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January 2026
Dear Parents,

OPEN LETTER
Choosing Connection First: A Thoughtful Shift in Our Approach to Technology.

As a school, we are deeply committed to preparing our girls for a world where technology is
woven into every aspect of life - academically, socially, and professionally. Over the past few
years, we have introduced laptops into our classrooms with the intention of equipping our
students with the digital skills they will unquestionably need in tertiary education and in the
workplace. We remain passionate about ensuring that our girls are confident, capable, and
able to navigate online spaces responsibly.

However, through ongoing reflection, research, and careful observation, we have
recognised challenges that we cannot ignore.

While technology brings exciting opportunities, such as immediate feedback, dynamic
learning tools, and innovative teaching methods, we began to notice an unintended shift in
our classrooms. Many of our younger students, particularly in Grades 8 and 9, were starting
to hide behind their screens. Instead of engaging fully with their teachers and peers, eye
contact decreased, participation lowered, and real human connection - something at the
very heart of who we are at St John’s D.S.G. - became harder to foster.

We also observed that introducing laptops at such an early stage added unnecessary
pressure. Entering Grade 8 is already a significant milestone, filled with new routines,
expectations, and social adjustments. For many students, being expected to manage a
device they had never used before created additional stress at a time when they most
needed grounding, guidance, and personal connection.

Alongside our own observations, we have spent considerable time engaging with current
research and wider educational conversations. During the course of last year, we often
referred to “The Anxious Generation” by Jonathan Haidt, which clearly outlines the risks
associated with excessive screen time and social media use - particularly for children and
adolescents. Heads of schools and educational experts around the world are grappling with
the same concerns, especially around the impact of smartphones in school environments.
Based on this research and these shared conversations, we believe it would be irresponsible
not to act decisively.

At St John’s D.S.G., our core values centre on people, relationships, and the development of
the heart as much as the mind. We believe in nurturing confidence, empathy, resilience, and
strong interpersonal skills, qualities that technology should support, not overshadow.
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After thoughtful and collaborative discussion among staff, we have made two intentional
decisions:

Firstly, we are withholding laptops from both Grade 8 and Grade 9. This allows us to focus
on personal interaction, foundational soft skills, and creating a learning environment where
our girls feel seen, heard, and genuinely connected.

Secondly, we are pleased to share our school’s commitment to becoming a smartphone-
free school from January 2026, in line with many schools locally and internationally. A
phone-free learning environment offers clear and meaningful benefits for both pupils and
teachers, including:

e Allowing pupils to focus on their academics and develop socially without the
distraction and influence of phones, social media, and games

e Improving concentration and engagement in learning

e Strengthening interpersonal connections between teachers and pupils, as well as
amongst peers

e Reducing bullying and other forms of digital drama

e Reducing anxiety, particularly among teenage girls

e Raising awareness among families about the impact of devices, social media, and
gaming on youth development

These decisions do not signal a move away from technology. Rather, they reflect our belief
that technology should be introduced with intention, at a stage where students are
emotionally ready, academically grounded, and able to use it responsibly and purposefully.

Our commitment to preparing our girls for the digital world remains unwavering, but it must
never come at the cost of their well-being, confidence, or sense of belonging. At St John’s
D.S.G., we will always choose what is best for the whole child, placing connection, character,
and care at the centre of everything we do.

Kind regards,

Lisa Akerman
Dupty Head: Head of Academics
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