
 

 
 
 
Growing up in the online world: a national conversation 
 
Response of the Association of School and College Leaders 
 

A. Introduction 

1. The Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) is a trade union and 
professional association representing over 25,000 education system leaders, 
heads, principals, deputies, vice-principals, assistant heads, business leaders 
and other senior staff of state-funded and independent schools and colleges 
throughout the UK. ASCL members are responsible for the education of more 
than four million children and young people across primary, secondary, post-
16 and specialist education. 

2. ASCL welcomes the opportunity to contribute evidence to the ‘growing up in 
the online world’ consultation. Our response is based on the views of our 
members, obtained through roundtables, Tell Us inbox and council 
committees alongside unprompted emails and messages. 

3. When considering the impact of any proposals on different groups, it is 
ASCL’s policy to consider not only the nine protected characteristics included 
in the Equality Act 2010, but also other groups which might be 
disproportionately affected, particularly those who are socio-economically 
disadvantaged. 

 

B. General Points  
 

4. ASCL welcomes the opportunity to contribute feedback to this consultation. 

5. ASCL welcomes the government’s consultation on young people’s use of 
social media and online safety. School and college leaders see first-hand the 
harm these platforms can cause to children and young people’s wellbeing.  

6. ASCL therefore supports an approach in which children, young people and 
their families have access to education which supports safe use of social 
media, alongside the governments drive to hold the social media companies 
to account. 

7. ASCL believes this consultation needs to have a wider lens on the effect of 
addictive technology (social media, online platforms, AI and the content freely 
available on them) on children and young people, and indeed in our society 
more generally.   

8. ASCL is advocating in this response for clearer and stronger regulation of the 
technology firms rather than simply regulating children. The government could 



use regulation already embedded in the Online Safety Act and enforce it 
effectively.  

9. All technology platforms and products should be regulated for safety as all 
other sectors in society are; road and transport safety, liability in the public 
realm, in schools, in food safety and so on.  

10. ASCL cautions against the misapprehension that a blanket ban on social 
media for U16s and banning smart phones in schools will ‘solve the problem’ 

11. ASCL agrees that schools should be phone-free during the school day, with 
appropriate flexibilities as already reflected in most school policies. ASCL 
urges the government to provide schools with practical support and funding for 
the safe and secure storage of mobile phones.  

12. We recognise any restrictions can make the issues young people experience 
even less visible to the adults in their lives. This, as the Molly Rose 
Foundation argues, actually heightens rather than reduces the risks to young 
people.  

13. Our members tell us social media is driving significant peer-on-peer harm, 
including cyberbullying, friendship fallouts, and anxiety that then surface in 
school as behaviour, wellbeing, and safeguarding concerns. 

14. ASCL has also raised concerns about mobile phone misuse where pupils are 
routinely recording staff and peers without consent and sharing content online, 
creating serious issues around privacy, safeguarding, and trust in the 
classroom. 

15. Young people’s exposure to harmful online content (pornographic, violent, 
misogynistic or extremist material) is shaping attitudes and behaviour that 
school leaders must then challenge and manage. 

16. Staff and schools are increasingly targeted by online abuse, harassment, and 
reputational attacks (including negative parent posts, ridicule of teachers and, 
in some cases, deepfakes), adding emotional strain and workload for leaders. 

17. Social media is amplifying and publicising disputes involving schools, turning 
local issues into public campaigns or complaints that leaders must handle 
carefully and defensibly. 

18. In the absence of effective government attempts to regulate the technology, 
ASCL sees the banning of social media by age may well be necessary. 

19. ASCL is concerned about the creation of a ‘cliff edge’ at 16 and the impact on 
schools and colleges of a cohort with access to an unregulated world of 
content and technology, and the impact on children and young people.  

20. ASCL recognises the current lack of consideration given to the quality of time 
spent online and the need for a strong focus on digital nutrition for school age 
children. 

21. The monetisation of children is a more serious societal issue. The risks to 
young people of sharing images online are now being seen more consistently 
by school and college leaders with deep fakes and sextortion becoming 
common place.  



22. ASCL believes greater recognition and exposure to the economic interests of 
technology firms in monetising young people’s behaviour at play here should 
be clear in the consultation.  

23. ASCL is concerned that the framing of the inquiry indicates that the 
government is holding young people, their families and their schools 
responsible for regulating the attention economy, rather than the technology 
firms. 

24. ASCL is playing close attention to what is happening where bans have been 
instigated and what we can learn from the experience. Early reports from 
Australia, for example, suggest a ban is not protecting young people as 
intended, with significant numbers of young people continuing to access 
‘banned’ content. 

 

C. Questions 
 
 
Q9. What are the benefits of social media use, and being online, for children? 
 

25. ASCL recognises that children and young people derive real benefits from 
being online. These encompass socialising, networking, engaging with peer 
groups, entertainment, and of course, education.  

26. For education and from a school and college leader perspective, access to an 
infinite resource of academic interest, or other passions (sports results, 
cultural interests, how to videos on every imaginable topic) is now 
infrastructural in children’s (and indeed adult) lives.  

27. Research highlights the value of online spaces for communication, belonging, 
identity development, creativity and access to education, and shows that 
many young people use digital platforms to sustain friendships, share 
interests, document memories and access learning resources. 

28. ASCL would also note that online communities can be particularly important 
for some groups of children and young people, including those who may feel 
isolated or marginalised offline. For some, these spaces provide affirmation, 
support and connection that may not be readily available elsewhere. 

29. ASCL notes this question conflates ‘social media’ and ‘being online’. More 
clarification is needed about whether the government means access to 
technology devices (for example smart phones, tablets), access to content 
providers/platforms (for example YouTube, TikTok, Instagram), access to 
websites (for example BBC Bitesize, Google), messaging applications (for 
example WhatsApp, iMessage). The benefit/risk effects of each can be very 
different. 

30. Increasingly these various products and services are blending a vast array of 
functionalities (for example short form video, messaging, group chat, image 
editing, livestreaming, self-publishing, contact lists, a ‘for you’ page). The use 
of AI and highly sophisticated addictive techniques is endemic to these 
services and the landscape is constantly changing. The benefit/risk effects of 
each may be very different now, in the near term and in the long term.  



 

Q10. What are the harms or risks of social media use, and being online, for children? 
 

31. ASCL is concerned that online harms are not incidental and are amplified by 
platform design. The evidence shows that recommender systems in social 
media products can rapidly increase exposure to misogynistic, self-harm, 
eating disorder and other harmful material. Such content is often normalised 
and gamified through apparently entertaining or low-friction formats. 

32. Our members tell us that they are also seeing the offline consequences of 
these online environments. Harmful attitudes, misogynistic language, 
image-based abuse, inappropriate social comparison, disrupted sleep and 
poor concentration do not remain in screens; they can spill into peer 
relationships, behaviour, wellbeing and school culture. 

33. ASCL is clearly concerned about the impact these harms have on children, 
and indeed the well-being of our members and school and college educators 
who are having to manage the wider effects of these harms on school life.  

34. ASCL captured the concerns of our members regarding technology firms in 
our report with UCL & University of Kent, Safer Scrollingi. This explicitly 
recognises it is not the behaviours of young people but the targeting of their 
attention by technology and content firms that amplifies and gamifies toxic 
messaging.  

 
Q11. Do you think the benefits of children using social media, and being online, 
outweigh the risks, or the other way around? 
 
a. Benefits strongly outweigh the risks 
b. Benefits somewhat outweigh the risks 
c. Benefits and risks are roughly equal 
d. Risks somewhat outweigh the benefits 
e. Risks strongly outweigh the benefits 
f. Don’t know / Prefer not to answer 
 

35. ASCL’s view is that at present, the risks somewhat outweigh the benefits. 
While there are clear benefits in communication, creativity and access to 
information, the current digital environment places too much responsibility on 
children, families and schools to navigate systems that are designed to 
maximise attention and engagement rather than children’s wellbeing. 

 
Q12. Would you support a legal requirement for social media services to have a 
minimum age of access? 
 
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Don’t know/Prefer not to answer 
 

 
i https://www.ascl.org.uk/ASCL/media/ASCL/Help%20and%20advice/Inclusion/Safer-scrolling.pdf 



36. Yes. ASCL supports a clearer and more robust minimum age framework than 
is currently in operation, as existing age restrictions are too easily 
circumvented and are weakly enforced in practice. 

37. However, ASCL does not regard age thresholds as a complete solution. Any 
legal minimum age must sit alongside 1) stronger regulation and enforcement 
of platform design and effective age assurance, and 2) significant investment 
in digital literacy for children, parents and the wider public. 

38. ASCL refers to points 29 and 30 above and what is meant by ‘social media 
services’ specifically. This clarification is required throughout this consultation.  

 

Q13. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “Social 
media services should have a minimum age of access of at least 16 and should not 
be accessible to any children under that age” 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

39. ASCL somewhat agrees. The case for a higher threshold is understandable 
considering the public health and child protection concerns associated with 
compulsive design, harmful content and immature users being exposed to 
commercial systems built to capture attention and data. 

40. However, ASCL does not agree that a ban on under-16s is a ‘silver bullet’ 
solution. The evidence base is complex, young people’s online lives are 
nuanced, and a blanket ban risks displacement to less regulated spaces, 
inequitable impacts, and insufficient preparation for the online environments 
that young people will later enter. 

41. ASCL refers to points 29 and 30 above.  

 

Q14. Would you support a legal requirement for social media services to have a 
minimum age of access lower than 16? If so, at what age would you set it? 
 
a. Yes – 13 
b. Yes – 14 
c. Yes – 15 
d. No – not lower than 16 
e. Other (please specify) 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

42. ASCL would prefer technology firms and content providers to be properly 
policed on age restrictions and some content control being up to 16 (suicidal 
ideation, for example) which is currently part of the proposed changes.  



43. ASCL refers to points 29 and 30 above as to what is meant by social media 
services.  

44. ASCL does not regard age thresholds as a complete solution. Any legal 
minimum age must sit alongside 1) stronger regulation and enforcement of 
platform design and effective age assurance, and 2) significant investment in 
digital literacy for children, parents and the wider public. 

45. If the Secretary of State is not prepared to exercise the powers available right 
(Online Safety Act) now to limit the toxic algorithmic programming now in use, 
ASCL supports age thresholds.   

 
Please explain the reasoning behind your answers about minimum age 
requirements. 
 

46. ASCL’s position is that the current arrangements are not working well enough. 
School leaders can see the consequences of poorly regulated social media 
environments in safeguarding concerns, behaviour issues, parental anxiety 
and increasing pressure on schools to deal with harms they did not create. 

47. Our research also shows that young people use digital spaces for connection, 
education and support, and that prohibition alone is unlikely to build long-term 
resilience or healthy habits. For that reason, ASCL would favour a balanced 
approach that combines tighter restrictions with better digital education, 
clearer industry accountability and stronger support for families. 

48. Introducing age thresholds may have the unintended consequence of simply 
delaying the issue and creating additional risks once the threshold is met.  
Young people must be prepared for the digital world they will inhabit as adults. 
Introducing arbitrary age limits could increase the risks for young adults 
entering online spaces for which they are underprepared. 

 
Q15. What do you think the impacts would be of having minimum age requirements 
higher than 13 for social media services? For example, impacts on the safety and 
wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents and carers, as well as other users. 
You could also comment on the impact on all users’ privacy and data or on business 
costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

49. A higher minimum age could reduce younger children’s exposure to harmful 
content, compulsive design features and late-night use that undermines sleep, 
concentration and wellbeing. 

50. However, ASCL would expect significant implementation challenges. These 
include the risk of displacement onto less regulated platforms or encrypted 
spaces, the possibility of inequitable access and circumvention, and increased 
pressure on schools to explain, mediate and respond to the consequences of 
a policy over which they have limited control. 

51. ASCL has broad concern about children and young people’s behavioural and 
confidential data being used as a monetising opportunity by technology firms, 
often without their or their parents’ informed consent.  



 
Q16. At what age do you think the age of digital consent in the UK should be set for 
information society services? 
 
a. 13 
b. 14 
c. 15 
d. 16 
e. Other (please specify) 

52. In the context of education, this question is only relevant if the existing 
protections in the Online Safety Act are not enforced effectively.  

f. Don’t know / Prefer not to answer 
 
Q17. What risks or burdens may be associated with raising the minimum age of 
digital consent? For example, ensuring parental consent, costs to industry, access to 
services, volume of requests, etc. 
 

53. ASCL is concerned about creating additional complexity for schools and 
colleges, parents, carers and schools without sufficiently addressing the 
underlying design of services that exploit children’s attention and data. 

54. ASCL has broad concern about intrusive age-assurance systems, data 
security and disproportionate effects on families who may not have ready 
access to formal documentation or who already face barriers to digital 
participation. 

 
Q18. What should be considered to make raising the digital age of consent effective 
and workable? For example, suitable approaches to verify users’ ages (including 
where parental consent is required) or suitable approaches to verify a parent or 
carer’s identity, age and relationship to the child. 
 

55. Any change would need to be accompanied by clear public communication, 
proportionate and effective age assurance and a far stronger expectation that 
platforms themselves design services in ways that are safer for children. 

56. ASCL also stresses the importance of digital literacy for both children and 
adults. School leaders cannot be expected to carry the burden of 
implementation without wider support and without better public understanding 
of how digital systems and algorithms actually work. 

 
Q19. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “There is 
a case for changing the digital age of consent for some online services but not 
others” 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 



f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

57. ASCL somewhat agrees. A differentiated approach is likely to be more 
proportionate, given that risks are shaped not simply by whether a service is 
labelled “social media”, but by its functionalities, recommender systems, 
business model and the kinds of interaction it enables. 

58. ASCL refers the government to the Online Safety Actii. 

 
Q20. Some online services allow their users to engage with the following 
functionalities. Do you think these functionalities should be age restricted so children 
below a certain age cannot engage with them? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Live streaming 
b. Ability to send nude images or videos 
c. Disappearing content 
d. Location sharing 
e. Connecting or talking to strangers 
f. None of the above 
g. Other (please specify) 
h. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

59. ASCL supports age restrictions for live streaming, the ability to send nude 
images or videos, disappearing content, location sharing, and connecting or 
talking to strangers.  

60. Clearly, no child at any age should be able to send nude images or videos, or 
connect to strangers in an unsafe manner, or make their location shareable to 
unknown contacts, or live stream themselves or see live streams of unsafe 
content.  

61. Whilst age checks are common, children bypass them. Internet Mattersiii 
reports that whilst 53% of children tell us they have had to verify their age, a 
third (32%) report having bypassed age checks, and 26% of parents admit 
allowing their child to do this. 

62. Significantly more work is needed by the government to hold technology firms 
accountable for enabling unsafe products and effect child safety.  

63. ASCL refers the government to the criminal offences clarified as a priority in 
the Online Safety Act.  

 
Q21. Based on your previous answers, please specify your preferred minimum age 
for each of the functionalities below: 
 
a. Live streaming 
b. Ability to send nude images or videos 
c. Disappearing content 

 
ii https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/online-safety-act-explainer/online-safety-act-explainer 
iii https://www.internetmatters.org/hub/research/online-safety-act-report-2026/ 

 



d. Location sharing 
e. Connecting or talking to strangers 
f.  None of the above 
g. Other (please specify) 
 

64. Clearly, no child at any age should be able to send nude images or videos or 
connect to strangers in an unsafe manner or make their location shareable to 
unknown contacts, or live stream themselves or see live streams of unsafe 
content.  

65. The focus here should be on the accountability of technology firms for 
enabling these actions and the prosecution of bad actors.   

 
Q22. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: 
“Restricting children’s access to these features/ functionalities, would provide for a 
safer online experience for children”. Features/functionalities include live streaming, 
the ability to send nude images or videos, disappearing content, location sharing and 
connecting or talking to strangers. 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

66. ASCL strongly agrees. The evidence suggests that some of the most harmful 
experiences children face online are linked not only to content but to the 
functionalities that enable harmful contact, rapid sharing, coercion, 
disappearance of evidence and exposure to strangers. 

67. It’s ironic we are suggesting age restrictions based on the recognition that the 
functionalities are as harmful as, or more harmful than the content.  

68. This exposes the poor premise being framed here: that of controlling 
children’s behaviours online rather than controlling production and distribution 
through existing regulation.  

69. It is already illegal to send nude images to anybody under 18iv.  

 
Q23. What do you think the impacts would be if some online services were required 
to introduce age restrictions on specific features and functionalities? For example, 
impacts on the safety and wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents and carers, 
as well as other users. You could also comment on the impact on all users' privacy 
and data or on business costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

 
iv https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sharing-nudes-and-semi-nudes-advice-for-education-settings-working-with-

children-and-young-people/sharing-nudes-and-semi-nudes-advice-for-education-settings-working-with-children-and-young-
people 



70. This could offer a more proportionate and targeted response than a simple 
blanket ban. Restricting specific high-risk functionalities could reduce some of 
the most acute safeguarding harms while preserving access to lower-risk and 
potentially beneficial uses of digital technology. 

71. For school leaders, however, any such approach would still require clear 
statutory guidance, effective enforcement by regulators and platforms, and 
strong communication with families. Without this, schools risk becoming the 
default interpreters and enforcers of a complex external system. 

 
Q24. The following design features are sometimes known as ‘persuasive’, meaning 
they may encourage children to stay online for longer. From the following list, please 
select the ones you think are particularly ‘persuasive’ to children: (Please select all 
that apply). 
 
a. Infinite scrolling 
b. Autoplay 
c. Affirmation features (e.g. ‘likes’, comments) 
d. Alerts and push notifications 
e. Content recommendation algorithms (these are algorithms which 
provide personalised recommendations on a user’s feed) 
f. None of the above 
g. Don’t know/Prefer not to answer 
h. Other (please specify) 
 

72. ASCL considers infinite scrolling, autoplay, affirmation features such as likes 
and comments, alerts and push notifications, and personalised 
recommendation algorithms to be particularly persuasive to children. 

73. ASCL is not in favour of any design features aimed at capturing children and 
young people’s attention in a way that might become addictive. 

74. ASCL believes it would make more sense to legislate (or enforce existing 
legislation) to change the way in which, for example, algorithmic content 
delivery functions, or infinite scrolling, would benefit all users rather than 
simply preventing one contingent from using the platforms. 

75. ASCL refers the government to the UCL/University of Kent Safer Scrolling 
reportv and UCL/ASCL Digital Nutrition reportvi as evidence of strategies that 
would inform educators, parents and children and young people about 
addictive qualities of these features. 

 
Q25. Which of these features do you think should be age restricted? (Please select 
all that apply) 
 
a. Infinite scrolling 
b. Autoplay 
c. Affirmation features (e.g. likes, comments) 

 
v https://www.ascl.org.uk/ASCL/media/ASCL/Help%20and%20advice/Inclusion/Safer-scrolling.pdf 
vihttps://www.ascl.org.uk/ASCL/media/ASCL/Help%20and%20advice/Leadership%20and%20governance/Digital-Nutrition-
rethinking-digital-literacy.pdf 



d. Alerts and push notifications 
e. Content recommendation algorithms (these are algorithms which 
provide personalised recommendations on a user’s feed) 
f. None of the above – they should not be age restricted 
g. Don’t know / Prefer not to answer 
h. Other (please specify) 
 

76. Clearly, no child at whatever age should be exposed to constant addictive 
patterns that lead to harm, whether intentionally or not.  

77. As point 57 above, whilst age checks are common, they do not (at present) 
always work.  

78. Significantly more work is needed by the government to hold technology firms 
accountable for producing unsafe products and the effect on child safety.  

 
Q26. Based on your previous answers, please specify your preferred minimum age 
for each of the features below. 
 
a. Infinite scrolling 
b. Autoplay 
c. Affirmation features (e.g. likes, comments) 
d. Alerts and push notifications 
e. Content recommendation algorithms (these are algorithms which 
provide personalised recommendations on a user’s feed) 
f. None of the above – they should not be age restricted 
g. Other (please specify) 
 

79. ASCL refers to point 76, 78 and 77 above. 

 

Q27. Would you support the following restrictions for children’s access to online 
services? (Please select one) 
 
a. Daily screen time limits for individual apps 
b. Restricting overnight access for individual apps 
c. Both – Daily screen time limits and overnight access for individual apps 
d. I would not support any of them 
e. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

80. ASCL would support both daily screen time limits for individual apps and 
restricting overnight access for individual apps. 

81. ASCL refers government to the recommendations and resources in the 
UCL/ASCL Digital Nutritionvii report. 

 

 
viihttps://www.ascl.org.uk/ASCL/media/ASCL/Help%20and%20advice/Leadership%20and%20governance/Digital-Nutrition-
rethinking-digital-literacy.pdf 



Q28. What do you think the impacts would be if online platforms were required to 
restrict specific features or functionalities, or to introduce time limits? For example, 
impacts on the safety and wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents and carers, 
as well as other users. You could also comment on the impact on all users' privacy 
and data or on business costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

82. These measures could help reduce compulsive use, protect sleep, and 
support healthier habits by addressing the structural features that keep 
children online for longer. 

83. ASCL regards this as preferable to placing sole responsibility on parents and 
schools to manage products that are intentionally engineered to retain 
attention.  

84. ASCL is extremely concerned that implementation must not create excessive 
burdens for schools or rely on them to compensate for inadequate action by 
the technology firms and regulators. 

 
Q29. What factors are important when determining which apps, sites or services to 
apply minimum age of access restrictions to? For example, user-to-user 
interaction, the ability to post material, persuasive design features, risky 
functionalities, ability to generate non-text mediums such as video or images, the 
target age group, the size of the service. 
 

85. There are many factors: user-to-user interaction, recommender algorithms, 
persuasive design, risky functionalities, the ability to post and share images or 
video, and the extent to which a service exposes children to harmful or 
extreme content. 

86. The same principles apply as in ASCL’s previous questions. ASCL would 
prefer technology firms and content providers to be properly policed on age 
restrictions and some content control being up to 16 (suicidal ideation, for 
example) which is currently part of the proposed changes.  

87. ASCL does not regard age thresholds as a complete solution. Any legal 
minimum age must sit alongside 1) stronger regulation and enforcement of 
platform design and effective age assurance, and 2) significant investment in 
digital literacy for children, parents and the wider public. 

 
Q30. Are there any types of apps, sites or services that you would want to be 
captured by minimum age of access restrictions? 
 

88. ASCL believes that any legislative regime must capture products and services 
that, whatever label they carry, function in practice like high-risk social media 
environments, especially where they amplify harmful content or enable unsafe 
interaction at scale.  

89. ASCL refers to points 85 and 86 above. 

 
Q31. What factors are important when determining which apps, sites or services to 



apply age-restrictions on specific features and functionalities? For example, 
user-to-user interaction, the ability to post material, persuasive design features, risky 
functionalities, ability to generate non-text mediums such as video or images, the 
target age group, the size of the service. 
 

90. The same principles as in point 85 and 87 should apply, with particular 
emphasis on whether the service enables private sharing, stranger contact, 
live interaction, algorithmic amplification and other features associated with 
grooming, coercion, abuse or addictive use. 

 

Q32. Are there any types of apps, sites or services that you want to be captured by 
age-restrictions to features/ functionalities? 
 

91. ASCL considers that the scope should include platforms and services where 
high-risk functionalities are central to the user experience, including those not 
always described as traditional social media but which present similar risks in 
practice. 

92. ASCL considers that AI technology services (for example Chat GPT) should 
be included in the assessment of features and functionalities that carry risk.  

93. ASCL refers the government to legislation already enacted in the Online 
Safety Act. 

 
Q33. Some services are already exempt from the Online Safety Act. Examples 
include internal business services, services with limited functionalities and services 
provided by persons providing education or childcare. Are there additional types of 
service which you think would be appropriate to exempt from age restrictions? These 
might include services whose primary purpose is delivery of educational content, 
services that offer specific child or teen accounts or versions, or services which offer 
parental controls. 
 

94. ASCL supports careful consideration of exemptions for genuinely educational 
services and lower-risk child-specific environments with robust and effective 
safety-by-design protections. Any exemptions would need to be tightly defined 
and clearly communicated so that schools and families are not left navigating 
ambiguity. 

 
Q34. What are the benefits to children of using AI chatbots? For example, this 
might include as a search function, for educational purposes, for creativity. 
 

95. ASCL recognises that AI tools can support learning, creativity and access to 
information, particularly when used in structured and critical ways as part of 
education.  

 
Q35. Which AI chatbot features are most risky for children? (Please select all that 
apply) 



 
a. The realism of interactions, including realism of content generated 
b. The personalisation of interactions 
c. How they mimic relationships (friendship) 
d. How they mimic relationships (romantic) 
e. How they mimic empathy 
f. Flattering language 
g. Features to encourage more questions/ requests (e.g. asking questions 
back) 
h. The ability to recall interactions across sessions 
i. The type of content generated – a) video, b) text, c) audio, d) image 
j. Allowing children to have accounts 
k. Hallucination or false, misleading responses 
l. Ability to engage in and generate mature content (e.g. sexual / 
romantic roleplay) 
m. Other (please specify) 
n. None of the above/AI chatbot features are not risky for children 
o. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

96. ASCL would be particularly concerned by personalisation, relationship 
mimicry, emotionally responsive design, persistent recall across sessions, and 
the ability to generate false, misleading or mature content. 

97. The risk of extreme harm through chatbots is very clearly illustrated, 
unfortunately, in child suicide.  

 
Q36. Which functionalities of AI chatbots should minimum age restrictions apply to? 
 

98. The same principles apply as in our response to Question 20 above.   

 
Q37. Should AI chatbots have minimum age restrictions? 
 
a. Yes – minimum age requirements for AI chatbots 
b. Yes – restrict access to certain features and functionalities 
c. Yes – both minimum age requirements and restricting access to certain 
features and functionalities 
d. No 
e. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 
Please explain the reasoning behind your answer 
 

99. ASCL would support both minimum age requirements and restrictions on 
certain high-risk features and functionalities. The same principles should apply 
here as elsewhere: children should not be left to navigate powerful persuasive 
technologies without proper safeguards. 

100. ASCL refers to points 42, 44, 46, 48 and 78 above. 

 



Q38. What do you think the impact would be of introducing age restrictions on AI 
chatbots or certain features and functions? For example, impacts on the safety and 
wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents and carers, as well as other users. 
You could also comment on the impact on all users' privacy and data or on business 
costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

101. Targeted restrictions could reduce the risks posed by highly 
personalised and emotionally manipulative systems. However, as with social 
media, ASCL reiterates that such restrictions must be part of a wider 
framework of digital literacy, platform accountability and effective regulation of 
the technology firms. 

 
Q39. To what extent do you agree with this statement: “Adults should complete age 
checks more often, if it means children are safer online”? 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

102. ASCL somewhat agrees. A degree of additional friction for adults may 
be justified if it materially improves children’s safety, but any system must 
consider privacy protections and be trusted by the public.  

103. ASCL is concerned that when school and college leaders and 
education settings are in loco parentis, what the impact of this would be on 
school staff. The government must be very clear about not placing additional 
responsibilities on schools and colleges.  

 
Q40. What should be considered to make minimum age restrictions effective and 
workable? This could mean either age restrictions for access to whole services, or 
for specific risky or ‘addictive’ features or functionalities. 
 

104. There must be regulatory clarity, and a clear separation of duties and 
responsibilities.  

105. The scope of products and services needs to be broader than ‘social 
media’. 

106. Schools and colleges should not be expected to police external age 
restrictions that are properly the responsibility of technology firms providing 
such products and services and the regulators.  

107. Schools and colleges should not be left to cope with sixth forms and 
college cohorts suddenly having to manage unregulated practices behaviours 
by the technology firms.  

108. ASCL refers to points 42, 44, 46 and 48 above regarding the use of 
arbitrary age limits. 



 

Q41. What do you think the impacts might be from requiring age assurance across 
a greater number of online platforms? For example, impacts on the safety and 
wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents and carers, as well as other users. 
You could also comment on the impact on all users' privacy and data or on business 
costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

109. Wider age assurance could improve child safety, but it also raises 
concerns about surveillance, data protection, access and public trust.  

110. ASCL would be extremely concerned if the burden of explaining or 
troubleshooting these systems informally falls to schools and school leaders. 

111. ASCL refers to points 42, 44, 46 and 48 above. 

 

Q42. How, if at all, could age assurance be made more effective? 
 

112. Age assurance should be reliable, proportionate, preserve privacy and 
be consistent across products and services.  

113. It should also be supported by public education and by stronger 
expectations on platforms to prevent circumvention rather than treating 
children, families and schools as the weak point in the system, taking into 
consideration children and parent voices.   

114. The Secretary of State already has the power afforded by the Online 
Safety Act to set out statutory restrictions (codes) on illegal content and online 
harms across all platforms and providers. 

 

Q43. What should be considered when assessing the effectiveness of age- 
verification and age-assurance technologies? 
 

115. Equity, effectiveness, accessibility, privacy, reliability, impact.  

116. Any system that works only for the most digitally advantaged families, 
or that creates excessive barriers or risks for others, would not represent a fair 
or sustainable solution. 

117. ASCL refers to points 42, 44, 46 and 48 above. 

 
Q44. What methods to circumvent online safety rules do you think children in the 
UK use, beyond Virtual Private Networks (VPNs), or similar technologies? 
 

118. The research points to children and young people shifting across 
platforms, devices and spaces, including less regulated or encrypted services, 
when restrictions are introduced or when harmful content is moderated on one 
platform.  



119. The most basic example: it is easy for a child with access to ChatGPT 
to ask it ‘What porn sites do you recommend I block on my child’s device?’ 
and be provided with an extensive list of porn sites. 

  

Q45. Which of the options below do you think the government should prioritise to 
reduce circumvention of online safety rules in the UK? (Select the most important to 
you) 
 
a. More education for children 
b. Restricting children’s access to VPNs 
c. None of the above 
d. Other (please specify) 
e. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

120. ASCL would prioritise more education for children. Schools and 
colleges can help children and young people understand risk, but that 
education must be backed by meaningful industry regulation rather than being 
treated as a substitute for it. 

121. ASCL would also recommend more education for adults on this issue 
so parents and carers can safeguard their children more effectively. This 
would also ensure that the lines between the responsibilities of parents/carers 
and schools in relation to online harms are not blurred. 

 

Q46. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: 
“Everyone should go through age checks to access a VPN if it would prevent 
children using them” 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

122. ASCL strongly agrees. 

123. ASCL refers to point 46 above. 

 

Q47. What do you think the impacts would be if VPNs were age-restricted? For 
example, impacts on the safety and wellbeing of children, or the impact for parents 
and carers, as well as other users. You could also comment on the impact on all 
users' privacy and data or on business costs, revenue, and innovation. 
 

124. Such a policy may reduce some forms of circumvention, but it could 
also push activity elsewhere and create further complexity and confusion for 
families.  



125. ASCL would be cautious about extending age-restricted infrastructure 
into areas with legitimate privacy and security uses. 

126. ASCL refers to point 42 above. 

 

Q48. What should be considered to make age-restricting VPNs effective and 
workable? For example, public trust and engagement with increased age assurance 
requirements, accessibility of age assurance methods and variations of age 
assurance approaches across services, interaction with legitimate uses of VPNs. 
 

127. Any proposal would need to consider proportionality, legitimate uses, 
public trust, accessibility and whether the policy would simply redirect children 
into other harder-to-monitor spaces. 

128. ASCL notes that prohibiting usage is not the same as solving the 
problem of access to harm. VPNs are a cybersecurity technology that can 
have beneficial use (for example young people using insecure public WIFI). 
Schools and colleges use them for education purposes routinely.   

 
Q49. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “To 
address some of the challenges schools face with mobile phones, the Department 
for Education’s (DfE) non-statutory guidance on ‘mobile phones in schools’ should 
be made statutory.” This would mean schools have a legal duty to follow the 
guidance, which explains to individual schools and trusts how to implement a policy 
that prohibits the use of mobile phones throughout the school day, unless they have 
good reasons not to. This includes during lessons, the time between lessons, 
breaktimes and lunchtime. 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/prefer not to answer 
 

129. ASCL somewhat agrees. School leaders want clarity and consistency, 
but any statutory requirement must preserve appropriate discretion for local 
contexts and must not become another mechanism for unnecessary workload 
or simplistic accountability. 

130. A ban on phones is not a substitute for enforcement of the regulations 
already in place technology firms. 

 
Q50. What impacts would there be if this guidance was made statutory and why? For 
example, on disruption in lessons, bullying or harassment, parental views on mobile 
phone policies, staff, etc. 
 



131. Statutory guidance could strengthen schools’ position in 
communicating expectations to pupils and parents, and may support 
behaviour, concentration and safeguarding during the school day. 

132. However, ASCL would expect implications for behaviour policy, 
confiscation and storage arrangements, staff training, communication with 
parents and evidence-gathering.  

133. Government should minimise the administrative burden placed on 
schools and provide proper support rather than assuming schools can absorb 
these changes without consequence. 

134. For example, investment in pouches or lockers, support to increase 
capacity to manage the administrative burden, and funding for the appropriate 
insurance costs. 

 
Q51. Are there specific circumstances where you think children should be permitted 
to have or use a mobile phone during the school day? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Medical needs 
b. Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) requirements 
c. Individual safeguarding concerns 
d. Caring responsibilities 
e. Educational or learning purposes 
f. Travel to and from school 
g. None of the above, children should not be permitted to have or use a 
mobile phone during the school day at all 
h. None of the above, children should always be permitted to have or use 
a mobile phone during the school day 
i. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
j. Other (please specify) 
 

135. ASCL would support exceptions for medical needs, SEND 
requirements, individual safeguarding concerns, caring responsibilities, 
educational or learning purposes, and travel to and from school, where 
relevant to the local context and managed through clear policy. 

136. ASCL refers to our position statementviii on mobile phone use in 
schools. 

137.  

Q52. Which areas of media or digital literacy do children and families most need 
additional help with? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Managing screen time and online habits 
b. Spotting adverts, sponsored posts or AI generated content 
c. Keeping personal information private 
d. Online behaviour and experiences (bullying, respect, comparison or peer 
pressure) 
e. Checking if information is true 

 
viii https://www.ascl.org.uk/Our-view/Position-on-policy/Ethics-Inclusion-and-Equalities 



f. Understanding how social media works (for example, ‘likes’ or algorithms) 
g. Staying safe online (including how to have conversations about online safety) 
h. Reporting harmful or upsetting content 
i. Knowing which apps or sites are right for their age 
j. None of the above 
k. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
l. Other (please specify) 
 

138. ASCL would prioritise managing screen time and online habits, 
understanding how social media and algorithms work, staying safe online, 
checking whether information is true, reporting harmful content, and 
understanding which apps or sites are age-appropriate. 

139. ASCL refers to the advice and guidance UCL/ASCL Digital Nutrition 
reportix.  

 
Q53. If you are responding as a private individual, where do you go for help with 
online safety or media literacy skills? By online safety or media literacy skills, we 
mean things like staying safe online, understanding digital content and using the 
internet confidently and responsibly. (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Schools or childcare settings 
b. Community or youth spaces (for example libraries, youth clubs or local charities) 
c. Parent or carer groups or networks 
d. Public services (such as family hubs, GP surgeries or community centres) 
e. Faith or cultural groups (including places of worship) 
f. Non-governmental online sources (such as websites, platforms or online 
communities) 
g. Government websites 
h. Tools and resources on online platforms 
i. None of the above/I haven’t used any of these to find help 
j. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
k. Other (please specify) 
 

140. N/A 

 
What made these places helpful? Please share any programmes, resources or 
activities that you have found useful. 
 
 
Q54. Where, if anywhere, would you like to see more support available in the future? 
This could include places you already use but don’t offer support and you would like 
them to, or places that could offer more support with help from government or others. 
(Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Schools or childcare settings 
b. Community or youth spaces (for example libraries, youth clubs or local 

 
ix https://www.ascl.org.uk/ASCL/media/ASCL/Help%20and%20advice/Leadership%20and%20governance/Digital-Nutrition-
rethinking-digital-literacy.pdf 



charities) 
c. Parent or carer groups or networks 
d. Public services (such as family hubs, GP surgeries or community 
centres) 
e. Faith or cultural groups 
f. Non-governmental online sources (such as websites, platforms or 
online communities) 
g. Government websites 
h. None of the above/I would not use these to find help 
i. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
j. Other (please specify) 
 

141. ASCL would like to see stronger support through schools, community 
and youth spaces, public services, faith or cultural groups, government 
websites and trusted non-governmental online sources.  

142. This support should be coherent, practical and accessible, rather than 
fragmented across multiple initiatives. This multi-pronged approach is again 
evidence this is a societal issue and not just the responsibility of school and 
college leaders.  

 
Q55. Outside of schools, how could the UK government better support children and 
young people to stay safe and feel supported online? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. By providing clear guidance that children can use on their own 
b. By supporting parents and carers to support children online 
c. By working with online platforms and services that children already use 
d. By supporting youth organisations and community groups to help children 
online 
e. By making help or advice easy to access when something goes wrong 
online 
f. By involving children and young people in designing support 
g. None of the above 
h. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

143. ASCL would support clear guidance for children, better support for 
parents and carers, stronger work with the platforms children already use, 
accessible help when things go wrong online, and meaningful involvement of 
children and young people in designing support.  

144. ASCL would endorse a government communications campaign in all 
media regarding support strategies for keeping children safe and for keeping 
children safe in schools.  

 
Q56. What types of support would help children with additional needs stay safe 
online and build digital skills? By ‘additional needs’, we mean children who may need 
extra support for a range of reasons (such as learning, communication, health or 
access needs). (Please select all that apply) 
 



a. Clear, simple information using plain language 
b. Content adapted for different ages, abilities or needs 
c. Visual, audio or interactive formats 
d. Support delivered through trusted local or community services 
e. Flexible or on-demand support that can be accessed when needed 
f. Support that helps parents or carers guide children online 
g. None of the above 
h. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
i. Other (please specify) 
 

145. ASCL would support clear and simple information, content adapted for 
different ages and needs, visual and interactive formats, flexible support, and 
support that helps parents and carers guide children online. School leaders 
will also want assurance that inclusion and equity are built into any wider 
policy response. 

146. ASCL notes that access to high quality content that can have positive 
impacts on children’s learning and development can be beneficial for children.  

 
Q57. Who would you trust to determine what is meant by ‘high quality’ online 
content’ for children 13-16? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Government 
b. Online platform trust and safety teams 
c. Parents, carers or trusted adults 
d. Children 
e. Developmental experts 
f. Educators 
g. Youth workers 
h. Child advocacy charities and organisations 
i. None of the above 
j. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
k. Other (please specify) 
 

147. ASCL would place particular weight on developmental experts, 
educators, child advocacy organisations, youth workers, parents and carers, 
and children themselves. 

148. Industry should not be left to ‘mark it’s own homework’ regarding 
content, as it has attempted to do previously. It is clear that this approach is 
not safeguarding children and young people effectively. 

 
Q58. What further action should be prioritised to support positive online spaces for 
young people? (Please select all that apply) 
 
a. Develop best practice principles for industry 
b. Develop guidance for parents and carers 
c. Develop guidance for children 
d. Reviewing international approaches 



e. Industry voluntarily promoting high quality content for children 
f. None of the above 
g. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
h. Other (please specify) 
 

149. ASCL would support the development of best practice principles for 
industry, guidance for parents and carers, guidance for children, reviewing 
international approaches and stronger voluntary promotion of high-quality 
content for children.  

150. ASCL refers to the Digital Nutrition report in point 139 above and the 
accompanying Teachers’ Guide for use in education settings.  

151. Reviewing international approaches would be instructive and helpful 
both in the development of safe practices and the enforcement of regulation.  

152. In France. the founder of the messaging app Telegram was arrested 
and charged with complicity in the distribution of child exploitation material. In 
Malaysia and Indonesia, X (formerly Twitter) was immediately banned when it 
became clear that its AI product Grok was enabling the creation of non-
consensual nude images. Facebook is banned in China.  

153. In Finland, digital media literacy is embedded in the curriculum from 
early yearsx.   

Q59. What should be considered when taking further action to support positive 
online spaces and content for young people?  
 

154. Any further action should recognise that young people’s digital lives are 
now embedded in everyday social, educational and cultural experience.  

155. Support for positive spaces must therefore sit alongside tighter control 
of harmful platform design and a serious commitment to digital literacy and 
child-centred regulation. 

156. ASCL urges the government to support the creation of online safe 
spaces with the creation of physical youth centres and safe spaces for 
children to interact in real life, many of which have been lost.  

 
Q60. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “Parents 
should have control over the online experiences of their children” 
 
a. Strongly agree 
b. Somewhat agree 
c. Neither agree nor disagree 
d. Somewhat disagree 
e. Strongly disagree 
f. Don’t know/ Prefer not to answer 
 

 
x https://www.fesin.fi/media-literacy-in-finland-a-model-for-raising-an-informed-society/ 



157. ASCL strongly agrees, while also noting that parents should not be left 
carrying responsibility for harms created by poorly regulated platforms. 

158. Parents and carers need meaningful tools and support, but industry 
must remain responsible for making products safer for children in the first 
place and must be regulated effectively to ensure this happens. 

 
Q61. How should this level of control change for children of different ages? For 
example, a 16-year-old and an 11-year-old. 
 

159. This depends on the policy: if social media or age restrictions for U16s 
are brought in, 16 year-olds in future may be increasingly vulnerable as a 

result of the ‘cliff edge’. ASCL is concerned that this could create enormous 

issues for sixth forms and colleges. 

 
Q62. What would help parents and carers to more effectively use parental controls? 
For example, more information on how to do this on purchase of a phone, help from 
platforms on how to set up, or greater standardisation across tools. 
 

160. ASCL supports clearer information at the point of device purchase, 
better support from platforms on set-up and use, and greater consistency 
across tools.  

161. Parents also need simple, practical guidance that builds their 
confidence and understanding, rather than expecting them to navigate a 
fast-changing digital landscape alone. 

 

D. Summary 

 

162. ASCL recommends the following:  

163. The Children’s Commissioner or a new independent regulator should 
have oversight and power over online harm to support individual cases and 
inform future reforms. 

164. Stronger regulation and enforcement of product safety for children and 
young people. Technology firms must bear the responsibility for the safety of 
products that they put into the public domain in the UK and the consequent 
effects they have on children, young people their families and communities. 
For the avoidance of doubt, this includes all the products, services and 
functionalities described in this consultation. 

165. The government should fund and support schools to implement 
phone-free policies (secure storage, exemptions, and not place the policing 
burden on schools). 

166. The government should invest in a national digital literacy and parental 
education programme alongside industry accountability.  
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