
T R I N I T Y  W E L L B E I N G

Play, boredom, spontaneous 
interaction, mild risk-taking: these 

are not optional extras in childhood. 
They are essential building blocks. 

Through them, children develop resilience, emotional 

regulation, attention, empathy and independence.

The case for a   
slower childhood
Why a little techno-scepticism  might  be one  
of the most  important  gifts we give our boys.



Studies have shown that adolescents 
experience more distraction when their 
smartphone use is “fragmented” (frequent 
checking) or “sticky” (long periods 
immersed without interruption). 

Both patterns work against the kind 
of deep concentration required for 
meaningful learning.

Boys, distraction and the dopamine loop

To understand the impact of smartphones 
on boys, it is worth considering how these 
devices are designed.

Modern digital platforms are engineered 
to capture and hold attention. 
Notifications, likes, infinite scrolling and 

algorithm-driven content 
all activate the brain’s 
reward system, releasing 
dopamine — the chemical 
associated with pleasure 
and motivation.

Over time, habitual use 
can reshape that system, 
reducing sensitivity to 
dopamine and increasing 
the need for constant 
stimulation.  

The result? Irritability, 
restlessness and difficulty 

focusing on tasks that do not provide 
immediate rewards.

For boys, who often benefit from clear 
goals, physical activity and tangible 
outcomes, this shift can be particularly 
disruptive. Homework competes with 
YouTube. Reading competes with gaming. 
Conversation competes with messaging.

The smartphone does not simply add 
another activity; it becomes a competing 
environment — one that is often more 
immediately rewarding than school, sport 
or family life.

Social connection: more or less?

One of the most common concerns 
parents express about limiting 

In an age defined by speed, connection 
and convenience, it can feel almost 
countercultural to pause and ask a simple 
question: Is all this technology, particularly 
in the hands of children, actually good  
for them?

For many families, the smartphone has 
become a rite of passage — an expected 
accessory of adolescence, handed over 
with a mix of excitement and unease. Yet 
increasingly, that unease is being backed 
by something more substantial: research, 
observation, and a growing body of lived 
experience among educators and  
parents alike.

Across Australia and beyond, schools are 
beginning to examine whether “earlier 
and more” is the right approach to 
technology access — or whether, in fact, 
later and less might better serve children’s 
development, learning and wellbeing.

This is not a rejection of technology. 
Rather, it is an invitation to practise what 
social psychologist Dr Jonathan Haidt calls 
“techno scepticism”— a healthy, curious 
questioning of how digital tools are 
shaping childhood, particularly for boys.

The great rewiring of childhood

Since the early 2010s, childhood has 
undergone a profound shift. Where 
previous generations spent long stretches 
of time outdoors, navigating friendships 
face-to-face and learning independence 
through unstructured play, today’s children 
increasingly inhabit a digital world.

Dr Jonathan Haidt, in The Anxious 
Generation, describes this as a “great 
rewiring” of childhood — one in which 
smartphones and social media have 
fundamentally altered how young people 
socialise, play and form identities.

“Before the iPhone,” Haidt writes, “there 
was a limit to the amount of screen time a 
child could have, so there was still time for 
play and face-to-face conversation.” 

The implication is not merely nostalgic. It 
is developmental.

Play, boredom, spontaneous interaction, 
mild risk-taking: these are not optional 
extras in childhood. They are essential 
building blocks. Through them, children 
develop resilience, emotional regulation, 
attention, empathy and independence.

When smartphones displace those 
experiences, something important is lost.

The hidden cost of constant connection

At first glance, the smartphone appears 
to offer everything a young person 
might need: connection to friends, 
access to information, entertainment on 
demand, and reassurance 
for parents through 
instant communication. 
But beneath these 
conveniences lies a more 
complex reality.

Research increasingly 
suggests that the presence 
of a smartphone — even 
when it is not being 
used — can reduce 
working memory and 
fluid reasoning, key 
components of learning 
and problem-solving. 

The reason is simple: attention is finite. 
When part of the brain is occupied with 
the possibility of incoming notifications, 
messages or social interaction, less is 
available for deep thinking.

For boys, this matters deeply.

Like many young learners, boys 
benefit from sustained attention, active 
engagement and clear structure, 
conditions that can be undermined by 
constant digital interruption.

Introduce a device designed to fragment 
attention — and to reward quick, frequent 
shifts of focus — and the challenge 
becomes exponentially greater.

Top 10 ways 
to be a smart 
device sceptic  
at home

1. Delay the first smartphone
Where possible, wait. A basic “dumb phone” can meet safety needs without opening 
the full digital world.

2. Create device-free zones
Bedrooms and the dinner table are a strong start. Protect sleep and family 
conversation.

3. Set a household charging station
All devices stay out of bedrooms overnight—parents included.

4. Prioritise real-world play
Encourage sport, outdoor time, hobbies and unstructured play—especially  
for younger boys.

5. Agree on screen-time limits
Set clear, consistent boundaries. Less negotiation means less conflict.

6. Watch for fragmentation
Frequent checking is a red flag. Help your child recognise when attention is being 
pulled apart.

7. Model the behaviour you want
Children notice everything. Your own device habits set the tone.

8. Talk openly about risks
Age-appropriate conversations about content, pressure and online behaviour build 
awareness and trust.

9. Build a parent network
Align with other families. Shared expectations reduce social pressure.

10. Keep asking the question
Is this helping my child thrive? If not, adjust. Techno-scepticism is an ongoing posture, 
not a one-time decision.

smartphone use is social connection. Will 
my son miss out? Will he feel excluded? 
Will friendships suffer?

These are reasonable questions. Yet the 
evidence suggests that the answer is not 
as straightforward as it might seem.

While smartphones enable constant 
communication, they can also displace 
richer, face-to-face interactions. Research 
indicates that excessive device use is 
associated with social deprivation and 
reduced quality of relationships.

In studies of families who deliberately 
delayed smartphone ownership, parents 
reported stronger relationships, greater 
engagement in offline activities and 
surprisingly few negative consequences 
for adolescents. 

For boys, in particular, friendship is often 
built through doing things together —
playing sport, building, exploring, joking, 
competing. These experiences are 
difficult to replicate through a screen.

The paradox of the smartphone is that 
it promises connection while often 
delivering isolation.

Sleep, wellbeing and the adolescent brain

Another critical area of concern is sleep. 
Adolescence is a period of significant 
neurological development. The brain 
is highly plastic, meaning it is shaped 
by experience. Sleep plays a vital role 
in this process, supporting memory 
consolidation, emotional regulation and 
physical health.

Yet smartphones are increasingly 
interfering with sleep patterns. Late-night 
scrolling, messaging and gaming delay 
bedtimes and reduce sleep quality. The 
blue light emitted by screens can also 
disrupt circadian rhythms, making it harder 
to fall asleep.

Poor sleep, in turn, is linked to a range of 
issues: reduced academic performance, 
increased anxiety, mood disturbances and 
difficulty concentrating. When combined 
with the pressures of adolescence, this 

The paradox of  

the smartphone is  

that  it  promises  

connection while often  

delivering isolation.
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Just as society sets age limits for driving, 
voting and alcohol consumption, there 
is a growing argument that access to 
powerful, always-connected digital 
devices should also be guided by 
developmental readiness.

What parents are telling us

Perhaps most telling is that many parents 
already sense these challenges.

Recent consultation with Trinity families in 
Years 3, 5 and 7 revealed a strong level of 
concern about the impact of smartphones 
on boys’ learning, focus and wellbeing, 
with nearly three-quarters reporting 
moderate to high concern

At the same time, a significant majority 
expressed support for delaying 
smartphone access.

Importantly, boys themselves recognise 
the need for boundaries. Students report 
appreciating phone-free family time 
and acknowledging that rules around 
technology — while sometimes unpopular 
— are helpful. 

This alignment between research, 
experience and instinct suggests 
that families are ready for a different 
conversation.

A community approach

One of the greatest challenges for any 
family is the feeling of going it alone.

“It’s all well and good for us to delay,” a 
parent might say, “but what if everyone 
else gets a phone?”

This is where community matters. When 
schools and families work together to 
create shared expectations, the pressure 

on individual parents is reduced. Norms 
shift. What once felt unusual becomes 
standard.

Haidt emphasises the importance of 
collective action — parents agreeing to 
delay smartphone access, set limits on 
screen time and establish device-free 
spaces and times. 

In doing so, we create an environment in 
which children are supported not just by 
rules, but by a culture that prioritises their 
development.

Reclaiming attention, reclaiming childhood

At its heart, the conversation about 
smartphones is a conversation about 
attention.

What do we want our boys to attend to? 
What do we want them to notice, to value, 
to engage with deeply?

Attention shapes experience. And 
experience shapes development.

If a boy’s attention is constantly 
fragmented — pulled towards 
notifications, messages and digital 
stimulation — his capacity to engage 
deeply with learning, relationships and the 
world around him is diminished.

But if we can create conditions that 
protect attention — through boundaries, 
routines and shared expectations — we 
give boys something increasingly rare and 
valuable: the opportunity to focus, to think, 
to play and to grow.

A posture of curiosity

To be techno-sceptical is not to be 
anti-technology. It is to ask thoughtful 
questions:

	▲ What is this device doing to my child, 
not just for my child?

	▲ What experiences might it be 
replacing?

	▲ Is my child developmentally ready for 
the responsibilities it brings?

creates a challenging environment for 
young people to navigate successfully.

Risk, exposure and readiness

Not all risks associated with smartphones 
are immediately visible. Children 
with unrestricted internet access can 
encounter content for which they are not 
developmentally prepared — whether 
that be explicit material, harmful social 
comparisons or content that reinforces 
unhelpful coping behaviours.

Haidt highlights particular concerns 
for boys, including early exposure to 
pornography and its potential impact on 
attitudes, expectations and relationships. 

This raises an important question: When 
is a child ready — not simply to use a 
device, but to navigate the world it opens?

It is also to recognise that childhood is 
short — and that some experiences, once 
missed, are difficult to recover.

Unstructured play, boredom, slow 
friendships, face-to-face conversation, 
building independence — these are 
not relics of the past. They are the 
foundations of a healthy future.

Looking ahead

As a community, we have an opportunity 
to think carefully about how we introduce 
young people to the digital world. Not 
in haste, but with intention. Not as 

individuals, but together. Not out of fear, 
but out of a desire to support our boys to 
flourish.

A slower approach to technology may feel 
countercultural. It may require courage 
and consistency. But it may also be one of 
the most powerful ways we can support 
our sons — not just to succeed at school, 
but to develop into focused, resilient and 
well-rounded young men.
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Abstract

Background/Objectives: The proportion of teenagers with access to a smartphone has reached
89 percent, marking a large increase in access to technology. Adolescence is a period of
neuroplasticity where functional, structural, and systemic changes occur. Teenagers have
experienced more persistent feelings of sadness and suicidality in recent years than ever
before. Given the changes in this generation of adolescents and because adolescence is a
period of neuroplasticity, this study seeks to understand the effects of smartphone use in
adolescence. Methods: This scoping review was guided by the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR).
A total of 104 articles met the criteria for inclusion. Results: Analysis of results revealed five
key themes: Psychological Disturbances (n = 52), Sleep (n = 43), Socioemotional Function
(n = 23), Executive Function (n = 14), and Sensory Processing (n = 1). Conclusions: Results
suggest that smartphones have a variety of effects on adolescent brain function that are
primarily negative. The results of this study can inform the general population about the
ways in which smartphone usage affects adolescent brain functioning. Further research
is warranted to determine a causal relationship between smartphone use and adolescent
brain functioning.

Keywords: adolescence; smartphones; brain functioning; psychological disturbances; sleep;
socioemotional functioning; executive functioning; sensory processing

1. Introduction
Since 2012, the proportion of teenagers with access to a smartphone has doubled

to reach 89 percent, marking a drastic increase in accessibility to technology for the new
generation of adolescents [1]. Having a smartphone has become vital because it provides
fast access to information, efficient communication, and social engagement [2]. In fact,
69 percent of adolescents say that spending time on their phone makes it easier for them
to pursue interests and hobbies, and 45 percent say smartphones allow them to perform
better in school [3]. However, 38 percent of adolescents admit to spending too much time
on their phones [3]. Research suggests a maximum of two hours per day should be spent
behind a screen; however, the average time teens spend using a smartphone is more than
three hours and 49 min per day [4,5]. Additionally, following the COVID-19 Pandemic, the
percentage of adolescents who spent more than two hours a day behind a screen increased
from nine to 69 percent [6].

Smartphones provide opportunities for many different types of activities, including
shopping, entertainment, and connecting with others. However, the design of smartphones
has been made to be compelling and difficult to put down once in use [7]. Some adolescents
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Abstract

Background: The use of mobile touch screen devices, e.g. smartphones and tablet computers, has become

increasingly prevalent among adolescents. However, little is known about how adolescents use these devices and

potential influences on their use. Hence, this qualitative study explored adolescents’ perceptions on their patterns

of use and factors influencing use, and perceptions and concerns from parents.
Methods: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with adolescents (n = 36; 11 to 18 years) and their parents/

caregivers (n = 28) in Singapore recruited to represent males and females across a range of ages from different

socioeconomic groups. Prompts covered weekday and weekend use patterns, types of activities, perspectives on

amount of use, parental control measures and concerns. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. Transcripts were

coded and thematic analysis was carried out.Results: Smartphone was the most common mobile device owned and used by many of the adolescents, while

only some used a tablet. Many adolescents and their parents felt that adolescents’ MTSD use was high, frequent

and ubiquitous, with frequent checking of device and multitasking during use. Reported influences of use included

functional, personal and external influences. Some of the influences were irresistibility of mobile devices, lack of

self-control, entertainment or relaxation value, and high use by peers, family and for schoolwork that contributed to

high use, or school/parental control measures and lack of internet availability that limited use. Most adolescents

were generally unconcerned about their use and perceived their usage as appropriate, while most parents

expressed several concerns about their adolescents’ use and perceived their usage as excessive.
Conclusions: This study has provided rich insights into the patterns and influences of contemporary mobile device

use by adolescents. Mobile device use has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily routines, and was affected

by several functional, personal and external influences which either facilitated or limited their use. There also

seemed to be a strong inclination for adolescents to frequently check and use their mobile devices. There is an

urgent need to understand the implications of these common adolescent behaviours to inform advice for wise

mobile device use by adolescents.
Keywords: Adolescent, Mobile touch screen device, Smartphone, Tablet computer, Qualitative research
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...This alignment  between research, experience  

and instinct  suggests that  families are ready for  

a different  conversation.




