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Introduction (approximately 2 minutes)
      Good morning Chair, colleagues and audience. My name is Ana, and I am speaking in support of the motion that emergent technologies are more detrimental than beneficial to the skill set, mindset, social interactions, and overall well-being of children and young people.
     In education, emergent technologies are evolving digital tools used for teaching, learning, and communication (Veletsianos, 2016), such as smartphones, social media, game-based platforms, and generative artificial intelligence (AI). These technologies are characterised by uncertainty, change and disruption within educational settings (Veletsianos, 2016) and increasingly shape learning environments and classroom practice (Martin, Dennen and Bonk, 2020). Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems theory emphasises that children's development is influenced by multiple environments, including family and school (El Zaatari and Maalouf, 2022). As emergent technologies become integral to children's lives, Navarro and Tudge (2022) suggest updating this theory to a "neo-ecological theory" that considers both physical and digital interactions. This framework includes the microsystem (home, school, online), mesosystem (connections between spaces), exosystem (policies), macrosystem (cultural norms), and chronosystem (the accumulation of digital influences over time), which captures how digital influences accumulate over time to shape children's learning, behaviour, social, health and well-being (Navarro and Tudge, 2022). 
     My argument is that, although emergent technologies can support learning and communication, their overall impact is more often harmful than beneficial, particularly when attention, behaviour, safeguarding, and well-being are considered.
Round 1: Opening statement (approximately 4 minutes)
I will present four evidence-based arguments: emerging technologies diminish fundamental skill sets, disrupt mindset and emotional control, negatively affect social interactions and safeguarding, and adversely impact health and overall well-being.
1. Damage to Skill Sets (Attention, Self-Regulation, and Learning): Emergent technologies may improve basic digital familiarity, but that is not the same as developing the deeper skills education and employment require, such as sustained attention, self-regulation, critical thinking and task persistence. In England, 58% of secondary pupils—65% of Key Stage 4 pupils—reported unauthorised phone use in lessons, which they linked to loss of focus, disruption, and bullying. Students aged 11 to 18 spend about one-third of the school day on smartphones, which are associated with poorer cognitive control. The pervasive restrictions on mobile phone usage in educational settings are evident, with 90% of secondary schools and an overwhelming 99.8% of primary schools implementing such policies. This trend underscores the prevailing consensus that unregulated digital exposure is perceived as a significant obstacle to effective learning (Department for Education, 2026). Research suggests that routine exposure to digital media, particularly social media, poses developmental risks (Teague et al., 2026) by correlating frequent smartphone use with lower cognitive control, which is essential for concentration and task persistence (Telzer and Burnell, 2026, and may worsen ADHD symptoms, ultimately undermining support for learning (Thorell et al., 2024). While emerging technologies possess the potential to augment foundational digital literacy, imposing rigid boundaries may compromise the cognitive and behavioral underpinnings that are crucial for authentic learning experiences and the enhancement of future employment opportunities.
2. Negative Impact on Mindset (Anxiety, Compulsion, and Emotional Strain): Although emergent technologies may facilitate self-expression and confidence, excessive or compulsive use can lead to significant psychological challenges. Increased screen time in adolescents is linked to mental health issues, particularly with social media negatively impacting well-being (Santos et al., 2023). Problematic social media use has been associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress in young people, with the most harmful effects arising from compulsive engagement and loss of control (Shannon et al., 2022). Studies indicate that the greatest harms stem not from all usage but from dysregulated behaviours, suggesting that platform designs may encourage damaging practices (Sala, Porcaro, and Gómez, 2024).
3. Harm to social interactions and safeguarding (dependency, conflict, and online vulnerability): Digital connectivity is often seen as socially beneficial; however, increased connection does not guarantee healthier relationships. Recent data reveal that problematic social media use among adolescents in Europe increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022, with 12% at risk for problematic gaming, raising concerns about dependency and lower mental and social well-being, as problematic users often experience social strain rather than genuine connections (WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2024). In England and Wales, around 847,000 children aged 10 to 15 experienced online bullying in the year ending March 2023, representing 19.1% of this age group, indicating that online harm is a widespread issue (ONS, 2024). The NSPCC (2024) reported over 7,000 Sexual Communication with a Child offences in 2023/24, an 89% increase since 2017/18, with nearly half occurring on Snapchat. Moreover, Ofcom (2022) contend that bullying among children aged 8 to 17 is more likely to happen online than face-to-face, suggesting that digital environments can exacerbate peer harm. In Wales, the "Keeping Learners Safe" program highlights the importance of education personnel recognising well-being issues at an early stage and notes that digital engagement is regarded as a safeguarding concern (Welsh Government, 2021a). While it is crucial to bridge the digital divide, providing equal access to a potentially hazardous environment does not prove that the environment is beneficial for development.
4. Emerging technologies significantly impact health and well-being, affecting sleep, physical activity, and daily functioning. Research shows that screen use can impair sleep health in children and adolescents, and that pre-bedtime screen exposure worsens these effects (Hartstein et al., 2024). Additionally, bedtime screen behaviours correlate with shorter sleep duration and increased disturbances, leading to fatigue and irritability that hinder learning (Nagata et al., 2024). Limited recreational screen time has been linked to increased physical activity among children (Pedersen et al., 2022). In Wales, a whole-school approach to mental well-being emphasises fostering positive relationships and learner well-being, while addressing the pressures intensified by digital environments (Welsh Government, 2021b).
Emergent technologies do not simply expand opportunities; they are linked to reduced attention, emotional well-being, and social engagement, as well as disrupted sleep and lower physical activity. Benefits depend on strong adult supervision, while negative impacts on education and children's well-being are increasingly evident.
Round 2: Rebuttal (approximately 4 minutes)
· My debate partner argues that stronger governance suggests emergent technologies can be beneficial if risks are managed. However, I believe this framework indicates otherwise: the risks are significant enough to require ongoing regulation and intervention. The Online Safety Act was introduced because online spaces present serious threats to children (UK Government, 2023). Additionally, Ofcom's (2026) guidelines require services for children to conduct risk assessments and implement protections, underscoring the need for proactive measures before children engage with these platforms. While my partner may claim that the benefits of digital media outweigh the harms with proper controls, recent evidence links digital media use, especially social media, to risks affecting children's and adolescents' health (Teague et al., 2026). This necessitates targeted interventions. The conclusion is clear: the widespread nature of these harms calls for coordinated policy responses. According to Bronfenbrenner's theory, if schools, families, and policymakers must continuously monitor and regulate technology, these tools cannot be viewed as wholly beneficial to development; their advantages are conditional, while the harms are systemic (Navarro and Tudge, 2022).
· My partner highlights that children's rights and privacy protections enhance digital participation. I agree these safeguards are crucial, but should be seen as defences against risks rather than guarantees of benefits. The Children's Code requires online services that target children to implement high-privacy defaults and prioritise their best interests (Information Commissioner's Office, 2021). This necessity underscores that many online platforms were not originally designed with children's developmental needs and safety in mind, revealing the potential risks present in an unregulated environment.
· The opposing perspective holds that advocating for a "better use" of technology is preferable to promoting a reduction in its use. However, I argue that this view serves as a defensive strategy. In England, the updated guidance on Relationships Education, Relationships and Sex Education, and Health Education requires schools to educate students about harmful online content, manipulative interactions, and the commercialisation of personal data (Department for Education, 2025). Schools are therefore not just teaching children how to use technology but also equipping them to critically assess and protect themselves from its negative effects, reflecting a broader systemic concern. In Wales, the Hwb integrated impact assessment emphasises the potential for digital advancement while focusing on digital resilience and learner well-being (Welsh Government, 2026). The insistence on the safe and ethical use of generative AI highlights the need for cautious engagement with emerging technologies. If these technologies were inherently beneficial, such emphasis on safety and ethics would be unnecessary (Education Wales, 2026). Additionally, Welsh anti-bullying guidance addresses online harassment and harmful content as essential aspects of learner safety, complicating the perception of digital participation as purely beneficial (Welsh Government, 2025).
The opposition's argument is overly optimistic, conflating managed benefits with inherent advantages. Although emergent technologies can be useful in controlled settings, the evidence suggests their negative impacts on health, well-being, social interaction, and safety often outweigh any benefits.
Round 3: Cross-examination questions
My questions 
1. If emergent technologies are more beneficial than detrimental, why do schools in both England and Wales now need extensive safeguarding measures, including filtering, monitoring, anti-bullying responses and online safety education, to protect children from their effects? 
2. If digital tools genuinely strengthen children's development in the long term, how do you explain the evidence linking frequent smartphone use and problematic social media use with lower cognitive control, poorer mental well-being and weaker social functioning?
Answer to Question 1: If emergent technologies are ‘more detrimental overall’, how do we justify Wales treating digital competence as a core curriculum expectation, with an explicit framework for building confident, creative and critical digital skills?
Wales treats digital competence as a curriculum expectation because children need to function in a digital society, but that does not mean current digital environments are developmentally beneficial overall. Although digital competence is embedded within the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2026), recent evidence shows that frequent smartphone checking during the school day is associated with poorer cognitive control, which is fundamental to attention, memory, and self-regulation (Telzer and Burnell, 2026). This is reinforced by current English policy, which expects schools to prohibit mobile phone use during the school day due to concerns about distraction, disruption, and bullying (Department for Education, 2026). So, Wales teaches digital competence because it is necessary, not because unrestricted exposure to emergent technologies is harmless or net beneficial
· Answer to Question 2: Given the evidence that youth‑designed digital mental health support can be acceptable in trusted settings like schools, why frame technology mainly as harm rather than as a tool that can lower barriers to early help?
Evidence shows that youth-designed digital mental health support can be effective in trusted settings such as schools, because it differs from the broader digital environment children use daily. For example, MindMate2U was a co-designed six-week self-help web app for 14- to 18-year-olds in UK secondary schools, with a low-intensity parent component and clear signposting to school, local, and national support. Hugh-Jones et al. found it acceptable and feasible in that trusted setting, but it was designed as an adjunct to existing support pathways and still required further testing of its effectiveness. By contrast, the broader evidence shows that problematic social media use is associated with higher depression, anxiety and stress, and that digital media use is consistently linked with risks to child and adolescent health and development, particularly in relation to social media. So, a supervised intervention in a school cannot be used as evidence that the wider digital environment is beneficial overall (Hugh-Jones et al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2022; Teague et al., 2026).
Round 4: Closing statement (approximately 2 minutes)
Chair, to conclude, this debate centres on the net impact of emerging technologies on the experiences of children and young people, revealing that these tools are more detrimental than beneficial.
· Evidence indicates that frequent digital engagement leads to attentional fragmentation and reduced cognitive control, contradicting the notion of enhanced independent learning (Telzer and Burnell, 2026). Additionally, problematic social media use correlates with increased depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation among adolescents (Shannon et al., 2022). Online interactions often coincide with dependency and negative mental health outcomes, failing to strengthen healthy relationships (WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2024). Notably, excessive screen time impairs sleep quality in younger populations (Hartstein et al., 2024), and reducing screen use can boost physical activity levels (Pedersen et al., 2022).
· Furthermore, UK and Welsh policies substantiate these findings. In England, schools are required to manage mobile phone use to address concerns about focus and bullying (Department for Education, 2024). In Wales, digital initiatives emphasise safeguarding and learner well-being (Welsh Government, 2026), with guidelines calling for early identification of well-being issues related to online risks (Welsh Government, 2021b).
· This policy landscape does not support the notion of a predominantly positive developmental influence; instead, it underscores the need to protect children from a challenging environment. For these reasons, I urge the support of the motion: emerging technologies distort rather than enhance childhood and education, with developmental costs outweighing potential gains (Teague et al., 2026).
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