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SCREEN BREA

Headteachers from independent schools tell us why they welcome
the government’s social media ban for under-16s, and how they equip
students with skills that technology can’t replicate

t may be one of the most hotly contested

issues of recent years, but there were very

few parents across the UK who didn't rejoice

when the government announced in June

that it would bring in a social media ban for
under-16s.

Following in the footsteps of Australia, which
announced a ban in December, the first set of
regulations is due to be laid out before the end
of the year, with the ban set to come into force
in spring 2027. It will mean children under 16
will no longer be allowed to access social media
apps including Instagram, YouTube, TikTok,
Snapchat, Facebook and X, though messaging
services such as WhatsApp will be exempt.

The ban has been brought in thanks to
overwhelming public demand, highlighted in
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an extensive national consultation run by the
government from March to May 2026. The
results were irrefutable, with nine in 10 parents
backing a social media ban for under-16s, and
two-thirds of young people agreeing under-16s
should not be allowed to use at least some social
media platforms. According to the government,
these changes are designed to “reset the rules so
that children are protected from the platforms
and online features that create the most harm”.
Parents have been clamouring for tighter
regulations for children using social media
platforms for years, with fears around issues
such as cyberbullying and online safety growing
ever stronger. Last year, Australia published a
report that revealed that 96 per cent of children
aged 10 to 15 in Australia used social media,

and that 70 per cent of them had been exposed
to harmful content such as violence, misogyny
and eating disorders.

Meanwhile, one in seven reported
experiencing grooming from adults or older
children, and more than half had experienced
cyberbullying. “I am not prepared to
compromise on the safety and happiness of our
children, and that is why this ban must happen,
and why this ban will happen,” said former UK
prime minister Keir Starmer.

One key question is how do schools feel about
the ban? Those we spoke to in the independent
education sector unanimously welcomed the
new legislation. “We believe this is a really
positive first step,” say Alexandra Haydon and
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Katharine Woodcock, the heads of Francis
Holland Sloane Square in Belgravia and
Francis Holland Regent’s Park in Marylebone
respectively.

“The physical and emotional consequences of
smartphones and social media affect every part
of a child’s life, as is proven by the clear spike
in teenage mental health problems since 2012,
coinciding with the introduction of smartphone
and social media apps.

“Pastoral care and pupil wellbeing are
paramount at our schools, and we place a
strong emphasis on the development of skills
that technology and AI cannot replicate —
empathy, social influence, true creativity,
resilience — to set our pupils apart in the world
beyond school. We are confident that the ban
will greatly enhance these pivotal aspects of
our educational offering.”

Rachel Bailey, the head of Benenden School
in Kent, agrees. “We welcome anything that will
support young people everywhere to achieve a
healthy balance between their lives online and
offline,” she says.

She goes on to address one question that
many teens and pre-teens have raised: what
will young people do with all that time they
would have spent online? “The reality at
Benenden is that our students simply don’t
need their phones in the way many
young people elsewhere do — and
that is by design. From early
morning training sessions to
orchestra rehearsals, theatre
productions, debating
societies and art studios
open into the evening,
there is an energy to
boarding life that leaves
little space — or need —
for doomscrolling.”
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“TECHNOLOGY IS PRESENT,

SOMETHING [OUR S

BUT IT IS INTENTIONAL

TO CREATE,

TO SOLVE PROBLEMS AND TO THINK CRITICALLY,

RATHER THAN SIMI

Rachel Bailey,

having access to social media is far outweighed
by the social and mental health benefits of not
being exposed to its dangers,” say Haydon and
Woodcock.
“We value pupil voice very highly
at our schools and will work closely
with our pupils to help identify what
they feel they are missing out on
to ensure we can offer alternative
forms of it in our curriculum,
co-curriculum, futures programme
and enrichment.”
Bailey says: “This is
not about rejecting
the modern world -
quite the opposite.
Our students engage
with technology in
meaningful, purposeful
ways: developing digital
literacy, exploring
Al and learning the
principles of algorithmic
thinking that will
shape their futures.
Technology is present,
but it is intentional —
something they use to
create, to solve problems
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LY TO CONSUME”

Benenden School

XANDRA HAYDON

and to think critically, rather than simply to
consume. Of course, our students do use social
media but by the time girls leave Benenden,
they have developed habits of healthy, balanced
use. They understand that phones are tools, not
companions; that technology should serve their
lives, not dominate them.”



