UNESCO endorses banning smartphones in schools
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The United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultu-
ral Organization (UNESCO)
has warned against an un-
critical rush toward em-
brace of digital products in
educational settings, not-
ing that “there is little ro-
bust evidence on digital
technology's added value
in education” and that “a
lot of the evidence comes
from those trying to sell it".
It cited the example of how
“Pearson funded its own
studies, contesting inde-
pendent  analysis  that
showed its products had
no impact”. At the same
time, there was ample evi-
dence of a negative link
between excessive screen
time and a child's educa-

tional performance and
emotional stability, it said.

The UN body's Global
Education Monitoring Re-
port, 2023, titled “Technol-
ofy in education: a tool on
whose terms?”, has en-
dorsed banning smart-
phones in schools in situa-
tions where “technology
integration does mot im-
prove learning or il it wor-
sens student well-being”, Tt
highlighted that “mere
proximity to a maobile dev-
ice was found to distract
students and to have a ne-
gative impact on learning
in 4 countries, yet less
than one in four have
banned smartphone use in
schools". It also cited re-
search studies to point out
that “banning mobile
phones from schools im-
proves academic perfor-
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mance, especially for low-
performing students™.
Detailing the rationale
for restricting smartphone
usage for children, the re-
port cited a study of young
people between the ages aof
two and 17 which *showed

that higher screen time
was associated with poorer
well-heing; less curiosity,
self-control and emotional
stability; higher anxiety;
and depression
diagnoses”.

The report also flagged

the higher costs of deliver-
ing basic education where
there is a dependence on
the setting up of digital in-
frastructure, and how this
could worsen the problem
of unequal access in low-
income countries. “Tech-
nology is often bought to
plug a gap, with no view (o
the long-term costs for na-
tional budgets. The cost of
moving to basic digital
learning in  low-income
countries and connecting
all schools to the Internet
in  lower-middle-income
countries would add 50%
to their current financing
gap for achieving national
SDG 4 targets,” the report
stated.

Another major concern
around the indiscriminate
use of digital technology in
sducation was children's

privacy. “Children’s data
are being exposed, yet only
16% of countries explicitly
guarantee data privacy in
education by law. One ana-
lysis found that 89%, of 163
education technology pro-
ducts recommended dur-
ing the pandemic could
survey children. Further,
38 of 42 governments pro-
viding online education
during the pandemic fos-
tered uses that risked or in-
fringed on children's
rights,” the report said.

Urging governmenis to
“putting learners first”
when it came 1o decisions
on the use of digital tech-
nology, the report urged
policymakers to ensure
child data protection laws
and accountability me-
chanisms tailored to chil-
dren,



