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OVERVIEW

Recognizing the necessity of ensuring safe and productive learning environments for students
and educators, Governor Hochul embarked on a state-wide listening tour to gain the perspective
of school administrators, teachers, students, public safety experts, and various stakeholders.
Governor Hochul convened productive conversations about the influence of phones on
classroom environments, academic outcomes, student mental health, and school safety.

As a result of those conversations, Governor Hochul is advancing legislation to create a state-
wide standard for distraction-free school environments and seek its passage in the FY2026
budget. With the commencement of the legislative session, the Governor is offering this report
to share best practices and recommendations gleaned from participating school districts and
other education leaders to support and guide implementation efforts across the state.

Overwhelmingly, the first-hand experiences of educators, parents and other education leaders
and academic research agree that unfettered access to internet-enabled communication
devices degrades a student’s experience at school. Enacting innovative restrictions on phone
usage in classrooms and communal areas will help improve adolescents' mental health and
well-being, limit distractions in the classroom, and promote a more positive teaching and

(1]

learning environment for al

According to Surgeon General Vivek Murthy, social media use by young people is nearly
universal. Up to 95 percent of young people ages 13 to 17 reported using a social media
platform, with more than a third saying that they use social media “almost constantly.”

Adolescents who spend up to three hours a day on social media platforms face double the risk
of experiencing mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Additional studies point to
“higher relative concern of harm in adolescent girls and those already experiencing poor mental
health, as well as for particular health outcomes like cyberbullying-related depression, body
image and disordered eating behaviors, and poor sleep quality linked to social media use.”

Beyond the mental health benefits, limiting smartphone usage in schools significantly impacts
teaching and learning in the classroom. According to a late 2023 poll published by the Pew
Research Center, nearly 75 percent of teachers said cell phone distraction was a major problem
in their classrooms. Distracted classrooms, along with managing behavioral issues and student
mental health concerns, put our educators under stress. A statewide policy on cell phones in the
classroom would measurably improve the classroom experience for both teachers and students,
aiding in New York’s quest to both recruit and retain high-quality teachers across the state.

Governor Hochul supports individual school districts taking steps now to address smartphones
and other personal internet-enabled devices to better promote positive learning environments.

Governor Kathy Hochul’s pioneering youth mental health agenda has successfully advanced
major initiatives such as restrictions on addictive social media feeds, prohibiting online sites



from collecting and selling the data of minors without their express consent and expanding
school-based mental health clinics across the state.

This document is being shared with school districts across New York State to share
recommendations and an implementation guide they can consider to implement a Distraction
Free School District (no usage of phones or other personal internet-enabled devices during the
day (subject to appropriate exceptions).

FINDINGS:
Phones distract students and inhibit learning and creativity.

Educators and administrators indicate that non-educational, internet-enabled devices in the
classroom have a negative impact on student learning and creativity. The effect of personal
communication technology on students’ ability to learn and successfully demonstrate the
ability to think critically and creatively was a recurring theme at each session, with the
attachment to cell phones being the primary driver behind this issue. Schools that have
instituted “phone-free” or “distraction-free” policies have noted a marked increase in student
engagement both in the classroom and communal areas. In addition, students were more
present in extracurricular activities such as school clubs and the arts.

Phone-free environments do not compromise student safety.

Parents have expressed concerns that a lack of phone access during the school day may
put their children at risk in an emergency. However, many schools participating in
roundtables have crafted policies designed to restore phone access during an emergency
or make other accommodations to protect students. Indeed, members of law enforcement
participating in roundtables have indicated that, in their experience, students may be safer
in phone-free settings during an emergency when their attention is solely on following the
direction of teachers or administrators trained for an emergency.

Phone-free environments provide a number of mental health benefits to students
and teachers.

Adolescents who spend up to three hours a day on social media are more likely to
experience mental health issues such as depression and anxiety, and 73% of teenagers

who have been cyberbullied have experienced it on social media.[z] Cell phones are the

main vehicle through which we interact with one another on social media sites, and limiting
access has a marked impact on student’s ability to communicate effectively and foster
healthy relationships. Educators and administrators have remarked on the issues that
cyberbullying presents at each listening session. Cyberbullying doesn’t just end with other
students. It often extends to teachers in the classroom, with students recording and posting
negative videos of their teachers to their social media accounts. These difficulties have a



negative impact on new and veteran teachers, with new teachers often leaving the
profession after the first few years due to behavioral issues and the increased mental
health needs of students. One parent discussed how the bullying so impacted her child that
she was concerned whether he would harm himself.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Open communication is key to the successful implementation of “distraction-free”
policies.

Multiple schools have indicated that open communication, including open forums,
stakeholder engagement with municipal leaders, and clear, direct guidance (such as FAQs
and signage), has been a key factor in successfully implementing their distraction-free
policies.

It’s vital to address parent concerns about staying connected with their children.

Several schools that have had success with distraction-free policies highlighted that they
engaged directly with parents to address concerns about potential emergencies at school.
For example, some schools worked with local law enforcement officials to help parents
understand that students are not safe in an emergency if they are checking or using their
smartphones.

The effectiveness of “distraction-free” policies requires focus on the full school day
rather than just the classroom.

Several schools highlighted that their policies worked successfully because they prevented
mobile device access throughout the school day (including time spent in the hallway or
other settings throughout the building) rather than just limiting access in the classroom.
Several schools that have pursued classroom-only policies noted that students may still be
distracted by their devices in other parts of the school building, which can negatively impact
the learning environment and does not maximize the benefit of the policy.

Schools can continue to support “distraction-free” policies by offering opportunities
for students to engage with each other In person.

Promoting involvement in activities such as school clubs, sports, and the arts are among
the many methods schools across the country use to increase student engagement.
Additional opportunities include allowing teachers to offer their lessons outside the
classroom (for example, taking the class outside to interact with nature) and making games
available during open periods. Limiting smartphone usage is a starting point, and providing
students with the opportunities to build connections through in-person engagement is a
very powerful tool in the larger effort to improve mental health outcomes for adolescents.



Schools can tailor policies that work for their students and staff.

Individual districts and schools are best poised to make decisions about the implementation
of a distraction free policy, including protocols around enforcement. Likewise, schools and
educators are best positioned to distinguish between the beneficial use of technology, such
as laptops and other educational equipment, and personal devices that impede learning.

Governor Hochul would like to thank the numerous Legislators, Superintendents,
Administrators, Principals, Social Workers, Teachers, NYSUT Leaders and Representatives
(including Leaders of Local Affiliates), Parents, Leaders and Members of the NYS School
Boards Association, the NYS Council of School Superintendents, School Board Presidents and
Members, County Executives and Law Enforcement for their participation in these listening
sessions and their daily dedication to NYS Students. She has a special appreciation for the
Students who contributed to these discussions and have shown that our future is bright, but they
need our help to achieve it.
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In 2024, the United States Department of Education Office of Education Technology published a
resource document for school districts to implement personal device policies entitled

“Planning Together: A Playbook for Student Personal Device Policies (Playbook).” The
Playbook describes its purpose as follows:

It outlines a process by which school districts and school leaders can engage students,
educators, and parents as partners in the development of school district or school-based
policies (step 1); clearly defines a set of shared goals (step 2); builds understanding and
promotes decision-making within their local context (step 3); and collects data to understand
further and revise policies, as needed (step 4), working toward policies that support the
behavioral and school climate shifts school leaders want to see. The Playbook also highlights
key equity concerns and identifies some unintended consequences of school-based
approaches to regulating device use.

New York State has expressed concerns about the negative impact of personal device use in
the classroom. Governor Kathy Hochul has proposed a statewide policy for Distraction Free
Schools to address academic learning loss and mental health impacts.

We have created these additional guidelines that are aligned with the NYS Distraction Free
Schools policy. Please consider the following guidelines as you begin your implementation plan
for an Internet-free learning environment and your Distraction Free Schools policy. We have
also highlighted areas in the Playbook to serve as a resource.

1. Set Clear Goals and Rationale

o Clearly define the primary objectives of the distraction-free learning policy (Policy), which
should focus on enhancing student engagement during the school day, reducing
learning distractions, and improving mental health. The Policy can support classroom
focus, social skills, and overall student well-being, as seen in the cases of the Albion and
Middletown school districts. Research indicates that mobile phone addiction leads to
poorer academic performance and increased levels of anxiety and depression.

e Communicate the purpose so that the Policy resonates with the community, parents,
teachers, and students. For example, the policy should address mitigating bullying and
social media distractions, which concerns New York educators and parents.

2. Involve Stakeholders Early

e Consider establishing a Policy committee that includes parents, teachers, administrators,
and student representatives. For example, Wellsville Central School District formed a
committee six months in advance to ensure community support and gather feedback
from all parties impacted by the change.


https://www.governor.ny.gov/sites/default/files/2025-06/Planning-Together-A-Playbook-for-Student-Personal-Device-Policies-A.pdf

Hold informational meetings to understand stakeholder concerns, which can prevent
misunderstandings and smooth the transition. Your Policy should address the
stakeholder concerns, where possible.

The Playbook (page 11) labels this as Co-Design, defined as “Co-design creates a
partnership between those who hold decision-making authority (e.g., school district,
school board leaders, or school) and those who may be most affected by policies,
practices, and conditions in schools (e.g., educators, students, families, community
members), to design solutions together to overcome local challenges.”

The Playbook discusses 1) What Does an Authentic Youth-Adult Partnership Look Like?
(page 12) and 2) Strategies for Addressing Power Dynamics and Hierarchies (page 13)
and examples of how best to hold stakeholder discussions (pages 11-17).

3. Define Scope and Exceptions

Define clearly when and where phones are restricted, e.g., from "bell-to-bell" during
school hours, with exceptions for academic needs, emergencies, or specific medical
needs, such as diabetes monitoring. For example, English Language Learners may use
their cell phones or other internet-enabled items for translation.

Consider providing a space or room where cell phones can be used for emergencies.

4. Identify the means of addressing access and use

Ensure that the means of addressing access and use are identified and explained in the
Policy.

Develop a clear plan for non-compliance and outline consequences, ensuring students
understand the policy's importance. Ensure you are equitably addressing discipline and
the definition of non-compliance.

5. Implement Communication and Support Structures

Plan regular communications with parents through newsletters, meetings, and
personalized follow-ups to address any ongoing concerns or feedback.

Establish or Update any existing Emergency Notification processes so parents can have
clear expectations and understand what will occur.

Provide resources for students and teachers to support the transition. Workshops on the
impact of social media and technology on mental health can help foster understanding
and buy-in.



6. Ensure Equity in the Policy and its Implementation

o Ensure that all decisions surrounding the policy, its implementation, and disciplinary
action recognize and respect the diverse students in the School District and are
grounded in equity. The Playbook addresses designing policies for students with diverse
needs (21).

e Ensure the policy is applied consistently across the School District.
7. Monitor and Adjust the Policy

e Collect data and feedback post-implementation to assess impacts on classroom
engagement and school culture. Adjust the Policy based on this data and input from all
stakeholders. The Playbook provides some considerations for gathering data and
feedback and how to measure progress (page 28).

o Consider increasing social initiatives, such as promoting alternative social activities, to
create a positive school environment where students feel they’re gaining rather than
losing something. Asking the students about the types of activities they would appreciate
can be part of the policy-making process.

[1]
[2]

https://socialmediavictims.org/cyberbullying/effects/#:~:text=Cyberbullying%201s%20Common%200n%20
Social%20Media,-
Social%20media%20sites&text=According%20t0%20a%20Cyberbullying%20Research, Twitter%2C%20I
nstagram%2C%20and%20Snapchat.

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf





