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Smartphones in schools? Or not . . .



Evidence, consultation, advocacy . . .

"I am actually not against [phones in schools], if they are 
used in moderation. For example, in my school, we are 
allowed to use our phones during breaks or maybe 
sometimes during the lessons for school stuff, but a lot of 
the time we have to hand in our phones at the start of the 
lesson…I do agree with this rule, because a lot of my 
classmates then started using phones to play games, 
which would then distract the whole lesson.” (Sara, 15, 
Slovenia)

"Phones can be useful for learning 
and staying connected, but they can 
also distract students. Instead of 
banning them completely, schools 
could have clear rules about when 
phones can and can’t be used. That 
helps students learn balance and 
focus while still keeping access 
when it’s needed for learning or 
emergencies.” (Adil, 16, Canada)

”Phones should be used in 
school as they are part of our 
everyday lives, and school is 
supposed to make our lives 
better. Instead of restricting 
phone use to the degree where 
students dislike it, we should 
make sure at least a majority of 
children want to learn and 
know why school is necessary.” 
(Sher, 16, Indonesia)



These questions are bigger than smartphones

EdTech - “Technology deployed by schools for educational purposes that is 

used by or impacts on children. It covers various tools, including digital 

platforms, learning management systems, online resources, AI character 

chatbots, educational apps, and software.”



Crossroads of pedagogy, profit and rights



A children’s rights approach to EdTech

Source: Designs © UNICEF



General comment No. 25



So what does good look like for children?



I think there are questions about 
Google and the use of data, and 
there are questions about how 
Google and Microsoft and 
Amazon become part of the 
infrastructure of education, and 
how that goes beyond just 
remote learning, or beyond a tool 
that you use at certain times or 
to support your practice. 
(National Education Union)



Better EdTech “by design and default”



Better EdTech futures for children

The research investigates how EdTech shapes learning and rights in diverse 

contexts, to stimulate a debate (in the UK) about:

1. Which EdTech systems are 

being used by children, for 

what purposes?

2. How does EdTech impact on 

children's rights, including to 

education, and does this vary 

according to their 

circumstances?

3. What are children’s 

experiences, views and 

calls for change?

4. Can EdTech features be 

redesigned to maximise 

benefits and minimise 

harms to children’s 

learning and rights? 



Child 
participation 
research, 
primary schools 
(200+ UK 
children)



Child participation, secondary schools (200+)



‘[W]e're a Google reference school […] we 
kind of find out about all the updates and 
things quickly and get training from Google 
[…] I've just been in Madrid in half term for 
three days for a symposium where you 
find out about updates […] We knew with 
Google that the information was very 
secure and safe, and a lot of us were 
already using Google-based things. We 
wanted to put all of our planning and stuff 
on the cloud, and we knew that they were 
going to be very robust in keeping data 
and leading the way with the AI and things 
like that.’        (Year Lead, Primary, England) 

EdTech procurement: Who decides and how?



Gamification in EdTech

‘Blooket is like another way of 
like doing quizzes like these 
little games that you get asked 
questions and it's like whoever 
has like the most points or 
something at the end wins.’ 

(Year11, Northern Ireland)



Homework timers: Setting children up to fail
‘[The] time limit, […] when it's, like, going 
too low, yeah, I just go a little bit more 
faster. And when people go a little bit 
more faster, they get the wrong 
answer. And I'm going to get the wrong 
answer. Like, I'm crazy.’ 

(Year 5, England)

‘If you leave it for, like, I don't know, 10 
minutes to go to the toilet, it's going to 
knock you out.’

(Year 9, England)



Homework apps and AI

‘I use Gauth because Sparx does 
not help you learn at all. It just 
gives you the question. It has a 
video, but sometimes the question 
that they're doing in the video is way 
easier than the question that you're 
doing. So if you don't understand it, 
then there's no way for you to do it 
without searching it up or asking 
somebody.’ 

(Year 9, England)



AI for lesson plans
‘I’ve seen some resources that 
teachers have made for their learners 
using AI that have obvious errors or is 
clearly being used as a labour-saving 
device rather than one that optimises 
learning. […] I’ve been asked to cover 
classes before and been given lesson 
plans that are AI-generated 
and almost entirely useless.’

(Creative Media Teacher, Secondary, 
England)



So, what is a better EdTech future for children? 
and what are the implications for their rights?



Thank you! And thanks to the DFC team
Visit https://www.digital-futures-for-children.net/home 
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