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Are cellphones a must for middle school kids?

Parents try to dial in when to get kids a cellphone

August 08, 2012 | By Alexa Aguilar, Special to the Tribune

With the start of middle school just around the corner, Alyssa Davidson's family decided the time was right for her to reach one of society's newer childhood milestones: She can have a cellphone of her own.

The 11-year-old will be a sixth-grader at Geneva Middle School North this fall, and now can text, play Fruit Ninja, and call her mom whenever she needs to check in.
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"We felt she was responsible enough," said her mother, Chris Davidson. "And middle school will be different. Now she can check her phone between classes if I need to communicate with her."

Alyssa was one of the last in her group of friends to have her own phone, she said.

That's not a surprise based on surveys that have shown that the number of children with cellphones is increasing. 

The National Consumers League released a survey last month that found nearly six in 10 parents of 8-to-12-year-olds have bought a cellphone for their children. That compares to a 2010 study by the Pew Internet and American Life Project showing that none of a group of 17-year-olds surveyed had a cellphone when they were 10 or younger, and that only 18 percent of 12-year-olds had a phone in 2004.

The top reason parents gave for buying their pre-teens a cellphone was safety, according to the National Consumer League survey. But buying a phone so a son or daughter can check in after school also can mean a parent is buying access to a whole new world of texting, apps, the Web and a camera.

Modern parents wrestle with when it is appropriate to buy that first phone and what kind of phone that first one should be, said Dr. Gwenn Schurgin O'Keeffe, a spokesperson for the American Academy of Pediatrics and author of "CyberSafe."

But because there's no official advice from one source, many parents are left unsure if they unnecessarily are holding their child back from modern technology or opening up a world of danger the minute that first app is downloaded.

O'Keeffe said she sees no reason that an elementary-aged child should have a cellphone with bells and whistles. A phone with no access to the Web or texting would allow a child to call a parent or 911 in an emergency, but would keep the child away from content they may not be ready for, she said.

If your child isn't old enough to have a discussion about sexting, then they aren't old enough for a phone with email, camera and text capabilities, she said.

As children enter middle school, a phone with text capabilities could be the next step; a smartphone could make sense for a high-schooler, she said.

Basic cellphones with no Web or texting abilities don't seem to be attractive to families, however. The survey showed that only 4 percent of tweens with cellphones had just a basic phone. About half had a phone with texting, an additional 20 percent had a phone with texting and Web access, and 27 percent had a smartphone.

Chris Davidson said her daughter already had showed her she could be responsible with a wireless device when Alyssa saved her money two years ago to buy her own iTouch, which offers music and apps but no phone.

Chloe Wirsing, who will be entering fifth grade this fall, also has her own iTouch, so she has access to texting and apps without a phone. Her mother, Andrea, has already told Chloe, who has been asking for a cellphone since second grade, that she can get her own phone when she enters sixth grade at Rotolo Middle School in Batavia next year.

Andrea Wirsing said she and her neighborhood friends discussed the issue and decided that waiting until middle school made sense for their children. With all of the children subject to the same timeline, the pleading is easier to deflect.

"It's a fact of life now," Wirsing said of the added parenting that wireless devices require. "It's become a part of the maturity process."

Gretchen Weber isn't in any rush for the cellphone step. Her son, Collin, will be 10 next month, and they're holding off for now. "I'm still wherever he is," she said. "In middle school, that will change." 

"We'll get it when we realize we need it," she said. "And we don't need it right now."

Collin also has an iTouch, and Gretchen Weber controls what he downloads by keeping the password to herself, so she will have to be present to download apps.

The popularity of cellphones among kids has prompted school districts to adopt policies on when and where they can be used. The policies vary among districts.

In Oak Park District 97, for example, a child with written authorization on file can bring a cellphone to school, but if it's used during the school day, the phone is confiscated until the end of the day, according to district communications coordinator Chris Jasculca.

"With our elementary kids, it seems to be more of a 'check in with home,' a safety thing," he said. "It's not as much as an issue as it is in at the middle-school level."

