with our phones...but [also] be able to not go on them [at times]. It’s
developing a skill.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 4).

Another student explained that students needed more support and felt that
a ban would make it more difficult for adolescents to understand and deal
with situations regarding smartphones:
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“I think there should be some sort of way of helping kids get through to
adulthood and being able to understand situations and deal with
situations. | think this ban would only make it harder for people. Because
school wouldn’t be there to help you or stop you from using your phone
when you were older.”

(Student 2, Focus Group 6).

Resisting the Ban

Resistance to the ban was common among students, who achieved this
through a variety of means. One student explained why they believe
students resist the ban:

“I feel people are more inclined to bend the rules, now that the rules are in
place. Like people, especially our age, have this mindset, if there’s a rule
taking something from you, they want that thing [phone] back. If you had
access to the phone and people had it in their bags, they wouldn’t be
thinking about it too much but now that it's taken [away], they have this
inherent thought: they want that [phone] back.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 4).

A fellow student further explained how other students resist the ban in their
school:

“Some people have found ways around it...you can whack it [Yondr] on
the table.....or if you shove a pen into the side, it might crack open. Or
even if you buy your own magnet, say, you could just use that.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 4).

This was reflected in another school where students said that it was
common to break the ban:

“Well...they’ll go somewhere where there isn’t a teacher and use it
(phone).”
(Student 2, Focus Group 7).

“Some [use phones] in the toilets.”
(Student 4, Focus Group 7).

A main rationale for implementing the ban was to prevent students from
accessing their phones and reduce distractions in school. From the
conversations with students across different schools, it is evident that
students are finding ways to access their phones during the school day
and are often distracted by thinking about how to access their phone. In
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fact, we found that the stricter the ban the more intensely students sought
ways to subvert it.

Different Rules for Teachers

There was a perception among students that teachers were not obliged to
follow the same rules for their smartphone use in schools. Students
reported that they had seen teachers in class using their smartphones and
on social media apps. For example, one patrticipant said that they had
seen their teacher in the classroom:

“on TikTok one Thursday.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 2).

Another student had withessed teachers on their phones throughout the
school day:

“They get a call during the class...sometimes you see them in the hall on
their phones...and outside when they are supposed to be supervising, on
their phone, like walking up and down.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 7).

Students argued that teachers do not model the behaviour they require
from the students in this regard, as they tell students how they cannot
have their phones, but teachers can use their phones whenever they want.
Further, students said that teachers often disrupt class with their own
phone use:

“Even the teachers, they’re highly reliant on their own phone. | think...they
seem to be more reliant because you’ll see them, they’re constantly
checking [and] replying to stuff. It's constantly buzzing in the classes...so, |
think, even if they had the same rule in place...if we have to put our
phones away, they should have to do it too.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 4).

Students were very exercised that teachers are not leading by example,
particularly as they have told students how concerning smartphone use is
in schools.
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Better Use of Funds

Students across all schools minimised the importance of potential
problems with smartphones and reported that there are more pressing
issues in their schools that need to be addressed. They highlighted issues
they experience with facilities in schools (broken toilets, quality of school
meals, uniforms), as well as concerns about health issues. For example,
one student brought up a pressing concern for them:

“Some of the bathrooms are locked and there’s only a certain amount
open. And in the ones that are open, the doors get jammed. Or there’s no
soap.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 8).

One group of students unanimously stated that they felt the money that
the school had spent on Yondr pouches could have been put to better use:

“I'm very sure that they [principal] said they spent [X euro] on phone
pouches, which we could have used to make our facilities better. Like our
toilets are in a very bad state! The girls’ toilets have no toilet seats....are
not working well, the school is all over the place. And they used that
[money] as they’re more concerned [about] phones...”

(Student 2, Focus Group 4).

Another group of students stated that vaping was a bigger problem in their
school. One student stated:

“There’s a huge vaping problem which | would feel particularly strong
about. In this particular school, it should take priority over mobile phones.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 8).

From the students’ perspective, they experienced more immediate
problems with school facilities than they did from smartphones. Students
said that such concerns were more pressing and should have been dealt
with first rather than focusing on banning smartphones in schools when
there had already been a mobile phone policy in place.

Complexity & Vulnerability

Students emphasised how complex their lives can be and that the
introduction of smartphone bans showed a lack of recognition of this by
schools. One student explained:
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“l think there’s a general overview of: we all have it easy and if we
complain, we’re taking things for granted.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 8).

In one focus group, there was a discussion on how adults, particularly
teachers, do not acknowledge that students can have significant
responsibilities at home. One student explained that:

“From my experience, | know somebody, and he was a carer for his
younger sibling....he had his phone like on silent ring in case he was
needed by his sibling....and it was clearly established between the year
Head and teachers that if he just needed to take a phone call, he could
Jjust go and take it... he needed to have his phone for a good reason.”

(Student 2, Focus Group 8).

Students wanted school policies to be flexible and recognise that they
cannot always leave their home lives outside of school.

Students indicated that they do not always feel comfortable nor safe in
disclosing personal issues to teachers, as they view many teachers as
unfamiliar to them. One student explained why they felt this way:

“While teachers are an authority figure, you don'’t really know them. So, if
you say: ‘oh, | feel unwell or like, I'm not okay in my head’, you can kind of
feel like you’re exposing yourself to a stranger. I've had that a couple of
times where a teacher has noticed that I'm a bit anxious or upset, and I'm
an honest person so | would tell them. But sometimes | can feel like...it
might [be safer to] try to hide it.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 6).

Another student in a different group explained why they do not feel
comfortable discussing personal issues with teachers:

“l don’t really see the teacher [that] often, but | know my Mam very well. |
wouldn’t just tell my teacher about my personal problems. | know this
sounds rude, but it’s my personal problem and | trust my Mam.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 7).

In one school, with a smartphone ban, students reported that where they
used to be able to make a quick call or send a text to a parent if they were
unwell or had emotional issues, they now had to inform their class teacher,
then the school secretary, and then the deputy principal before being
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allowed to make a call home. They reported that this led them to feel over
exposed and vulnerable.

Minimising Online Risks & Adult Concerns

Although many of the students in this study reported that they were aware
of occasional cases of cyberbullying, they explained that they felt that that
smartphone bans do not prevent cyberbullying and that adults were overly
concerned about this issue:

“I think, to be honest, [cyberbullying is] going to happen regardless of
whether you have a pouch. | know that is a thing to try and stop that and |
know it's something the school is trying to do. But I think if people are
going to be mean, they’re going to be mean regardless of it. If they don'’t
want to lock their phone, they’re not going to, they’re going to put an old
phone in or they’re going to find a different [way]...”

(Student 1, Focus Group 2).

Further, students criticised adults who, they said, often amplify a situation
because they were not aware of the context in which young people
communicated with each other on smartphones and other devices:

“Just in relation to cyberbullying, there’s a lot of miscommunications that
goes on online. With...face to face [communication] you can quite easily
tell. Whereas, I've had several incidents, on our classroom chats and
similar chats online, where a person will say one thing and...it may mean
one thing in their way [but] it means something else [to me]. So maybe
adults are missing out [on] context. So, it just spirals into this big
miscommunication and that’s where the issues come up, a lot of the
time...but | think there’s just a lot of miscommunications going on and the
phones exaggerate that problem.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 6).

They said that they felt that adults use extreme examples to over-inflate
risks around smartphones. In one focus group, students explained their
feelings on adults’ concerns about young people on social media and
smartphones in schools:

“I feel...the risks and harms [are] over-inflated. They...take one or two
examples and then...it's like everyone experiences this. | personally have
never experienced cyberbullying or any [harmful] content...really adult
content, nothing like that. Nobody goes seeking that out and it’s over
inflated. | think they should, instead of taking all the phones away, a better
solution would be...to educate us on how to use the phones. What to stay
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away from, what to do and what not to do. Instead of taking them away
because that just makes you more scared of them. It’s just fear
mongering.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 4).

Another student explained:

“It’s an irrational fear like the fact that none of us knew about the
cyberbullying incident shows that most people in the school weren’t getting
bullied online. And I...think taking away the phones in school is [not] going
to do anything as bullying will happen offline anyway.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 4).

Other students, in a different focus group, felt that online bullying would
not occur during school, and it is more likely that it occurs outside of
school thus banning smartphones in school was pointless:

“l also don'’t really think it’s a concern in this situation because if you are
being cyberbullied, chances are it’s going to be from someone in your
school. So, it’s not realistic to expect you would be cyberbullied in school if
they were next to you. So, | don't really think it's relevant.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 1).

“I feel like they would be unlikely to continue cyberbullying you until they
got home. There are so many people around them, their peers and their
teachers that it wouldn'’t really be feasible.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 1).

One student stated that they felt it was easier to view the smartphones as
the issue rather than delving deeper into issues concerning adolescents:

“Yeah, it’s easy to blame things [phones]. Like, say you’re very upset or
you have depression...it must always be those phones. Or...it could be a
deeper problem, it could be the kid is very unhappy in school, but they
[adults] don’t get involved...but [they say]: ‘oh, you should get off that

s n

phone more often’.

(Student 2, Focus Group 5).

Students warned against adults presuming that smartphones were to
blame for the increase in adolescents being diagnosed with anxiety and
depression, and instead pointed towards access to better information on
mental health:
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“The thing that | think is very untrue is that most [adults] believe...that
phones are the reason why a lot of teenagers’ mental health is really bad.
Now, for some people, it definitely is the case. Some people, they get
cyberbullied...but | think the reason why there’s been so much more, like,
cases of people with anxiety...since phones have been released is that
they’ve found that they could get diagnosed.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 5).

During the focus groups, students explained how adults are often more
concerned than they are about the risks that can occur when using social
media. They explained that technology has been a bigger part of their life
compared to previous generations who may be more fearful and less
equipped to respond to risks.

Many students also said that they go to friends for support about problems
on social media, as they feel that parents do not fully understand social
media or adolescents’ online spaces:

“I'm not saying don't tell your parents. If there’s something going on, you
should tell your parents. But | do think people our age feel more
comfortable going to their peers, telling them what’s happening, getting
comfort from them, rather than parents. Because | think, sometimes,
parents don'’t fully understand, not necessarily the way social media works,
well sometimes yeah, but the way the messages come in and [parents
saying]: ‘okay, you’re not allowed to have your phone at all’. | think that
would upset the person more.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 2).

Most students indicated that they had a high level of trust in social media
companies to protect them whilst online. For example, in relation to
algorithms and safety strategies on social media apps students explained:

“They [social media platforms] have an algorithm, so you won’t see
someone getting beaten up. You won’t see someone getting
hurt...because they have community guidelines. So they...say if you post
something that’s really violent or not appropriate...you won't be allowed
[to] watch it, so it just gets blocked. Also, you can put on what’s called
‘restricted mode’, so you know if things have [too] many swearings or like
really bad words.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 5).

“For Apps...it used to be a little less restricted...but nowadays, like TikTok
and all that, it’s very restricted to make sure that everyone is safe. And
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they always make sure that what you’re watching is in tune to what you
like. And sometimes they’ll ask: do you like this ad? What do you like
about it? You can report videos, press ‘| don’t want to watch this’ like,
‘don’t recommend things like this.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 5).

Throughout the focus groups in post-primary schools, most students
indicated that they understand how algorithms work and have trained the
algorithm to give them content they are interested in. Further, students
engage safety strategies on social media apps to ensure that they remain
safe whilst using these apps. Interestingly, students stated that they have
a level of trust that social media apps will restrict harmful content to keep
them safe when online.

Students felt that technology and social media is intrinsically blended into
their lives and should not be viewed as an add-on, believing that many
adults do not understand this. In fact, as highlighted above, students feel
that adults are not comfortable with technology/social media and do not
understand it enough to support adolescents when they encounter issues
online, instead they report that adults often “overreact” and amplify issues
more than is necessary.

Digital Citizenship Education

Despite the provision of considerable resources for digital education in
schools, students reported that they were not taught enough in school
about online safety and digital citizenship leading them instead to rely on
their peers for guidance and skills:

“l kind of knew...due to a lot of my peers having it [phone]. One of my best
friends, she sat me down [and said]: ‘this is how you do [it] all...you can
block people and stuff. And | also knew to only add my friends because I'd
had that literacy from Instagram and others.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 6).

Students further explained that using a smartphone can in fact increase
their digital literacy skills and resilience, with one participant explaining this
and reporting that education in school is mostly confined to computer skills
more than digital citizenship:

“Il also think having a phone does increase...digital literacy [skills], so |
think that way, people from a younger age, when they go to office jobs are
more easily equipped because they know how to use that technology
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whether that means your Smartphones or laptops or computers... | think
we’ve had some workshops about online safety. We had one this year...
But that was more, | guess [about] how to use computers and i-

Pads...we’re learning to type.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 2).

Students showed an eagerness to learn more about online safety, as well
as skillsets of good digital citizenship.

Primary School Students Perspective

Access and Familiarity to Smartphones and Social Media
Apps

Like the responses from the post-primary students, primary students also
reported that they received their own phone when they were 11 or 12
years old. They also informed us that the reason they received a phone
was because they were going into post-primary school and parents
wanted to ensure that they had the phone for safety reasons, particularly
travelling to and from school.

Students did inform us that from an early age, parents had provided
access to other devices, such as an iPad. Students have access to social
media apps through those devices; thus, it is not solely smartphones that
provide access to social media apps for children and adolescents.

Primary school children who participated in this study attended schools
where smartphones are not allowed due to parent initiated voluntary
codes, which are aimed at delaying providing smartphones to children.
Parents sign up to the code when their child begins primary school.
Despite this, students were easily able to identity different types of
smartphones (i.e. Android or iPhone) and revealed that they were frequent
users of them. Students were asked how they could tell the difference,
with one student explaining:

“They have different...screens. The shape of the Apple’s is different.”
(Student 1, Focus Group 9).
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Another student explained how they could tell the difference between the
make of the phones:

“Because of the different pixels at the back, that one has less Apps, and

those Apps are normally associated with the iPhone.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 10).

All students identified that the phones had icons for social media apps and
informed researchers of apps they recognised:

“Instagram, Gmail, Twitter, Google...”

(Student 1, Focus Group 9).

Students then explained which apps they used, with most students saying
they used YouTube explaining how they access this app with one student
stating they access it:

“with the telly”
(Student 4, Focus Group 9).

“on my tablet”

(Student 3, Focus Group 9).

In one focus group with primary school students from 6th class, they all
reported that they had a smartphone but some also explained why they
did not bring it to school:

“Because we’re probably going to get caught and they’ll probably just take
it off us and we don’t want the phones to get taken off us. And we
shouldn’t even be bringing them into school with us anyways. Because we
have to do work in school. And school isn’t a time to be watching your
phone and playing on it.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 10).
However, members of this group did go on to express some frustration

explaining that there were times they need access to a phone, specifically
for travelling to and from school and attending appointments:

“Like if you're...late [to school] or [there’s] a doctor’s appointment. You
don’t know whether they’ll be home...”

(Student 5, Focus Group 10).
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Another student said:

“In case you live...very far away and you need your parents to...pick you
up....”

(Student 3, Focus Group 10).

It was evident from the focus groups that if children did not have their own
phone that they had access to a phone or a device within their home.
Similar to post-primary school students in this study, the primary school
students used phones or devices for entertainment (e.g., watching
YouTube videos or shorts), completing homework and mostly to
communicate with friends.

Student Acquiescence

Students were clear on why their parents did not allow them to have their
own phone while in primary school repeating what they had heard from
their parents:

“cyberbullying....and... “maybe your brain rots [because of phones]...”

(Fifth Student, Focus Group 9).

“spending too much time on it”

(Sixth Student, Focus Group 9).

Students who did not have their own phone talked about what they might
use one for when they go to post-primary school:

“Watching stuff, contacting my friends. Because not all of us are heading
for the same Secondary school...”

(Student 2, Focus Group 9).

“I'd be texting my friends quite a lot and probably watching some stuff
and...studying...too.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 9).

Another student in this group felt that they would need a phone to have
more independence in post-primary school:

“l could be walking to school. If | wanted to call my friends, ask if they
maybe want to meet up somewhere.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 9).
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Interestingly, primary students did not seem overly concerned about
cyberbullying and reported that it was not something that had happened to
them or anyone they knew.

In relation to spending too much time on a phone, students expressed
trust in their parents to guide them on how to regulate their usage:

“I'll be able to judge when | have one [phone] and I'd say my Mum and
Dad will put settings with what they allow on it.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 9).

These younger students seemed to rely less on smartphones and other
devices instead spending more time on school and/or other leisure
activities such as sports, dance, and playdates.

“You’re usually just busy with work [in school]. Or you’re out...playing
football with your friends. You don'’t really think about your phone.”

(Student 2, Focus Group 10).

Another student said:

“There’s not really time to think about the phone. You can'’t just think of
your phone when you’re doing work [in school] because you need [to]
focus when you’re doing work.. .like say if you were doing tests and you
were thinking of your phone instead of the test, then you would probably
fail...”

(Student 1, Focus Group 10).

Overall, it seemed that these primary students had yet to develop a
realisation about the scope of content and activities that can be accessed
on smartphones and were more inclined to engage in offline activities that
preoccupied them, relying on their parents to mediate the online world for
them.

Learning about Online Safety

Primary school students stated that they learn about how to be safe online
from the internet itself, their parents and in school:

“You could go onto a website [and search] ‘how to be safe on phones’ or
you could even ask your parents who have them, because they’ve learnt
from experience.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 10).
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One student said:

“In school you do a cyberbullying [lesson] and how to be safe online.”

(Student 5, Focus Group 10).

Students reported that online safety lessons were delivered by teachers
and outside speakers. However, while primary school students seemed to
have a higher awareness of digital safety education than post-primary
students, they also expressed some frustration in that they said the
information is repetitive and they watch the same safety videos each year:

“Yeah, we...have already learned it...the year before as well. Like, we
would watch the same video every year. So, we already knew that from
that as well.”

(Student 1, Focus Group 10).

Overall students in primary schools said that they mostly relied on their
parents to learn about online safety.

Students’ Advice to Minister for Education

In line with the Lundy approach to children’s participation, students in
primary and post-primary were asked what advice they would give to the
Minister for Education regarding smartphones in schools.

Student responses covered topics from the introduction of a new policy on
smartphones to the provision of education on digital wellbeing. One
student said:

“l would say keep an open mind. It’s a massive grey area and you can'’t
put students or anyone into a box. You’re not looking at numbers at the
end of the day, you’re looking at people.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 8).

Another student believed that the previous more flexible school rules
should be reintroduced stating:

“You can have your phone on you, and...if you get caught in class, the
teacher has the right to take it off you and give you detention. It’s your fault
for going on it but [this] should just be allowed to happen. It [should be]
switched off in your bag...during class. If you disobey that, that’s your own
fault.””

(Student 1, Focus Group 1).
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Another student had the same opinion stating:

“If you get caught with your phone, it’s good to punish you with detention. |
think it was last year when we were in [School Year], you had your phone
on you or in your bag. Then if you got caught in class, you got detention or
it got taken off you for the day, and you got it back [at the end of] the day.
Enforce that type of policy because it’s just...fairer.”

(Student 4, Focus Group 1).

For these students and others, they believed that enforcing the previous
more flexible approach was fairer, as they felt it was unfair to punish all
students for a select few who misused their phones. For them, phone
misuse should be dealt with on a case-by-case basis.

Another student outlined how technology has a big part for learning in the
classroom:

“Schools nowadays, they’re very digital. Like, we use technology for
literally everything. And every class [we] use technology. And so, unless
they have a substitute for people using their phones, or another way to
use computers or iPads as well....”

(Student 5, Focus Group 7).

Other students believed that it was important that students are educated
about how to be safer online, specifically taught skills on how to identify
harmful content, and what they should do if they encounter such content.
Students stated that social media is not the problem, rather it's
adolescents’ lack of knowledge on how to navigate it safely:

“I'd say educate people. The problem isn’t social media... . If you go on
social media and you’re looking at something bad and you see that on
every site, it becomes normal...but | think we should be more educated
about it: what to look out for."

(Student 3, Focus Group 8).

Other students believed that putting resources into smartphone bans was
not beneficial, as resources need to be put into digital education instead:

“They’re really putting their resources towards the wrong thing... . | think if
they put more resources towards educating people on how to use them
[phones], instead of completely taking them away and putting all these
things in place for people to just find a way around them... . If people want
their phones, people are going to get them. Kids nowadays are really
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smart, so they’ll find ways, no matter what you throw at them. So...it'’s
mainly educating people. If you have maybe one class a week, just to
educate people how to use their phone, how to be safe online, stuff like
that. Instead of just taking everything away, [and] just being scared.
It’s...accepted that phones are here now, there’s nothing you can do about
it, just educate people on how to use them properly.”

(Student 3, Focus Group 4).

Students wanted the government to issue advice via an awareness
campaign to children and adolescents across the country on how they
could stay safe online. This student wanted children and adolescents to
know practical skills to be safe online and provided one example of this:

“Know how to block people if you don’t properly know them....”

(Student 1, Focus Group 4).

Overall, students did not support the idea of a smartphone ban and the
use of resources to implement that ban. Instead, they had practical
solutions to issues around smartphone use in schools, with the majority of
students feeling strongly that education rather than a ban or restrictive
approach was the best solution to keeping them safe. They emphasised
that they needed to be prepared for the challenges they would meet online
in the future.

Study Limitations

This is a qualitative study; therefore, it would not be appropriate to
generalise findings although the insights and experiences shared by
participants in this study may be transferable. Furthermore, we did not
involve parents who may have other experiences and perceptions to add
to our understanding. Please note that we did interview teachers on their
experiences of smartphone bans in schools, but the findings are not part
of this report. However, we will report on teachers' experiences in a
separate research output. All the schools in our sample were located on
the East coast of the country in rural towns and suburban areas, so further
research should involve schools from a wider area and both rural as well
as urban populations. Finally, most of our participants were female and
there were no students identified to the researchers with special
educational needs which should be addressed in any further studies.
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Conclusion

Students’ smartphone use has been questioned in recent years, as some
adults believe children and adolescents’ smartphone use is harmful to
their mental health, disruptive to learning and contributes to cyberbullying
and problematic internet use (Duke & Montag, 2017; Elhai et al., 2016;
Skafupova et al., 2016). Based on these beliefs, which are often
expressed in the absence of research evidence, some schools and parent
groups have started to introduce approaches to ban or restrict the
presence of smartphones from schools. Aligned with this, some reporting
about smartphones may unwittingly perpetuate a disproportionate feeling
of fear that smartphones alone threaten the wellbeing of children and
adolescents (Etchells, 2024; Ogers, 2024). Propagating such negative
perceptions clouds the responsibilities of social media companies and
governments, as it is an easier solution to ban smartphones rather delving
deeper into the issues at hand. Further, by negating responsibilities of
these stakeholders, we are not making these online spaces safer, which is
then compounded by not teaching adolescents key critical digital
citizenship skills, which is a key issue at hand.

Both primary and post-primary students have clearly outlined that they
have not been consulted about the implementation of smartphone bans
nor had their feedback been sought in a meaningful way since bans had
been implemented. Mindful of the rights afforded to children and
adolescents under Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child, the Irish Second-Level Students Union have stated
that they have not been consulted by the Department of Education on
proposals to ban smartphones (McTaggart, 2024). In addition, Article 12
clearly outlines that children and adolescents’ opinions must be
considered and considered in all matters affecting them, which is also
supported by Ireland’s National Strategy on Children and Young People’s
Participation in Decision-Making (Department of Children and Youth
Affairs, 2019). Hence, it is important that we listen to the voice of children
and adolescents on this issue now, as they do not feel that so far that their
voices have been heard by those in positions of authority.

Students provided a nuanced view on smartphones, clearly stating that
smartphones should not be used in classrooms, unless it is to assist with
their learning. Further, students felt that previous school rules on
smartphones provided a fairer approach in schools, as those who broke
the rules were then punished. Whereas now, students feel that the
teachers do not trust them, and they are being punished for a small
minority who broke the rules on phone use. This feeling of mistrust is
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further compounded by teachers undertaking spot checks in students’
personal belongings. Whilst schools are well-intentioned in trying to tackle
misuse of smartphones in schools and protect students, smartphone bans
may have an unintended negative impact on students-teacher relations
and the culture within schools.

Within this study, post-primary students mainly used smartphones as a
tool to be social with friends, entertainment and have autonomy within
their lives, which is supported by previous research (Ricoy et al., 2022). In
the view of students, smartphones are a positive addition in their lives.
However, they acknowledge that social media can be negative, but they
have an interesting perspective that like most things in life, there are both
positive and negative aspects. With this, students stressed that they need
to be taught how to navigate these spaces safely, which is supported by
experts in the field (Campbell et al., 2024). In addition, students have
stressed that smartphones are a major concern or talking point for adults,
but for students, such a ban does not change how disempowered and
disrespected they feel on this issue.

It is evident from discussions with primary school students that they have
less reasons to use phones. Overall, primary school students
acknowledged that they did not need the smartphone during the school
day, but in some instances, they needed their phone for safety, specifically
for travelling to and from school. Thus, highlighting how a smartphone is
used for safety, with a secondary use for connecting with friends. Primary
school students have not yet developed the same level of independence
as post-primary students and their social interactions currently do not
require the phone to facilitate this (e.g., connecting with friends outside of
school).

Overall, the responses from participants in this study did not conclusively
demonstrate that smartphone bans are having positive impacts for
students in the schools where the research was undertaken. According to
students, the bans are not preventing cyberbullying, as in their opinion
cyberbullying is not occurring amongst their cohort. Students clearly stated
that the bans just move any cyberbullying behaviour until after school.
Further, students indicated that the ban does not promote socialising
amongst students. In addition, some students feel that bans have not
improved their mental health, as it has caused some isolation and anxiety
for students in the schools that participated in this study.

It is evident from international research and the findings from the current
study, that smartphone bans in their current form do not achieve the
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intended objectives and in fact may be having unintended negative
impacts, particularly for students and the school environment. Given that
schools already incorporate devices into classrooms and under the
Government’s ‘Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027’ are tasked with
preparing students for blended lives, decisions to restrict or ban
smartphone use at school seem at odds with schools’ obligations to teach
students about responsibly using technology, which will in turn address
cyberbullying and student wellbeing (Campbell et al., 2024).

Recommendations

The findings above demonstrate the complexity of students' experiences
of smartphone bans implemented within their schools. However, these
findings, along with the advice provided by the students to the Minister for
Education, has assisted us in proposing evidence-based
recommendations below for future research, adolescent voice and
education.

Recommendation 1: Evidence Informed Policy

Policy on smartphone use among children and adolescents should be
informed by research evidence. This will ensure that a policy is sustainable
and relevant to the experiences and concerns of children and adults alike.
We recommend the following in relation to future research on this issue:

e Undertake a follow-up study with the schools who took part in this
study to understand teachers and students’ experiences of the bans
as time has progressed, especially exploring whether bans have
been rolled back or adjusted since their implementation.

e There is a need for a co-participatory study with adolescents on
how they would implement smartphone rules in schools and what
they want to see in online safety education.

e A deeper ethnographic study in one school to understand the
impact of smartphone bans on students.

e Qualitative study with parents to explore their experiences with
smartphone bans and concerns around children and adolescents
being online.

Recommendation 2: Digital Citizenship Education

The Government is currently rolling out its ‘Digital Strategy for Schools to
2027’ and has already significantly invested in the development of online
safety resources through Webwise and other programmes for schools.
However, students reported that they were not particularly aware of these.
Digital citizenship education should be elevated as a compulsory topic that
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is delivered to all students at primary and post-primary. Such education
could incrementally increase as students approach the end of primary
school. The focus of this education should be on digital literacy and digital
citizenship. Ongoing support for school staff who deliver the education
programmes will be required as well as monitoring of the use and
effectiveness of resources provided to schools.

Recommendation 3: Empowering Student Voice

While the Minister has established a dedicated unit in the Department of
Education to enhance students’ participation in decision making, it is clear
from the findings of this study that students were not consulted about the
introduction of a smartphone ban in their schools, before or even after
bans had been implemented. The ongoing work in the Department of
Education on student participation should be accelerated to ensure greater
participation in decisions about smartphone use in schools and in the
ongoing evaluation of policy in this area.

Recommendation 4: National Awareness Campaign

A national awareness campaign should be rolled out to build knowledge
and understanding of smartphones and social media amongst children,
adolescents and parents. The campaign could provide accessible and
age-appropriate safety tips for children and adolescents on how to be safe
online. This campaign must be research informed and provide a balanced
view on the positives and negatives of smartphones and social media
platforms to ensure that children and adolescents feel that their usage of
both are not continuously problematised. Children and adolescents should
be consulted on any national campaign that is aimed at their peer group,
as they will be knowledgeable in informing whether the campaign is
appropriate. In addition, the message of the campaign should be evidence
based and balanced.

Recommendation 5: Regulation of Social Media

Children and adolescents in this study expressed considerable trust in
social media companies as arbitrators of content and risk mitigation.
Consequently, this points to the immense responsibility and privileged
position that is enjoyed by these companies. It would seem appropriate
then that social media companies double their efforts to ensure that
harmful content is never recommended to children and adolescents and
that appropriate authorities such as Coimisiun na Mean monitor and
regulate for this.
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Appendices
Appendix 1. Parental/Guardian Consent Form
Consent Form for Parents/Guardians (Focus Group)

Please answer the following questions by choosing "Yes" or "No".

Yes No

| have read the Plain Language Statement.

| understand the information provided in the Plain Language
Statement (If anything is unclear contact us at the email
addresses provided).

| understand the information provided in relation to data
protection (Please review the Plain Language Statement above).

| have had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss this
study using the email addresses provided in the Plain Language
Statement.

| understand that confidentiality of information provided cannot
always be guaranteed by researchers and can only be protected
within the limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be
subject to subpoena, freedom of information claim or mandated
reporting by some professions.

| understand that my child may withdraw from the focus group at
any point with no penalty.

| consent to my child’s participation in the focus group for
“Mobile Phone Rules in School Study”

Please print your child’s name:

Childs Name (block capitals):

Please provide parent / guardian signature

Parent/Guardian Signature

Date:
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Appendix 2. Participant Assent Form for Ages 10-14

Participant Assent Form for Focus Group (Ages 10-14)

Before taking part, we need to check that you understand what it is about
and if you are okay with it...

Please answer the questions down below by clicking "Yes" or "No".

Yes No

| know what the study is about.

| know what is being asked to do.

| know that | can leave the interview at any time with no
issues.

| know that my answers will not have my name.

| know that when my answers are made nameless, |
might not be able to destroy my answers because my
answers do not have my name.

| am okay with my answers being used to help the
researchers.

| agree to take part in the “Mobile Phone Rules in School
Study”

Please write your name here:
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Appendix 3. Participant Assent Form for Ages (15-18)

Participant Assent Form for Focus Group (Ages 15-18)

Before taking part, we need to check that you understand what it is about
and if you are okay with it...

Please answer the following questions by clicking "Yes" or "No".

Yes No

| understand what the study is about.

| know what is being asked of me.

| understand that | can leave the survey at any point with
no issues.

| understand that my information will not be linked to me.

| understand that once | submit my answers, | may not be
able to have it destroyed because my data is fully
anonymous.

| am okay with my data being used to help the
researchers.

| agree to take part in the “Mobile Phone Rules in
School Study”

Please write your name here:
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Appendix 4. Interview Schedule for Participants

Using of Phone Pouch

e What are the rules?
e Do they stop you using your phone?
e Were you asked about your opinion of the mobile phone rules in
school?
e What do you think of the mobile phone rules?/What have you
thought about the mobile phone rules?
o Do you like/not like it?
o Why do you like/not like it?
e Do you think it is fair that phones are banned in school?
o  Why/why not?
e Do you believe that the phone rules have been good for you?
o Do you believe that your grades are better?
o Do you believe that you can pay attention in class better?
e Do you believe that the phone rules have been bad?
e Any other ways to that you might not use phones in schools?

Taught about Technology Use and Bullying

e Are you taught about online safety?
e Are you taught about cyberbullying?
e Do you think you should be taught about cyberbullying/online
safety?
o Would you like to learn more about it?

Participation Feedback

e How do you feel about being in this study?
o Wasitfun?
o Was it boring?
e Did we miss any other questions to ask you?
e Anything else you would like to tell us about the mobile phone rules
in school?
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