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Senate Bill 5 Limiting Access to Cellphones During School Hours  

States ramp up efforts to limit student cellphone use 
Educators and lawmakers cite student mental well-being and academic concerns as reasons to restrict 

personal devices during school hours. 

https://www.k12dive.com/news/states-limit-student-cell-phone-use-mental-health-learning/709279/ 

By: Kara Arundel March 11, 2024 

As school-level educators struggle to keep students off personal devices during school hours, 

policymakers in several states have proposed policies to limit the distractions.  

Last month, the Alabama State Board of Education adopted a resolution encouraging local school boards 

to set policies limiting student phone use. “It is in the best interest of students, administrators, teachers, 

and employees to minimize distractions and disruptions during instructional time, which is so important 

to increase academic proficiency,” the resolution said. 

A proposal in the Vermont General Assembly would prohibit personal device use in public and private 

schools, career and technical education centers, and some pre-K programs.  

That bill also goes further, recommending that school governing boards adopt policies that would allow 

students to opt out of using school-issued electronic devices and online products. For students who opt 

out, classes using digital learning tools would need to provide alternative instruction methods.  

The legislation gives an exception to students whose physicians determine a personal electronic device is 

necessary for the students’ health. 

And in Utah, Gov. Spencer Cox in January sent letters to district and charter school leaders, school 

principals, and others voicing concern about social media use among children and asking educators to 

remove cellphones during class time.  

“Cell phone-free learning environments will help our teachers teach and our students learn,” Cox said in 

a statement. “We want to give our schools every opportunity to succeed and so I hope our local school 

districts and charter schools will join me in this effort to keep phones in backpacks or lockers during class 

time.”  

Cox’s statement included examples of how two schools curbed student cellphone use with one school 

using individual pockets hanging at the front of classrooms for students to store their phones and 

another banned cellphone use in classrooms, the cafeteria and in hallways. 

Bills supportive of limits on student cellphone use during school hours were also introduced in the most 

recent legislative sessions in Oklahoma, Virginia and Kansas. 

Another proposal in Kentucky calls for schools to limit screen time for students regardless of 

instructional model. Under that legislation, computer, television or device use would be limited to a half-
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hour for K-1 students, with increasing time limits for older students capped at two hours for 9-12 

students. 

Concerns and pushback 

At the national level, a bipartisan bill in the Senate proposes a study on the mental health and academic 

impacts of cellphone use in K-12 classrooms. That legislation suggests a pilot program that would 

provide participating schools with secure containers to store students’ phones during school hours. 

Cellphone bans, in some cases, are met with resistance by students and parents. Last month, students at 

James Madison High School in Houston Independent School District, walked out to protest enforcement 

of a cellphone ban, according to the Houston Chronicle. 

 

Some local news reports said that while the district has a policy restricting student phone use during the 

school day, that policy was recently being enforced at Madison High School.  

 

In a Feb. 5 post on X, formerly known as Twitter, the Houston Education Association, a local teacher 

union affiliated with the National Education Association, shared a list of demands from Madison High 

School students, including a request that the cellphone ban be repealed.  

A Common Sense Media study last year that analyzed the smartphone data of 200 students found 97% 

of 11- to 17-year-olds used their phones during the school day. The amount of daily in-school cellphone 

time ranged from less than a minute to 6 1/2 hours, with a median time of 43 minutes.  
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Cellphone Bans in School Are Back. How Far Will They Go? 

More schools are moving to limit or outright ban the use of cellphones inside and outside the classroom. 

What do educators have to say? 

https://www.nea.org/nea-today/all-news-articles/cellphone-bans-school-are-back-how-far-will-they-go 

By: Tim Walker February 3, 2023 

Patrick Danz did not enter the teaching profession to police cellphones in his classroom. He began his 

career in 2007, just as phones and social media began to tighten their grip on consumers and teenagers. 

So, while he expected new technologies to be a part of his classroom, he didn’t anticipate being in 

constant competition with them for students’ attention. 

“This is a battle throughout the day,” Danz says. “And it’s exhausting.”   

“I’ve done the pockets on the wall where they’re supposed to place [their phones] when they enter the 

classroom. I've tried different incentives,” he explains. “But too many students are off-task and not 

paying attention.”   

Any instructional benefits, as Danz sees them, are relatively minor compared to the problems and 

struggles cellphones create, or at least exacerbate, in his classroom.  

Danz teaches English at Allen Park High School in Trenton, Michigan. At Allen Park, educators have the 

discretion to determine how phones are to be used in class, which has led to a patchwork of approaches 

throughout the school. “I think everyone here agrees cellphones are a problem,” Danz says. “But some 

are more resigned to the devices being a constant presence. So, some colleagues are strict, some are 

more lenient, and others are somewhere in between.”   

“Too many students are off-task and not paying attention...This is a battle throughout the day, and it’s 

exhausting” 

At Allen Park, unlike many other schools, students are not using phones to bully, cheat, or post images of 

school staff on social media. It’s the distractions, Danz says—the relentless, intolerable distractions.  

If he could, Danz would ban cellphones school-lwide-—that is, forbid students from using them during 

instructional hours. If every classroom had the same rule, he believes the policy would be more 

enforceable and effective.  

That's a step more districts and schools are taking. Cellphone bans in school never went away, but prior 

to the pandemic, resistance had begun to subside. Current trends, however, suggest that newfound 

patience with the devices is quickly fading.  

“We're definitely seeing more schools tighten up their policies,” says Elizabeth Keren-Kolb, professor of 

educational technologies at the University of Michigan. “The question is how far these bans should go. 

There is room here for a few approaches and schools should think carefully on how to proceed.”   
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Research has shown a direct connection between cellphone distractions in class and lower student 

academic performance. 

CELLPHONE BANS MAKE A COMEBACK  

Until 2015, students in New York City were not allowed to bring their cell phones into school. That year, 

city leaders ordered schools to lift the ban and begin tailoring policies that accommodated phones in 

some manner. 

In 2015, 67 percent of U.S. schools had similar bans on the books, a major decline from 90% in 2009.  

Some experts anticipated this relaxation would continue. Many schools became resigned to the 

prevalence of the devices in students' lives and many were concerned that banning the devices could 

adversely impact low-income students who relied on mobile-only access to the Internet. 

By 2020, however, the percentage of schools with cellphone bans had jumped to 77 percent, according 

to recently-released data from the National Center for Education Statistics. 

The scope of these bans varies, along with the rationale. School leaders who have instituted more 

expansive restrictions (including outside the classroom) believe a cell phone-free environment will lead 

to less incidents of cyberbullying, improve attendance, and reduce time on social media (and associated 

mental health problems). The most often-cited reason is to improve engagement in class.  

“The research is clear,” Kolb says. “Cellphones are a major distraction. Even if the phone is not in use, 

students have difficulty recalling and retaining information because of the very idea that something can 

be happening on their phone.” 

With the prevalence of 1:1 Chromebook programs, the instructional benefits of cellphones aren't as 

clear-cut as before, she adds.  

On the other hand, trying to entirely erase their presence from a school campus is unrealistic.  

“We're not going back in time,” Kolb says. “But whatever a district or schools wants to achieve with their 

cell phone policy, it should have some flexibility and be consistent across the school.”  

“STUDENTS ARE JUST MORE STEALTH NOW”  

School counselor Alison Hyman has seen two different approaches to cell phones up close. When she 

was working in Montgomery County, Maryland, her school prohibited cell phones in the classroom, the 

hallways and even the cafeteria. All cell phones were turned off and stored in lockers.  

“The students didn't like the new rules obviously,” she recalls. “But they got used to the policy and 

abided by it.”  

Soon, educators reported fewer disruptions during class. "Students have been more focused,” Hyman 

said. “The policy just worked.”  

Teacher Patrick Danz has had enough of the classroom disruptions caused by cellphones and favors 

stricter measures at his school. 



It’s a different story at her current school in Loudoun County, Virginia. When students returned to in-

person learning, school leaders were understandably hesitant to lock away the devices that for so many 

students were lifelines during the first stages of the pandemic.  

 

But old problems quickly re-emerged—the distractions in classroom, the bullying, the posting photos of 

teachers to social media.  

“It all came back and the frustration level among staff increased,” Hyman says.   

The school reversed course and implemented a classroom ban on all cellphones. Although welcome 

news to educators, the new policy has not been consistently enforced. Consequently, student 

compliance has been haphazard. 

“They’re engaging in the same behavior as before. Students are just more stealth now,” Hyman says.  

In both schools, parental opposition to the school's policy never materialized, because leaders were 

proactive in keeping them informed. And students did have access to their devices during some parts of 

the school day, allaying concerns that communication would be cut off entirely.  

PUSHBACK FROM PARENTS  

The fear that parents will not be able to reach their children during an emergency, like a school shooting, 

has fueled opposition to more ambitious cellphone restrictions.  

Ken Trump, president of National School Safety and Security Services, cautions that cellphone 

communication during such an emergency can actually increase safety risks.  

"During a lockdown, students should be listening to the adults in the school who are giving life-saving 

instructions, working to keep them safe,” Trump explains. “Phones can distract from that. Silence can 

also be key, so you also don't want that phone noise attracting attention.”  

Trump understands the emotional security phones can provide. “I get it. I’m a parent too. But schools 

need to have these conversations upfront and explain the rationale behind new cellphone policies. The 

disruption to the educational environment is something parents understand.”  

Facing opposition from many parents, some districts have revised new cellphone policies to allow for 

their use outside the classroom and the adoption of less prohibitive storage options. (Electronic storage 

pouches are an increasingly popular, although costly, alternative).    

IMPACT ON SCHOOL CULTURE—A TRADE-OFF?  

As more schools consider restrictions on cellphones, Harvard University researcher Dylan Lukes suggests 

administrators and educators consider what he calls the often “overlooked dimensions” of school culture 

that not only can impact student academic performance, but also their sense of safety. 

In his research, Lukes explored these factors and found that some bans could lead to more students 

being disciplined when they are caught using phones. If that discipline leads to students being removed 

from class or school, learning will be adversely impacted. Lukes also says students may sense a decline in 

school culture, leading them to feel less safe and less respected. 



Of course, Lukes adds, the bullying and harassment instigated by cellphone use also makes students feel 

more vulnerable. 

 

“I don’t think there’s anything inherently bad about cellphones,” Lukes explains. “But I do think it is key 

to engage in a discussion around the tradeoffs of having them in schools and classrooms. There might be 

some interesting ways to balance the tradeoffs of their distractions and their benefits.” 

[Schools] should also consider often overlooked dimensions of school culture that could play a role in 

educational productivity and student wellbeing. That is not to say academic achievement is not 

important — it is — but there are other potentially important inputs that contribute to educational 

productivity, such as school discipline and culture. 

—Dylan Lukes, Harvard Graduate School of Education 

That nuance is missing from the discussion around cellphones, says Christopher Klein, who is also 

concerned about the potential downsides to school culture. 

Depending on the scope and enforcement mechanisms of the ban, the amount of time teachers could 

spend confiscating cellphones could be non-stop. 

“I think school-wide bans are counterproductive,” Klein, a learning achievement specialist in 

Montgomery County, explains. “We need to be careful not to degrade teacher-student relationships and 

make our schools feel more like prisons.” 

Klein fears that many schools may be squandering an opportunity to constructively engage students 

around cellphones—how students can use the devices responsibly and in moderation, how they can be 

used in lesson planning, and what can be gained from school-wide conversations about the effect of 

excessive screen-time and mental health. 

That may require “rewriting our playbook,” says Klein, but he believes schools need to emerge from 

what he calls ‘this painful period “of large-scale bans. 

Elizabeth Keren-Kolb agrees that educators have valuable roles to play in helping students model healthy 

and constructive uses of cellphones and screen-time. 

“It’s not unreasonable for a school to say the device should stay in the locker or lockbox unless it is to be 

used in class,” Kolb says. “At the same time, give teachers the leeway to integrate cellphones in their 

classroom as they see fit. They’re the experts and we should trust them.” 

 

 


