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What's Inside
Everything in this guide, with page numbers. Skip to whichever chapter answers your
question right now.

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 41. Choosing a child's first phone

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 42. The whole guide, on one page

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 53. Is your child ready for a phone?

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 54. Gabb: the most locked-down choice

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 65. Pinwheel: scheduled Modes and a parent portal

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 66. Bark: watch and alert instead of block

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 77. The three approaches side by side

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 78. Which one fits your child?

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 89. A kid's smartwatch: an even simpler first step

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 810. Monitoring and your child's trust

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 811. Strangers, scams, and staying safe

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 912. Family rules that make any phone safer

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 913. If you're a grandparent helping out

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1014. A younger child, or one earning more freedom

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1015. What it really costs

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1116. Getting set up the first week

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1117. Screen time and balance

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1118. When something goes wrong

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1219. Growing out of the first phone

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1220. Putting it all together

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1321. Common Questions



Bill's Home Tech BillsHomeTech.com  ·  (330) 200-8042
A Kid's First Phone: Gabb, Bark & Pinwheel, Compared

Tech Made Simple. Service Made Personal. Page 3 of 17
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk.

For electrical, gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1422. You don't have to do this alone

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 15A Picture to Follow Along

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 16A Second Look

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 16A Note From Bill

 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17Your Visit — and My Promise



Bill's Home Tech BillsHomeTech.com  ·  (330) 200-8042
A Kid's First Phone: Gabb, Bark & Pinwheel, Compared

Tech Made Simple. Service Made Personal. Page 4 of 17
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk.

For electrical, gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

WELCOME

1. Choosing a child's first phone
Whether you're a parent or a grandparent helping out, a child's first phone is a big decision.

The good news is that there are phones made just for kids, and each takes a different

approach. I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. I've spent 30+

years helping families feel at home with their technology, patiently and in plain language. I

don't sell phones and I earn no commission from any company, so what follows is honest

guidance, the way I'd explain it at your kitchen table. This guide compares three

well-known choices — Gabb, Pinwheel, and Bark — in plain words. We'll look at how

locked down each one is, what parents can see, who each suits by age, and when a simple

kid's smartwatch might be an even gentler first step. No right answer for every child Kids

and families differ, and so do these phones. If you'd like to talk through your child's

situation before you spend anything, call or text me at (330) 200-8042. I'm glad to help.

THE 60-SECOND VERSION

2. The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only a handful of things, let it be these.

• Gabb is the most locked down: no web browser, no app store, and no social media. It's
the simplest, turnkey choice for younger kids.

• Pinwheel uses scheduled 'Modes' to limit apps and contacts by time of day, with a
curated app library and a parent portal that can view texts.

• Bark takes the monitor-rather-than-restrict approach: it can allow a browser and some
apps while scanning texts and apps and alerting you to worrying content. It suits older
kids.

• All three charge ongoing fees and change their plans often. Check each company's
current plans.

• A kid's smartwatch with calling and texting can be an even simpler first step.
• No tool replaces talking with your child. Trust and rules matter most. One idea to hold

onto Match the amount of freedom to the child's age and maturity, then loosen it step by
step as they earn it.
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IS IT TIME

3. Is your child ready for a phone?
Before comparing phones, it's worth asking whether it's time at all. There's no magic age. A

phone is useful for reaching a child after school or at a friend's house, and for letting them

reach you. It's also a doorway to strangers, pressure, and distraction. The right moment

depends on the child's maturity, how independent they are, and what your family needs.

Ask yourself: does my child need to reach me when we're apart? Can they follow rules

about screen time? Would a simpler device meet the real need? Often the honest answer

is 'a way to call and text a few trusted people,' which doesn't require a full smartphone.

Start with the need, not the gadget Write down why your child needs a phone. If the answer

is 'to call us and text a few people,' you've just ruled out most of what's in a smartphone.

GABB

4. Gabb: the most locked-down choice
Gabb Wireless is built around one idea — leave out the risky parts, so you don't have to

watch for them. A Gabb phone has no internet browser, no app store, and no social media.

Kids get calling, texting through Gabb's own messenger, and a curated set of safe tools.

Because the risky doors are simply missing, there's far less for a child to wander into, and

far less for a parent to manage. That makes it a turnkey, simple choice for younger

children, especially a first phone. The trade-off is that it grows less useful as a child gets

older and wants maps, music, or messaging with friends on popular apps. Check Gabb's

own site for current phones and plans. Best for the youngest phone owners If your child is

young and mainly needs to call and text family, a locked-down phone is often the easiest

and calmest start.
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PINWHEEL

5. Pinwheel: scheduled Modes and a parent portal
Pinwheel sits in the middle: it's still controlled, but it can change through the day.

Pinwheel uses scheduled 'Modes.' You decide what's allowed at certain times — for

instance, a school-day mode with only a few contacts and apps, and a freer evening mode.

It offers a curated library of apps rather than the open app store, and no open social media.

A parent portal lets you manage settings, and it can show you your child's text messages.

Pinwheel works with several carriers. That mix of structure and room to grow suits kids who

are ready for a bit more but aren't ready for the open internet. Check Pinwheel's site for

current plans.

WATCH OUT

Viewing texts is a family decision A tool that lets you read your child's messages is
powerful. Talk with your child about it first so it doesn't feel like a secret.

BARK

6. Bark: watch and alert instead of block
Bark works differently. Instead of closing doors, it keeps a watchful eye on what happens

behind them. Bark's approach is to monitor rather than restrict. It can allow a web browser

and some apps, while automatically scanning texts and many apps for concerning content

— such as bullying or contact from strangers — and alerting parents when something looks

worrying. Its phone runs on Samsung hardware. That gives an older child more freedom,

with a safety net behind them. It fits kids who've earned more trust, and families who'd

rather coach than block. The trade-off is that it needs a parent to respond to alerts, and

alerts aren't a guarantee that nothing slips by. Check Bark's site for current plans. Better as

kids get older A younger child may not need a browser at all. Bark tends to make more

sense for older kids who need real internet access and are learning to handle it.
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SIDE BY SIDE

7. The three approaches side by side
Here's a quick comparison to keep handy.

Gabb Pinwheel Bark Approach Locked down Scheduled Modes Monitor and alert Web

browser None Limited, curated Can be allowed App store None Curated library

Parent-approved Social media None No open social Can be allowed, watched Parents see

Simple, few settings Portal, can view texts Alerts on worrying content Best age fit Younger

kids Middle ground Older kids All three charge ongoing fees and change plans often, so

check each company's current plans instead of trusting an old article, including this one.

Compare the all-in monthly cost, including the phone and any parental service.

WATCH OUT

Features change Companies add and remove features, so confirm the specifics on each
company's current page before buying.

CHOOSING

8. Which one fits your child?
Let your child's age and maturity do most of the choosing.

• Young child, mostly calling family: Gabb's locked-down design fits best.
• Growing child who needs structure by time of day: Pinwheel's Modes give a middle path.
• Older child earning more freedom: Bark offers room to roam, with alerts behind it.
• Not ready for any phone: consider a kid's smartwatch first. You can also change course.

Many families start with a more locked-down phone and move to a freer one as the child
shows good judgment. A first phone isn't a lifetime commitment. Plan your 'loosening'
ahead Tell your child up front: 'Here's how you'll earn more freedom.' It turns rules into a
path rather than a punishment.
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KID SMARTWATCH

9. A kid's smartwatch: an even simpler first step
Sometimes the right first device isn't a phone at all.

A kid-focused smartwatch, such as one that only calls and texts approved numbers, gives

a child a way to reach you without a screen full of apps. It's small, hard to leave behind,

and usually has location features for parents. Many families find it a gentle bridge to a real

phone. The limits are the point: no browser, no social media, and few distractions. Features

vary by model and plan, so check each maker's current page. Our kid smartwatches guide

goes into this in more detail, and our kid-safe phones guide covers more phone choices.

Start small, grow when ready A watch for a young child, a locked-down phone for a

growing one, and a freer phone for a teen is a natural path for many families.

TRUST

10. Monitoring and your child's trust
Safety tools work best when your child knows about them and understands why they exist.

It's tempting to watch everything. But children who feel spied on may hide things, use

friends' devices, or stop coming to you when something goes wrong. The aim of monitoring

is to keep a door open for a conversation, not to catch them out. A good approach is to be

honest. Explain what you can see and why. Agree on rules together. Tell them that if they

run into something upsetting, they won't be in trouble for telling you. That promise is worth

more than any app.

WATCH OUT

Balance watching with trust Constant, secret monitoring can damage a child's trust and
make them less likely to tell you about problems. Be open about the tools you use, and
ease off as they show good judgment.

STRANGERS & SCAMS

11. Strangers, scams, and staying safe
Even a locked-down phone can't stop every risk, so kids need simple rules they can

remember.
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• Strangers: never share a name, address, school, or photos with someone you haven't
met in person and your parents don't know.

• Messages from unknown numbers: don't reply to or click links in them. Show a parent.
• Gift-card or 'prize' scams: a message promising free money or a free game is a trick.
• Pressure and secrets: anyone who says 'don't tell your parents' is a red flag.
• Photos: think before sending, because a picture can't be taken back.

WATCH OUT

Teach them the 'tell a grown-up' rule Kids are targets for scams and for adults who pretend
to be children. Make sure your child knows they can always tell you or another trusted adult,
and that they will never be in trouble for telling.

SETTING RULES

12. Family rules that make any phone safer
The phone is only half of it. A few clear family rules do the other half.

• Agree on when and where the phone is used, such as no phone at dinner.
• Charge the phone outside the bedroom overnight.
• Decide who the child may contact, and review that list together.
• Agree on what to do if something upsetting appears.
• Write the rules down and keep a copy where everyone can see it.
• Revisit the rules as the child grows. Some families write a short 'phone agreement' that

parent and child both sign. It sounds formal, but kids often take it seriously, and it gives
you something to point to later without arguing. Model it yourself Children copy what they
see. If the grown-ups put phones away at meals, the rule is far easier to keep.

GRANDPARENTS

13. If you're a grandparent helping out
Grandparents are often asked to chip in on a first phone, or want to give one as a gift.

That's lovely, and a little coordination helps. Talk with the child's parents before buying

anything. They decide what is right for their child, and a surprise phone can undo carefully

made family rules. Ask which phone they prefer and whether they'd like help with the cost

instead of a gift. If you're the one keeping in touch, a locked-down phone or watch can also

make it easy for a grandchild to call you. Make sure your number is saved, and ask if you

can be an approved contact. Happy to help you help them I can talk through the options

with you or the parents so everyone's on the same page. I sell nothing, so the advice is

plain advice. Call (330) 200-8042.
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TWO KINDS OF KIDS

14. A younger child, or one earning more freedom
Children arrive at their first phone at very different stages, and that points to different

choices. A younger child, first phone Your child is young and mainly needs to call and text

family. You'd like the fewest risks and the least to manage.

• A locked-down phone like Gabb leaves out the browser and social media.
• A kid smartwatch can be an even simpler starting point.
• Keep the contact list short and known.
• Revisit in a year or so as they grow. An older child, earning freedom Your child is older,

needs real internet access, and has shown good judgment. You want a safety net, not a
wall.

• Bark's monitor-and-alert approach allows more freedom with oversight.
• Pinwheel's Modes offer a structured middle path.
• Talk openly about what the tools can see.
• Loosen rules gradually as trust builds. Not sure where your child falls? Age is only a

guide. I'm happy to talk it through with you, with no sales pitch, and help you choose and
set up the right device. Call or text (330) 200-8042.

COSTS

15. What it really costs
These phones usually come with ongoing monthly fees, so it helps to think about the whole

picture. All three companies charge ongoing fees, and they change their plans often.

Rather than quote numbers that may be out of date, I'd encourage you to check each

company's current plans and add up the full monthly cost along with the price of the phone

itself. Ask: what's included, what's extra, and is there a contract? Is the parental-control

service part of the plan or separate? What happens if my child outgrows the phone?

Knowing those answers avoids surprises later. Compare the same things Write down for

each option: the phone cost, the monthly fee, any parental-tools fee, and how long you'd

be committed. Then compare the totals side by side.
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SETTING UP

16. Getting set up the first week
A calm first week sets the tone for the whole phone.

• Set up the account and parent controls before handing it over.
• Add the contacts your child is allowed to reach.
• Go through the settings together, explaining what you can see.
• Practice calling you, calling a grandparent, and texting.
• Agree on where the phone sleeps at night.
• Show how to tell you about anything that feels wrong. Set aside a quiet time and make it

fun, not a lecture. Kids who feel included in the setup are far more likely to follow the
rules. I can do the setup with your family If you'd rather have a calm helper there for the
first setup, I come to your home and work at your pace. Call or text (330) 200-8042.

SCREEN TIME

17. Screen time and balance
Even a safe phone can eat a lot of a child's day if nobody keeps an eye on it.

Kid-focused phones help by limiting what's available, and some let you set schedules or

limits. But habits still matter. Sleep, schoolwork, outdoor play, and family time need room.

A rule about when the phone is put away usually works better than a rule about how long

it's used. Notice how your child seems. Are they sleeping, eating, and enjoying friends? A

change in mood or habits is worth a gentle talk. Phones are tools, and the goal is a child

who uses the tool, not one used by it. Protect sleep first A phone charging outside the

bedroom at night is one of the simplest, most effective rules a family can make.

WHEN THINGS GO WRONG

18. When something goes wrong
Sooner or later, a child may see or hear something upsetting. How you react decides

whether they tell you next time. Stay calm and thank them for telling you. Save evidence,

such as a screenshot, of a threatening message or a stranger's contact. Block the sender

and report it through the app or service. If a child is in danger or being threatened, contact

the police. Afterward, talk through what happened without blame. The goal is that your

child learns it's safe to come to you, and that you can adjust the rules together if needed.
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WATCH OUT

If a child may be in danger, call for help If you think a child is being threatened, exploited, or
contacted inappropriately, save the evidence, stop contact, and call local police or 911 right
away.

GROWING UP

19. Growing out of the first phone
A first phone is a stepping stone, not the final stop.

As children grow, they'll want more: maps, music, group chats with friends, and the apps

their classmates use. That's normal. Some families move from a locked-down phone to a

more open one with monitoring, and eventually to a regular smartphone with built-in

screen-time controls. Moving up goes best when it's a conversation. Review how the

current phone has gone, agree on what's next, and set clear expectations. Contacts and

photos can usually be moved over, and your carrier or I can help with that. Let trust set the

pace Each step up should follow good judgment, not just a birthday. That teaches

responsibility, and it keeps the incentives in the right place.

PUTTING IT TOGETHER

20. Putting it all together
Choosing a first phone is really choosing how much freedom to give, and how to build trust

along the way. Gabb locks things down, Pinwheel schedules and curates, and Bark

watches and alerts. Pick the approach that matches your child's age, start a little tighter

than you think you need, and loosen as they earn it. A kid's smartwatch is a fine first step if

a phone feels like too much. Whichever you choose, talk with your child, set clear rules

together, and keep the door open. The best safety feature isn't in the phone — it's a child

who knows they can come to you. I'm here when you need a hand Choosing, setting up,

and sorting out problems is what I do. If you'd like help, call or text me at (330) 200-8042.



Bill's Home Tech BillsHomeTech.com  ·  (330) 200-8042
A Kid's First Phone: Gabb, Bark & Pinwheel, Compared

Tech Made Simple. Service Made Personal. Page 13 of 17
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk.

For electrical, gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

COMMON QUESTIONS

21. Common Questions
The questions I hear most from parents and grandparents.

Q: What age is right for a first phone? There's no magic age. It depends on your child's

maturity and your family's needs. If the need is just calling and texting a few trusted people,

a locked-down phone or a kid's smartwatch may be plenty. Q: Which is safest, Gabb,

Pinwheel, or Bark? Gabb is the most locked down, with no browser, app store, or social

media. Pinwheel uses scheduled Modes and a curated app library. Bark monitors and

alerts rather than blocks, which suits older kids. Q: Can parents read their child's texts?

Some services allow it. Pinwheel's parent portal can view texts, and Bark scans texts and

alerts you to worrying content. Talk with your child about what you can see. Q: What do

these cost? All three charge ongoing fees and change their plans often. Check each

company's current plans and add up the whole monthly cost. Q: Is a smartwatch a good

first step? Often, yes. A kid's smartwatch that calls and texts approved numbers is simpler

than a phone. See our guide on kid smartwatches. Want to talk it through? This is a

decision where a friendly second opinion helps. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and we'll

think it through together.
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BILL'S HERE TO HELP

22. You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made a child's first phone feel a little less daunting and a lot more doable.

Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page whenever you need

it, and don't worry about memorizing anything. When you'd rather have a hand, that's

exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your pace, and never make you feel rushed

or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the parts that don't need me on-site I can

often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit comes with a 30-day, come-back-free

guarantee. I'm a tech helper, not a child psychologist or a lawyer — I don't sell phones and

I earn no commission, so my advice is just advice. I can help you compare options, set up

the device and parent controls, and explain what they can and can't do. For concerns

about your child's wellbeing, the right professional is the one to ask, and I'll help you line

one up. Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or

visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all of Portage County. 30+ years of patient,

plain-English tech help — and if you're ever not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or

refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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AT A GLANCE

A Picture to Follow Along

Gabb, Pinwheel, and Bark
Three approaches to a child's first phone

Gabb Pinwheel Bark

Approach Locked down Scheduled Modes Monitor, alert

Web browser None Limited Can allow

App store None Curated list Approved

Social media None No open social Watched

Best age Younger Middle Older

All charge ongoing fees -- check each company's current plans.
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AT A GLANCE

A Second Look

Which First Device?
Let your child's age and maturity point the way

How ready is my child?

Young, mostly
calling family?

A kid smartwatch
or a locked-down
phone like Gabb

Growing, needs
structure?

Pinwheel, with
scheduled Modes
and a curated list

Older, earning
more freedom?

Bark, which watches
and alerts instead

of blocking

Talk openly about monitoring -- hidden spying can cost a child's trust.

Illustration - a schematic, not to scale. Your setup may differ.

BEFORE YOU GO

A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill. I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do

my best to keep every step accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a

bit different, so I can't promise a guide will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem.

These guides are for general information only — they're not professional, legal, or financial

advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or the manufacturer's instructions.

Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here at your own risk. If a

step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or climbing a ladder

— or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional (or give

me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that results.
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HOW I CAN HELP

Your Visit — and My Promise
In-home visit — $99 flat for your first visit. No contracts and no surprise charges, and a

30-day follow-up is included.

Remote Support — $49 for a screen-share session. I only connect with your permission, you

watch the whole time, and you can end anytime. If I can't fix it over the screen-share, I refund

the $49 — and if it turns out you need me in person, that $49 goes toward your visit. It's

included free for Support Plan members ($39/mo).

GOOD TO KNOW

My promise — If you're not 100% satisfied with your visit, I'll come back at no charge, or
refund the full $99. No questions, no awkwardness. That's how I'd want to be treated.

Call or text (330) 200-8042 · Book a visit: billshometech.com/book · bill@billshometech.com

This free guide is for general information only — not professional advice, and no substitute for your device's own manual. Any prices
or outside products mentioned can change; please confirm current details before you buy. Please use your own good judgment and
follow it at your own risk — for anything involving electricity, gas, water, or heights, stop and call a licensed professional. Bill's Home

Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any damage, data loss, or injury that results. © 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC.


