
LET’S TALK ABOUT 
SMART PHONES



DISCUSSION TOPICS

• Research on the 
impacts of screens on 
young people 

• The brain science 
behind the response 

• Wait Until 8th 
movement 

• What to do?



• In 2017, the average high school senior spent 6 hours a day doing leisure 
online activities. (Does not include TV or homework.) 

• Average 8th grader spent 5 hours a day on leisure online activities. 

• Average teen checks phone 80 times a day. Average adult, 150! 

• Data suggests that adults are just as addicted to their phones as kids. 
iPhone users, look at your stats on screen time in the settings menu.  

(Source of statistics: iGen, Dr. Jean Twenge.)

A PICTURE OF ADDICTION



• Dr. David Greenfield, founder of the Center for internet and 
technology addiction, described it as having a portable 
dopamine pump in your pocket. Basically, a mini-slot machine 
that variably rewards us so we keep going back.  

• Apps/Websites/Video Games are made addictive by 
design (notifications, streaks, likes, etc. ) 

• But, even more alarming than dopamine in terms of negative 
health effects, is the brain’s production of cortisol, the stress 
hormone, which affects heart rate, blood pressure, blood 
sugar and brain function. 

• Our phones may be threatening our health and shortening 
our lives. (NYTimes, May 2019) 

• “Every chronic disease we know of is exacerbated by 
stress,” says Dr. Robert Lustig, emeritus professor in 
pediatric endocrinology at the University of California, San 
Francisco, and author of “The Hacking of the American 
Mind.” “And our phones are absolutely contributing to 
this.” 

CHEMICAL IMBALANCE: THE DOPAMINE/CORTISOL LOOP



HOW DOES THIS MAKE YOU FEEL?

NOW IMAGINE YOUR 13 YEAR OLD SELF.



• Given all the time spent on the phone, what are they not doing?  

• Over 40% of teens are significantly sleep deprived. Sleep has the highest correlation with 
good mental health.  

• The Center for Disease Control and Prevention called insufficient sleep a public health 
epidemic last year.  

• According to experts, no one, adults included, should sleep within 10 feet of their 
phone. 

SLEEP DEPRIVATION



• This generation “is on the verge of the most severe mental health crisis 
for young people in decades.”-Dr. Twenge 

• The average age of smart phone ownership is now 10, down from 12 
in 2012. 

• 4 out of 5 tweens have a social media account. In 2015, 75% of 8th 
graders used social media everyday.  

• Kids report that it feels mandatory if you want to be included.

A MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS



• 1 out of 3 teens felt bullied online in 2016. 

• Think of this from all angles. The bullied, the bullies, the observers.  

• Depression, anxiety, and suicide rates are skyrocketing. By 2015, 1 in 5 teen girls 
experienced a major depressive episode in the last year. 

• Girls’ depression rates increased 50% from 2012-2015. Girls use social media 
more and report more body image issues and pressure to post sexy photos. 

• Boys depression rates increased by 21% from 2012-2015.  

• Social media use and depression are most strongly linked in tweens and 
younger teens. 

A MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS



• A 2017 study from UT Austin, McCoombs School of 
Business found that students with their phones in 
another room significantly outperformed those with 
their phones on the desk, and they also slightly 
outperformed those participants who had kept their 
phones in a pocket or bag.  

• Having a smartphone within sight or within easy 
reach reduces a person’s ability to focus and 
perform tasks because part of their brain is actively 
working to not pick up or use the phone. 

• In a 2012 study of college students, students who 
were not using their mobile phones scored a full letter 
grade and a half higher on a multiple choice test than 
those students who were actively using their mobile 
phones. (source: Journal of Communication Education) 

SMART PHONES ARE ACADEMIC DISTRACTIONS



• Researchers at Kent State University found that among 
more than 500 college students, more daily smartphone 
use correlated with lower overall GPAs and increased 
anxiety. (March, 2015) 

• “We believe smartphones are distracting students 
from learning,” said Jacob Barkley, Ph.D., an associate 
professor in the School of Health Sciences at Kent 
State. “Certainly they have functions relevant to 
education, such as information gathering and data 
management, but young people primarily use them 
for leisure. Online social networking, texting, gaming 
and streaming videos are common uses. With all of 
this entertainment available on the phone, high users 
are most likely studying less or studying less well 
because of their constant connection with the device.”

ENTERTAINMENT OUTWEIGHS ACADEMIC FUNCTIONS



• Findings from a 2015 Florida State University study 
published in the Journal of Experimental Psychology 
found that the distraction caused by a simple 
notification — whether it is a sound or a vibration — 
is comparable to the effects seen when users 
actively use their cell phones to make calls or send 
text messages.  

• "Although these notifications are generally short 
in duration, they can prompt task-irrelevant 
thoughts, or mind-wandering, which has been 
shown to damage task performance," the 
researchers wrote in the paper. "Cellular phone 
notifications alone significantly disrupt 
performance on an attention-demanding task, 
even when participants do not directly interact 
with a mobile device during the task.”

A SIMPLE DING HAS A HUGE IMPACT



• While we won’t understand long term repercussions for a while, a new study from the National 
Institutes of Health revealed a thinning of the prefrontal cortex, associated with lower IQs, of 9 and 
10 year old heavy screen users compared to their peers. (60 Minutes, December, 2018) 

• This study is tracking 11,000 9 and 10 year olds for the next decade so we will learn more as the 
research continues. 

• The same study revealed that kids that spend just 2 hours a day on screens got lower scores on 
thinking and language tests. 

• A 2019 study from University of Alberta found that by the age of 5, children who spent two hours or 
more looking at a screen each day were almost 8 times more likely to meet the criteria for a 
diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) when compared to children who spent 
30 minutes or less each day on a screen. 

• According to a nationally representative survey from Common Sense Media, half of 3-5 years olds 
in the U.S. stare at screens for more than 2 hours a day, a quarter spending more than 4 hours  

HEAVY SCREEN USE CHANGES BRAIN STRUCTURE

https://abcnews.go.com/Health/adhd-rates-kids-increased-past-20-years-study/story?id=57526368


• Current research suggests that so much of tween/teen reactions to screens is a 
matter of basic biology. The adolescent brain is very different from an adult’s.  

• Studies from the National Institutes of Health and McGill University show that 
the part of the brain that plans, controls impulses, and curbs antisocial 
behavior (pre-frontal cortex) is still forming and changing around the age of 
puberty.  

• Furthermore, the part of the brain that controls feelings and reactions (limbic 
system) is programmed to explode at puberty but is not well connected to this 
impulse control command center yet. What could possibly go wrong?  

• As the pre-frontal cortex matures, older teenagers can reason better, develop 
more impulse control, and make better judgements. 

• All to say, this is not a matter of willpower or behavior issues. Tweens and 
young teens have difficulty physiologically controlling their responses and 
reactions well.

MORE THAN A MATTER OF WILLPOWER



WAIT UNTIL (AT LEAST) 8TH
• Wait Until 8th is a movement that makes it easier for parents and kids to wait to get a smart phone. 

• There is a checklist on common sense media that helps you to determine if your child is ready 
for a smart phone but many experts recommend waiting until at least 13. Many silicon valley 
executives are waiting until 15 or later with their own children. 

• The goal of this movement is to make it easier to wait if that is better for your child/family. Kids and 
parents are feeling pressure to get smart phones and delaying giving a smart phone is helped 
knowing there’s a network of families doing it so you can provide support and your child is not 
socially isolated. 

• How it works: 

• Sign up at waituntil8th.org. By signing, you agree to wait until at least 8th grade to give your 
child a smart phone. The act of signing is crucial so that you can build a network. 

• IT DOES NOT MEAN YOU CAN’T GIVE YOUR CHILD A BASIC PHONE WITH CALL/TEXT 
FUNCTIONS. The idea is to avoid the pitfalls of the internet in your pocket. 

• It is totally okay to give your child a basic phone or hacked smart phone with call/text 
functions if you would like. The Wait Until 8th website also gives tips for making a smart 
phone a dumb phone. 

• Once 10 people in a grade at a school sign up, you find out who each other are so you can 
support each other and build a bigger community.

http://waituntil8th.org


OVER 150 MONTCLAIR FAMILIES HAVE SIGNED THE PLEDGE

WAIT UNTIL 8TH BY SCHOOL

Number of Families

Bradford 11

Bullock 44 (25 in February)

Edgemont 22

Hillside 37

Nishuane 23

Northeast 13

Watchung 10



11 BRADFORD FAMILIES HAVE SIGNED THE PLEDGE

BRADFORD-BY GRADE

Grade Number of Families

K 0

1 5

2 2

3 0

4 3

5 1



WHAT CAN WE ALL DO?
• Be aware of the model you are setting! Adults 

are just as addicted to their phones as kids. 

• Install an app that monitors your own usage. 
UPDATE: Apple has removed a lot of these 
helpful apps.  

• Power down screens at least an hour before 
bedtime and do not sleep within 10 feet of your 
phone. Set “do not disturb” on your phone. 

• Turn off notifications, except the ones you 
need. Notice the physical and emotional 
effects specific apps have. Take breaks to 
reset your chemistry! 

• Get educated on the data and raise awareness 
with each other.



WHAT CAN WE ALL DO?
• Figure out if Wait Until 8th is right for your 

family and consider spearheading the 
movement for your grade. 

• Thank the district’s superintendent and 
middle school principals for embracing an 
“off and away” policy this year. High 
School? 

• Talk to your kids about the research. Ask 
them why they want a phone. Let them 
know they are being manipulated. Experts 
say kids will be more compliant with the 
limits if they understand why they are being 
set. Smart phones have lots of upsides so 
it’s important for them to learn how to use 
them effectively.


