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Digital Dilemma: The Case for Mobile Phone 
Restrictions in Schools

In today’s digital era, the widespread 

use of mobile phones by teenagers 

presents challenges, affecting their 

mental health, academic achievement, 

and social development. Since 

beginning my career, mobile phones 

have transitioned from luxury items 

to potentially problematic devices in 

young people’s hands. Don’t get me 

wrong, I am no technology hater or 

fearmonger. I have personally fully 

embraced every new tech at hand 

and make daily use of my own mobile 

phone and online connection. Having 

seen firsthand the negative impacts, 

I have also seen many ways that 

technology has served young people 

in positive ways we could never have 

imagined. 

As I start my third year as Principal of 

Wangaratta High School, I continue 

to advocate for stringent mobile 

phone restrictions during school 

hours, building on my experience in 

both international and independent 

schools. We’ve diligently enforced a 

policy that exceeds the Department 

of Education’s ban, emphasising the 

importance of a phone-free learning 

environment for student well-being 

and academic focus. Its widespread 

use and mixed support from the 

community, parents, and carers 

complicate policy enforcement, crucial 

for student learning and wellbeing. I 

seize this moment to advocate broadly 

for a uniform understanding that mobile 

phones disrupt student learning and 

wellbeing during school hours.

The relationship between mobile 

phone use and wellbeing, particularly 

among adolescents and young adults, 

has been a focal point of recent 

research and informs our determination 

in this area. Studies have consistently 

shown a correlation between excessive 

smartphone use and various mental 

health issues, including depression, 

anxiety, and impaired cognitive 

function. Studies point to difficulties 

in cognitive-emotion regulation, 

impulsivity, addiction to social 

networking, and changes in the brain’s 

grey matter volume. We now know that 

the mere presence of a smartphone 

reduces our brainpower, even though 

we feel they’re giving our full attention 

and focus to the task at hand. The use of 

mobile phones in bullying and inciting 

violence adds even more urgency and 

importance that they are excluded from 

the school day.

Prolonged mobile phone (think of an 

idle teen over summer or a weekend) 

use has been directly associated 

with depressive symptoms among 

adolescents, indicating a clear link 

between mobile phone use and mental 

health outcomes such as depression, 

anxiety, and stress  .  

As a parent or carer, I know that 

you will have struggled with the 

issue at times, and this informs our 

determination to be consistent and 

persistent in ensuring that the school 

day is mobile phone-free. If you haven’t 

yet provided your child with a phone, 

I recommend holding off as long as 

possible to allow for the requisite 

maturity. I can assure you that 16 and 

17-year-olds are doing very well and do 

not own a phone.

The core elements of our policy are as 

follows: phone use is strictly prohibited 

during the school day. Exemptions 

are granted to specific circumstances, 

such as for remote health monitoring 

or when seen by the teacher as an 

appropriate way to support learning. 

Students have been carefully and 

repeatedly briefed on expectations, 

and phones are confiscated if used. 

We only return phones to parents and 

carers and encourage parents and 

carers to leave the phone overnight 

at school in safe storage to ensure an 

appropriate ‘cost’ for non-adherence 

to expectations. For the policy to be 

effective, we need the persistent and 

consistent support of parents and 

carers. The school can pass messages 

and arrange contact for any matters 

during the day, so there is no need for 

phone calls to home and back – one of 

the most common excuses provided.

You can access our policy and 

additional parent/carer resources at 

whs.vic.edu.au/mobilephones 
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Be Curious, shape the new.

Our college theme for 2024 is, “Be 
curious, shape the new.” This theme was 
developed by our senior school leaders 
with the support of a staff team.

Last week I worked with my Year 12 
Human Journey class to explore how we 
have, and could, bring this theme to life.

We considered how we might apply 
this to being a member of the Galen 
Catholic College community.  As we 
explored the theme, I asked my class 
what they believe the key messages are 
that I should share with our community 
in future assemblies. Our Year 12 
students have had the opportunity to 
reflect on our theme for three days, 
while they were away on retreat earlier 
this term at Falls Creek. 

Firstly, my class of Year 12’s believe 
the theme encourages every student 
at Galen Catholic College to get out of 
their comfort zone and start something 
new. 

I then asked the class how a student 
may do this, while at the same time, I 
considered how a staff member may do 
this.

The group focussed on taking the 
chance to create new friendships 
throughout their years at Galen Catholic 
College. This is at the heart of being 
curious, this does involve at times 
getting out of your comfort zone. It can 
be a little risky, it can make you nervous, 
but the rewards are worth it.

I firmly believe that every conversation 
is an opportunity. An opportunity to 
shape the new and engage with other 
students beyond your current friendship 
groups. This is particularly so at the start 
of every school year. One of the best 
ways to do this is by simply starting a 
conversation or engaging in one.

Galen Catholic College is a large 
secondary school, there will always 
be opportunities to connect with 
new students or to reconnect with 
friendships that may have had in your 
junior years. 

This was highlighted to me in my 
retreat group last week. One student 
in the group believed the best activity 
they were involved in, was when she and 
another student with whom she spent 
time socialising during her junior years, 
reconnected. This happened through 
an activity we conducted on the final 
afternoon as we walked around the 

facility’s grounds. I know that several  
students also found this activity to be 
their favourite. 

Old friendships and new friendships 
are everywhere in a community of this 
size. These friendships lead to new 
opportunities.

The second theme the class spoke to 
when reflecting on how we could bring 
our theme to life was all students should 
explore everything. I fully agreed that 
staff should do the same.

When I asked what this looks like and 
what evidence shows they have tried 
new things, the group were quick to 
highlight the following.

Our extensive learning pathways which 
provide opportunities to engage in VET 
subjects such as Agriculture, Building 
and Construction, IT or Sport and 
Recreation. Exploring everything also 
had the class highlighting opportunities 
for engaging in activities such as 
VEX Robotics, local and international 
immersions, leadership positions 
and social justice and sustainability 
opportunities. The exact same could 
said for our staff. What pleases me the 
most is each of these opportunities 
listed by the students are facilitated by 
our passionate educators who help our 
students to explore everything.

These are all examples of what my 
Year 12 Human Journey class listed 
that showed they had been curious, 
where they decided to shape the new. 
While our Year 12 students only have a 
short time left with us at Galen Catholic 
College - 241 days to be exact - I know 
that based on their engagement in their 
retreat and the feedback I received 
from my Human Journey class, they are 
determined to be curious and shape the 
new for themselves and their year level, 
as they lead us throughout 2024.

One group of students encouraged a 
peer to share a quote that he had heard 
before.

“You always miss 100% of the shots 
you do not take.”

I love this quote and it is so true. So, 
for 2024 I will encourage our students 
and staff to take their shot and not let 
the opportunity slip by. In challenging 
ourselves and those around us we can 
be curious and shape the new for Galen 
Catholic College in 2024.
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