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Implementing Virginia’s Cell Phone Policy

Executive Summary

Prior to Virginia’s January 1, 2025, cell phone policy implementation, we partnered with a school district to
understand its impact. In December 2024, we surveyed the district's middle and high school teachers to
collect baseline data and query teachers’ views of the new policy. By large margins, teachers agree that cell
phones are a distraction in class and support the new policy. Two schools had already implemented a
version of the new cell phone policy. Unsurprisingly, teachers at these schools reported feeling more
comfortable and prepared to implement the new cell phone ban from the state. Teachers wanted clear
guidelines for implementation and consistent enforcement of consequences for students who violated the

policy.

Main Findings
- 76.1% of teachers believe cell phones are a
distraction in the classroom
- 84.4% of teachers support the new cell phone policy
- Teachers want consistent implementation

Cell Phones in Schools

States across the country have begun banning cell
phones in the classroom to improve student
engagement, academics, and mental health. On July 9,
2024, Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin issued an
executive order establishing cell phone-free education
in Virginia’s K-12 public schools!. The policy
mandated that each school division in the state develop
a policy that banned cell phones in schools from bell to
bell.

Youth and adolescent mental health were trending
downward before the COVID-19 pandemic.?
However, these trends were exacerbated during this
time.? Research from NYU social psychologist
Jonathan Haidt suggests that unlimited access to cell
phones and social media is at least partly to blame.*

Early evidence from places like Indiana®> and New York
City¢ suggests that cell phone bans work. Student
academics improved to pre-pandemic levels, and
student engagement and mental health also improved.
Though the policies were limited to in-school time, a
charter school in New York City found that after-

Policy Actions / Options

- Provide explicit guidelines regarding the
consequences of violating the cell phone policy.

- Consistently enforce the new policy.

- Provide consistent communication regarding

the importance of the policy

school extracurricular activity and high school sports

attendance were also up 50%.
What We’ve Learned

We partnered with a school division in Virginia to
investigate the effectiveness of the new cell phone
policy. As a first step in our research, we invited every
middle and high school teacher in the school division
to complete a survey to collect baseline data. We
administered the survey in December 2024 and asked
teachers about their views on the new policy, including
any concerns they may have about it. Here is what we

have learned so far.

76.1% of teachers agree that cell phones

are a distraction in the classroom.

84.4% of teachers support the cell
phone ban.



Teachers agree about the underlying problem — more
than three-fourths of the teachers we surveyed believed
cell phones were a distraction in the classroom.
Teachers also overwhelmingly support the cell phone
policy that is about to go into effect.

Most teachers see the need for the policy and

approve their school division’s plan to address it.

Teachers expressed worries about insufficient backing
from school leaders, which could lead to difficulties
enforcing the policy. A middle school teacher shared,
“Weak administrative support for enforcement of the
cell phone policy will only lead to more issues and
additional work for teachers.” Teachers also expressed
concerns about implementing the policy, especially

concerning communication and consequences.
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Teachers support the plan now, but that support
could fade if they do not feel they are given the
tools to adequately and fairly implement the policy.
With a unified front, the cell phone policy has the
potential to transform classrooms into more
focused, engaged, and academically productive
environments. The extent to which this happens
will hinge on its implementation.
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