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Scientists call for moratorium on digitalisation in kindergartens
and schools

Summary

Digitalisation is currently regarded as a modern solution to educational questions for all
age groups in the education sector. But the effects and secondary effects of digital media
on development, learning and educational processes are often scientifically unclear. In
fact, there is growing scientific evidence about the enormous disadvantages and damages
caused by digital media to the developmental and educational processes of children and
young people. In line with the duty of caring for public educational institutions, we the-
refore demand a moratorium on digitalisation, particularly for the period of early educa-
tion until the end of lower school (Year 6): First of all it must be possible to assess the
consequences of digital technologies, before further experiments are carried out on child-
ren and young people in need of protection, with an uncertain outcome. They only have

one life and one educational biography — we must not treat them carelessly.

In particular, questions of medical-psychological, educational-didactical and political-
democratical implications need to be examined. The scientifically based objections inclu-
de, for example, the statement presented by five professors from the Swedish Karolinska
Institute. They warned against the negative effects of screen media on children's learning
and language development. The U.S. Surgeon General warns against the consequences
for the general mental health of children and adolescents due to longer periods of expo-
sition and the ever-earlier starting age for watching screen media. This corresponds with
studies by the German Society for Paediatrics and Adolescent Medicine and recommen-
dations made by paediatricians and psychologists. Furthermore, in its "2023 Global
Education Monitor" UNESCO criticises the fact that current I'T concepts for educatio-
nal institutions do not focus on learning and educational benefits, but rather on econo-
mic interests. In addition, more and more data processing systems are being used as "ar-
tificial intelligence" (AI) to automatize teaching and testing, in order to replace missing
teachers. On the other hand the coronavirus pandemic has recently demonstrated the
failure of such replacement experiences. In its reccommendations on "Al and Education”,
the German Ethics Council therefore explicitly warns against replacing teachers with
computer programmes, while UNESCO only recommends the use of Al from the age of
13.

It is therefore urgently necessary to revise this one-sided fixation on digital technology
in kindergartens and schools, in order to discuss the role of I'T and Al in educational in-
stitutions in an interdisciplinary and scientifically sound manner, with a focus on deve-
lopment, learning and educational processes. Education and teaching must focus on the

well-being of disciples and the effectiveness of pedagogical action. To this end, we are
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calling for a moratorium and public discussion on the necessary pedagogical premises for

the application of digital media in educational institutions.

First signatories:

Prof Dr. Volker Bank, Chemnitz University of Technology, Chair of Vocational and

Business Education, Chemnitz

Prof. Dr. Jiirg Barben, Head Physician Pneumology/Allergology, Eastern Switzerland
Children's Hospital, St. Gallen

Prof. Dr. Peter Bender, University of Paderborn, Faculty of Electrical Engineering, Com-

puter Science and Mathematics, Paderborn

Prof. em. Dr. Carl Bossard, Founding Rector of the University of Teacher Education PH
Zug

Dr. Jutta Breithausen, University of Wuppertal, Faculty of Human and Social Sciences,

Institute for Educational Science, Wuppertal

Prof. Dr. Ute Biichter-Rémer, Associate Professor at the Faculty of Human Sciences at

the University of Cologne
Dr. Uwe Biisching, paediatrician and adolescent physician, Bielefeld

Prof. Dr. Thomas Damberger, Education and Educational Sciences in the Context of

Digitalisation, Freie Hochschule Stuttgart

Prof. Dr. Karl-Heinz Dammer, Heidelberg University of Education, Institute for Educa-

tional Science

Prof. Dr. Dr. Thomas Fuchs, Karl Jaspers Professor of Philosophy and Psychiatry,
Psychiatric University Hospital, Heidelberg

Dr. med. Dr. h.c. Michaela Glockler, paediatrician and adolescent physician

Prof. Dr. Johannes Grebe-Ellis, University Professor of Physics and its Didactics, Faculty

of Mathematics and Natural Sciences, University of Wuppertal

Prof. Dr. Bernhard Hackl, Karl-Franzens-University Graz, Institute for School Pedagogy,
Department of School Pedagogy, Graz

Prof. Dr. Gaby Herchert, University of Duisburg-Essen, Faculty of Humanities, German
Studies, Duisburg

Prof. Dr. habil. Edwin Hiibner, teacher and media educator, holder of the Von Tessin
Chair of Media Education at the Freie Hochschule Stuttgart

Prof. Dr. Norbert Hungerbiihler, Department of Mathematics, ETH Centre, HG
E63.1, Rimistrasse 101, CH-8092 Zurich

Dr. rer. pol. Hans-Carl Jongebloed, Kiel University, Institute of Education, Chair of Vo-

cational and Business Education
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Prof. Dr. Rainer Kaenders, Institute of Mathematics, Hausdorff Centre for Mathematics,

Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitit Bonn, Bonn
Dr. Beat Kissling, psychologist and educationalist/high school teacher, Zurich
Prof. em. Dr. Hans Peter Klein, Didactics of Biosciences, Goethe University Frankfurt
Prof. Dr. Jochen Krautz, University of Wuppertal, Faculty of Design and Art

Prof. em. Dr. Hans-Dieter Kiibler, Professor of Social, Cultural and Media Sciences,
Hamburg University of Applied Sciences

PD Dr. Axel Bernd Kunze (University of Bonn)
Prof. Dr. Volker Ladenthin, Department of Educational Science, Chair of Historical and

Systematic Educational Science, Bonn
Prof. Dr. phil. Ralf Lankau, Faculty of Media, HS Offenburg

Hon. Prof. Dr. Christoph Méller, Chief Physician, Department of Child and Adolescent
Psychiatry, Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics, Centre for Children and Adole-

scents, Hanover

Prof. Dr. Jiirgen Rekus, Institute for General Pedagogy, university area at the Karlsruhe

Institute of Technology, Karlsruhe
Prof. Dr. Ingo Reuter, Cultural Studies, University of Paderborn

Prof. Dr. Christian Rittelmeyer, Professor of Educational Science at the Department of

Education, University of Gottingen

Dr. Klaus Rodens, paediatrician and adolescent physician, Angertorstr. 6, 89129 Lange-

nau

Prof. Dr. Dr. Frauke Rostalski, Institute for Criminal Law and Criminal Procedure Law,

University of Cologne, Cologne

Dr. Klaus Scheler, physics teacher (kindergarten to age 10), formerly at the Institute for

Natural Sciences, Geography and Technology, Heidelberg University of Education

Prof Dr. Thomas Sonar, Institute of Computational Mathematics, Partial Differential

Equations PDE group, Braunschweig University of Technology, Braunschweig

Prof. Dr. med. Dr. phil. Manfred Spitzer, Medical Director of the Clinic for Psychiatry
and Psychotherapy 111

Prof Dr. Gertraud Teuchert-Noodt, neurobiologist, formerly at the University of Biele-
feld

Prof Dr. Christoph Tiircke, Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the Academy of Visual
Arts Leipzig

Prof. Dr. Anke Wegner, Institute of German Studies, Didactics of the German Langua-

ge/German as Second and Foreign Language, University of Trier

Prof. Dr. Ysette Weiss, Institute of Mathematics, Mathematics Didactics Group, Johan-

nes Gutenberg University, Mainz
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Prof. em. Dr. Dr.h.c Erich Ch.Wittmann, Maths 2000 Project, Dortmund University of
Technology

Prof. Dr. Tom4s Zdrazil, Professor for School Health Promotion, Freie Hochschule

Stuttgart

Prof Dr. Klaus Zierer, Professor of School Education, University of Augsburg
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Scientists and physicians warn against screen media

The Scandinavian countries were pioneers in the digitalisation of educational instituti-
ons. However, in 2023 the Swedish government reversed its predecessor's decision to
make digital devices mandatory in the country's preschools. The reason for the rethink
was the statement presented by five professors from the renowned Karolinska Institute
(Stockholm), who criticised the digitalisation strategy of the National Agency for Educa-
tion as an incorrect measure. The supposed positive findings of that official instance
were not evidence-based; instead, research had shown that "the digitalisation of schools
has major negative effects on pupils' knowledge acquisition”. The goals that had been
promised (equal education and opportunities, improved teaching, social participation)
were not achieved; quite on the contrary: "It is obvious that screens provoke major dis-
advantages for young children. They hinder learning and language development. Too
much screen-time on the other hand can lead to concentration difficulties and blockade
physical activity” (Karolinska Institute 2023). Mrs. Lotta Edholm, the liberal Swedish
Minister of Education, subsequently stopped the use of tablets in primary schools:

"Screens simply have no place in preschools," she said. 1

Above all, the focus of knowledge acquisition should once again concentrate on prin-
ted textbooks and the expertise personally provided by teachers. Students who are used
to a "self-organised" search for knowledge from freely accessible digital sources, as is
currently the case in Swedish schools, lose a lot of time checking for accuracy, and only
learn half as much as in regular presence lessons. There is also a risk that children may
tender to read 'diagonally’ and only skim texts, instead of searching for in-depth-know-
ledge: "Pupils become inclined to prioritise quick acquisition of information instead of

in-depth analysis, which in turn can lead to a superficial knowledge that is lost more

quickly" (ibid.).
The U.S. Surgeon General (the highest health authority in the USA) has published a

study on the mental health of children and adolescents. It shows in detail how strongly
young people are influenced by and addicted to digital media. The ever longer periods of
use, and the ever earlier age of access to digital information, have consequences for the
mental health of children and young people (including body discomfort, disturbed ea-
ting behaviour, sleep and concentration disorders, low self-esteem, depression and much
more). The US authority calls on all parties involved (political decision-makers, techno-
logy companies, parents, educators, researchers) to protect the safety, health and private
life of children and young people, regulate the access and usage times, and eliminate the
addictive potential of these means, through design elements and functions, and organize

technology-free areas and periods.

The German Society for Paediatrics and Adolescent Medicine has published compara-

ble guidelines for the prevention of uncontrolled screen media use during childhood and
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adolescence. Such guidelines are now supported by many professional associations in the
fields of medicine, psychology and addiction prevention. The most important recom-
mendation for all age groups is: Screen time reduction, no personal (self-owned) devices
for children, and no uncontrolled/unaccompanied access to the internet. Parents, bro-
thers and sisters should completely refrain from using screen media in the presence of
younger family members. (DGK]J 2022, 3)

UNESCO: IT in schools serves economic interests instead of learning
processes

The UNESCO report "2023 Global Education Monitor" goes one step further, with the
subtitle "Technology in education: A tool for whose benefit?" posing the crucial questi-
on: Who does it benefit? The result: current I'T concepts for educational institutions do
not focus on learning and educational benefits, but rather on the economic interests of
IT providers and the data economy. Impartial findings on the impact of educational
technology are in short supply, there is hardly any reliable evidence of the added value of
digital technology in education, and much of the supposed evidence comes from those
who are trying to sell it. The general rule is: "Not every change is progress. Just because
something can be done, doesn't mean that it should be done. Technologies that were de-
veloped for other purposes cannot implicitly be expected to be suitable for all areas of
education." The follow-up costs were criticised, with initial investments in educational

technology only covering a quarter or less of the total costs (UNESCO report, p. 7).

This is not a general rejection of I'T in schools, but a call for a new adjustment with the
aim of educational and social justice, combined with a focus on lessons structured by
qualified human teachers: "No screen can ever replace the humanity of a teacher.” (UN-
ESCO 2023a) Investments must be made in the qualifications of educators and teachers,

in order to enable successful educational biographies and promote them at an early age.

The UNESCO report also refers to existing bans on private digital devices which alrea-
dy apply in almost a quarter of the countries analysed — trend rising. The reasons for this
are the potential for distraction, which disrupts attention and concentration in class-
rooms, as well as the communication and direct interaction in lessons and during breaks.
UNESCO only recommends using Al from age 13 (UNESCO 2023b). In France, for
example, a ban on mobile phones in classroom was established since 2010. In 2018 it
was extended to a complete ban on internet-enabled devices such as mobile phones, ta-
blets and smartwatches in all classrooms and during school activities, including outside
the school buildings. The Netherlands will introduce a smartphone ban in 2024 and
Denmark is discussing the same issue. According to a report by the Karolinska Institute,
in Sweden tablets have been removed from preschools and primary schools, with printed

books ("Lotta Life" books) distributed instead. But the German federal state of Bavaria
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is planning to provide 1.6 million pupils with tablets over the next five years (Zierer
2023). The German federal state of Baden-Wiirttemberg even wants to make the use of
digital devices mandatory through an amended school law, which among other things
violates the teachers' methodological freedom. The Ministry of Education in Stuttgart

strangely did not comment on the costs (Krauf$ 2023).

Ethics Council position: Al should not replace teachers

The German Ethics Council has published an opinion on the impact of digital technolo-
gies on human self-image and interaction. The document suggests strict limits on the use
of artificial intelligence in areas such as medicine (section 5) and education (section 6).
Essentially, Al must not replace people, and the use of Al must improve human develop-
ment, not diminish it: "Recommendation Education 10: A complete replacement of tea-
chers runs counter to the understanding of education as outlined here, and cannot be ju-
stified by the simple critical fact that today there is an acute shortage of personnel and a
poor educational situation in certain areas.” (S. 186). According to Mrs. Alena Buyx,
Chair of the German Ethics Council (Deutscher Ethikrat 2023a), software systems do
not possess a reasoning ability, nor do they act on their own — and therefore cannot assu-
me responsibility. The eleven recommendations on education prepared by the German
Ethics Council are available separately in Infobrief 01/2023, since they have direct im-
plications for teaching and the use (or non-use) of such technologies (see German Ethics
Council 2023a). In addition, the contribution by Hamilton, William and Hattie on the
future of Al in education systems should be considered, in which the authors make 13
suggestions "to minimise the damage" (Hamilton, William, Hattie 2013). This is becau-
se the destructive potential of Al is compared by its very developers (like the "Godfather
of AI" — NYT commenting on Geoffrey Hinton) to the atomic bomb and viral pande-
mics (B6hm 2023).

Compulsory digitalisation reinforces existing problems

From an educational, developmental or learning psychology perspective, the widespread
equipping of schools with tablets (as was previously the case with children laptops or
PCs) cannot be justified. Despite constantly increasing expenditures on IT and its appli-
cation in teaching practice, the level of education has been falling for decades. Despite
the presence of more and more qualifications and better grades, learning performance
itself is constantly deteriorating (KMK 2022). Therefore, technology, instead of qualified

teaching, was and is not a solution.
Scientific evidence supports the following conclusions:

*  The benefits and added-value of digital media in the classroom have not yet been

proven. Technology can not be an end in itself in education. Any method or didac-
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tic medium applied in the classroom must be legitimised by their benefits and ad-
ded-value for learners (Krautz 2020). The argumentation of digital providers, that
one must "overcome the discussion about the added-value of digital media and
tools for teaching and didactics” and instead adopt a fundamentally "open attitude
towards the transformation of schools”" (FBD 2021) reveals that such providers are
not concerned with the well-being of children and young people, but rather with a
"transformation” that primarily serves economic interests, and is neither scientifi-

cally justifiable nor democratically legitimised.

*  Digital media reinforce and promote educational inequality, both nationally and
internationally. The promise of easier access to education through digital provisions
did not materialise. The digital abyss and inequality in access to educational oppor-
tunities are widening worldwide, and are associated with the familial and social en-
vironment (ICILS 2018).

e Successful teaching is not determined by technical equipment, but rather by quali-
fied teachers, well-structured lessons, and a collaborative social learning atmosphere
in the classroom. "No medium can replace the teacher as the person who structures
and leads the lesson" (Dammer 2022).

*  Early childhood development and educational biographies begin at home. Everyo-
ne involved in the upbringing, teaching and education process must take responsi-
bility for ensuring that children and young people have enough time, space and
opportunities to develop physical, mental and emotional abilities, in an age-confor-
ming manner, even in a high-tech world with extensive media coverage. Parents

also have a duty to contribute to this.

It would therefore be wiser to follow national and international practical experience and
study results; and building on this, to draw conclusions, above all in terms of the perso-
nal rather than the medial-technical equipment of schools and training centres. It is es-
sential to take in consideration ethical, social, developmental, pedagogical and didactic

premises in order to responsibly shape the use of digital media in schools.

Primacy of pedagogy instead of primacy of technology in schools!

We are therefore calling for a "moratorium on digitalisation in kindergartens and
schools" so that children and young people do not suffer any disadvantages or damages
that later could no more be counterbalanced. An interdisciplinary and multi-perspectival
committee — composed by active school practitioners (!), as well as theorists from general
pedagogy and subject-related didactics, including colleagues from the areas of ethics and
learning-psychology, paediatrics (paediatricians and adolescent physicians) and media
pedagogy, as well as manufacturer-neutral representatives of industry and digital protec-
tion specialists — must then discuss the prerequisites for successful educational processes

in an open-ended (rather than technology-determined) manner.
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Concrete proposals must be developed for humane and democracy-promoting educati-
onal and school structures that enable a self-determined life through education, as
enshrined in national constitutions. In principle, the primacy of the pedagogy should
take precedence over all supposed technical progress — Caution is an ethical duty in mat-
ters of upbringing and education. Children and young people need a human mirroring
counterpart; their development and evolution must be at the centre of educational and

teaching practice policy.
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