
MELISSA KAY DILIBERTI, JONATHAN H. CANTOR, RYAN K. McBAIN

How School Cell Phone 
Policy Strictness Shapes 
Student Phone Use
Selected Findings from the American 
Youth Panel

P
olicies that restrict students’ cell phone use during the school day have become ubiquitous 
in U.S. public schools (Cantor et al., 2025). Previous surveys show that educators strongly 
favor such policies, citing a variety of perceived benefits to students’ learning, attention, and 
mental health (e.g., Langreo, 2023; National Center for Education Statistics, 2025; Walker, 

2025). Educators also credit cell phone policies with school safety–related benefits, including positive 
effects on school climate and reductions in cyberbullying (Diliberti et al., 2025). 

Despite the rapid proliferation of schools’ cell phone policies, questions linger. For one, although 
educators perceive many benefits, 
positive effects have not yet been 
confirmed by researchers (although 
early evidence on students’ academic 
outcomes is promising; see Figlio 
and Özek, 2025). Second, it remains 
unclear to what extent schoolwide 
restrictions on students’ cell phone 
use have actually been effective at 
reducing students’ cell phone use. One 
estimate found that students used 
their cell phones for approximately 
one hour per school day between 2022 
and 2024 (Nagata et al., 2026). 

Furthermore, polls show that 
youth are more skeptical than their 
teachers and school leaders about the 

KEY FINDINGS
	■ The number of times that students report checking their cell 

phones during their classes each day is related to differences in 
the restrictiveness of their schools’ cell phone policies.

	■ According to student reports, more-restrictive cell phone policies 
mitigate but do not fully eliminate students’ cell phone checking. 

	■ Even in the most-restrictive policy environments, one-half of stu-
dents reported checking their cell phones during their classes at 
least once during the school day and roughly one-sixth reported 
checking them frequently (more than five times per day). 

	■ Students in schools with more-restrictive cell phone policies are 
more likely to say their teachers are strict or very strict about 
enforcing cell phone rules. However, even within the most-
restrictive policy environments, students report checking their cell 
phones less when they perceive that there is stricter enforcement. 
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value of such policies. Although a minority of youth 
are open to some degree of restriction on cell phone 
use during the school day, students do not widely 
support blanket policies that prohibit use altogether 
(Diliberti et al., 2025; Park and Anderson, 2026; 
Rapaport et al., 2025). Importantly, most youth do 
not believe that cell phone policies are having posi-
tive impacts on their sense of community, bullying, 
relationships with their teachers, or the classroom 
environment (Rapaport et al., 2025). 

Prior work on this topic has largely ignored 
the fact that not all schools’ cell phone policies are 
the same. That is, we know that schools across the 
country have put in place different types of poli-
cies (Cantor et al., 2025). Importantly, some public 
schools report much stricter policies than others. But, 
at least thus far, the absence of detailed data on the 
variance in school cell phone policies has constrained 
knowledge of whether specific policy features affect 
students’ cell phone use at school. 

Report Organization

In this report, we use data from a nationally repre-
sentative survey of middle and high school students 
to examine the extent to which school cell phone 
policy strictness shapes student cell phone use. We 
organize our results into two sections. 

First, we provide an overview of the five types of 
school cell phone policies we examine. We discuss at 
what times and locations cell phone use is prohibited 
in each policy context, which cell phone policies are 
common at different grade levels, and how differ-
ent types of policies are typically enforced. Then, we 
investigate the associations between school cell phone 
policy contexts and students’ self-reported cell phone 
use. We focus on four research questions, all of which 
examine to what extent students’ experiences with 
cell phones differ based on the specific policies in 
place at their schools: 

•	 Does the share of students who reported 
checking their cell phones during class differ 
across policy contexts? 

•	 What tactics do students in each policy con-
text take to evade the policy so that they can 
use their cell phones?  

•	 Does enforcement of the policy matter for stu-
dents’ cell phone checking and what evasive 
tactics they take?

•	 For what purposes are students using their cell 
phones during the school day across policy 
contexts?

We find that students’ cell phone checking in 
class is highly related to how restrictive their schools’ 
cell phone policies are and—in more-restrictive 
environments—how strictly the students perceive 
such policies to be enforced. Students’ perceptions 
of how strictly their teachers enforced policies were 
also correlated with their use of evasive tactics to use 
their phones, such as keeping them in their pockets 
or using their smartwatches instead.  

Although our results broadly align with our 
expectations and are not particularly surprising, they 
nonetheless provide useful confirmation of expected 
associations. The results are an important first step 
in establishing a wider evidence base on how and to 
what extent schools’ cell phone policies are related 
to students’ cell phone use. We hope our results 
will be used by researchers who are working to fur-
ther understand how cell phone policies are being 
designed, implemented, and enforced in schools. 

Data and Methods

To address these research questions, we included 
questions on cell phones on a broader nationally 
representative survey to youth focused on emerging 
policy issues in K–12 schools. Our survey first asked 
youth to describe their school’s cell phone policy 
as of the 2025–2026 school year.1 We used youths’ 
responses to this survey item to categorize which 
specific types of cell phone policies applied to them.2 
We subsequently asked youth to self-report such 
information as how frequently they checked their cell 
phones at school, for what purpose they used their 
phones at school, and what tactics they used to get 
around prohibitive policies.

Our survey was administered to members of the 
RAND American Youth Panel (AYP). Panelists were 
eligible to be sampled if they were enrolled in some 
type of K–12 school or postsecondary institution at 
the time of the survey.3 Multiple youth in the same 
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household were eligible to participate. The survey 
was fielded between December 4, 2025, and Janu-
ary 5, 2026. In total, 2,420 youth were invited, and 
1,124 youth submitted completed surveys.4 

Only those who were enrolled in grades 6 
through 12 (n = 922) received our questions about 
school cell phone policies. Of the students enrolled in 
K–12 schools, 184 were enrolled in grades 6 through 
8 (which we refer to as middle school grades) and the 
remaining 738 were enrolled in grades 9 through 
12 (which we refer to as high school grades). These 
enrolled youth represent a diverse set of school envi-
ronments that include traditional public schools 
(n = 662), charter schools (n = 50), private schools 
(n = 98), and homeschools (n = 103) across the United 
States. (Because our report examines school poli-
cies, we exclude homeschoolers from our analyses.) 
Because we sampled only youth enrolled in school, 
we refer to these youth as students throughout the 
rest of this report. We applied survey weights to 
make the sample representative of all enrolled youth 
across the country with respect to their gender, race/
ethnicity, grade level, and region of residence. 

In this report, we examine whether there are 
differences in youths’ responses to our survey items 
by grade level and gender. We focus on grade level 
because previous work has shown that schools’ cell 
phone policies differ substantially by student age and 
that principals perceive differential impacts on the 
school environment at different grade levels (e.g., 
Diliberti et al., 2025).5 We also disaggregate results 
by gender because prior studies have suggested that 
cell phone restrictions may benefit girls to a greater 
degree than boys and that girls report higher prob-
lematic cell phone use (Abrahamsson, 2024; Nagata 
et al., 2022).

We conducted significance testing to assess 
whether differences by school policy context, student 
grade level, and student gender were statistically dif-
ferent at the p < 0.05 level. Because we observe some 
siblings in the same household in our survey data, 
we cluster our standard errors at the household level. 
For ease of interpretation, we present our results 
using simple descriptive statistics. However, as a 
robustness check, we confirm that our findings are 
consistent even after using linear regression models 
to control for additional factors, including student 

gender, grade, race/ethnicity, school type, and parent-
reported family income. In the text, we describe only 
those differences that are statistically significant at 
the 5-percent level, unless otherwise noted. Further-
more, because of the exploratory nature of this study, 
we did not apply multiple hypothesis test corrections. 

Limitations

Our analyses have several important limitations. 
First, we caution readers that all analyses relied on 
students’ self-reporting of checking their cell phones 
in schools. Therefore, our results might be affected by 
survey response bias and social desirability bias. It is 
possible that students underreported how often they 
check their phones or answered the survey questions 
in ways that they believed would be viewed more 
favorably. However, prior research has shown that 
single self-reported estimates of cell phone use are 
positively associated with more-objective measures, 
increasing our confidence in students’ self-reports 
(Coyne, Voth, and Woodruff, 2023). 

Second, we did not ask students how long they 
are on their cell phones when they check them. Stu-
dents might “check” their phones repeatedly for very 
short periods, or they might use their phones contin-
uously for one chunk of time. We cannot disentangle 

Previous work has 
shown that schools’ cell 
phone policies differ 
substantially by student 
age and that principals 
perceive differential 
impacts on the school 
environment at different 
grade levels.
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these two types of cell phone use in our data, nor do 
we know which type of behavior is more disruptive in 
a classroom setting. 

Third, although we investigate students’ cell 
phone checking on the basis of their school policy 
contexts and find positive correlations, we cannot 
prove causal relationships. Furthermore, sample 
sizes for some school cell phone policy contexts are 
particularly small, which creates uncertainty around 
the reliability of estimates of students’ cell phone 
checking in these contexts. We caution readers from 
overinterpreting results from students in schools 
with relatively rare cell phone policies. To assist with 
interpretation, we include sample sizes in all figures. 

Unpacking Schools’ Cell Phone 
Policies

Before we examine students’ experiences with cell 
phones at school, it is important to understand the 
nuances of different enacted policies. In this section, 
we provide some background information on the 
types of cell phone policies that were in place as of 
December 2025, including the times and locations 
on which policies focus, whether policies extend to 
smartwatches, and which grade levels are targeted 
with which policies. We also discuss how and to 
what extent policies are enforced (at least according 

to student reports) and how enforcement differs by 
grade level.6

To create our measure of the cell phone policy 
context, we asked students, “What are your school’s 
student cell phone rules this school year (2025–
2026)?”7 We listed the following response options and 
asked students to select one, ranging from the most 
lenient to the most restrictive:

•	 My school does not have rules for student cell 
phone use.

•	 Students can use cell phones outside of class 
and during class if teachers allow it.

•	 Students can’t use cell phones during class, but 
they can use cell phones outside of class (like 
at lunch time).

•	 Students can’t use cell phones during any part 
of the school day (but can bring their phones 
to school).

•	 Students can’t bring a cell phone to school at 
all.

Importantly, this question is a measure of whether 
cell phone use is permitted at school, not a measure of 
whether cell phones are accessible at school. 

Differences in Schools’ Cell Phone 
Policies Center on Whether Use Is 
Allowed During Work Time and Down 
Time

We asked students for specific details about when 
and where they are allowed to use cell phones at 
school. Table 1 shows which restrictions are typical 
for types of school policies. According to student 
reports, schools’ policies are the same in that they 
typically allow cell phone use during out-of-school 
time. That is, even the students who attend schools 
with very restrictive policies (column 2) said that 
they are still allowed to use their cell phones before 
school begins, during after-school activities, and 
while on school buses. 

Furthermore, schools seem to agree that cell 
phones are not to be used during class time, at least 
according to student reports. Even in schools with 
the most-lenient policies (column 4) where some use 
is allowed in class at teachers’ discretion, only 17 per-

It is possible that 
students underreported 
how often they check 
their phones or 
answered the survey 
questions in ways that 
they believed would be 
viewed more favorably. 
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cent of students said that they were allowed to use 
their cell phones during class periods. 

As shown in Table 1, schools’ policy differences 
are related to whether cell phone use is allowed 
during down time (e.g., lunch, recess, or in the hall-
way between periods) or work time (e.g., homeroom, 
study hall). 

Schools’ cell phone policies tend to extend to 
smartwatches. Overall, 68 percent of students said 
their school’s cell phone policy applied to smart-

watches as well. The extension of cell phone policies 
to include smartwatches was particularly true in 
schools with more-restrictive cell phone environ-
ments, at least according to student reports. For 
example, 73 percent of students who said they are not 
allowed to use their phones at all during the school 
day and 82 percent of students who said they are not 
allowed to even bring their phones to school said that 
this policy applied to their smartwatches as well. 

TABLE 1

Times When and Locations Where Students Are Typically Allowed to Use Their Cell 
Phones, by Policy Type 

Category

School Cell Phone Policy (from more restrictive to more lenient)

Cannot Bring 
Cell Phone to 

School  
(1)

No Phone Use 
Allowed in School 

(2)

No Phone Use 
Allowed in Class  

(3)

Phone Use 
Allowed in Class 

(at teachers’ 
discretion)  

(4)

No Cell 
Phone Rules  

(5)

Instructional time

Class periods N/A

Work time

Homeroom ✓ N/A

Study hall ✓ N/A

Down time

Hallway between periods ✓ ✓ N/A

Lunch or recess ✓ ✓ N/A

Out-of-school time

Before school time ✓ ✓ ✓ N/A

After school activities ✓ ✓ ✓ N/A

School buses ✓ ✓ ✓ N/A

NOTE: N/A = not applicable. ✓ indicates that at least 75 percent of students in schools with this policy type said cell phone use is allowed during this 
time and/or at this location. This table depicts response data from the following question: “You indicated that students are not allowed to use cell 
phones during some parts of the school day. When are you not allowed to use your cell phone?” (n = 719). Students saw this question only if they indi-
cated that they can bring a phone to school but their school has a policy around use; students who indicated that their school does not have any rules 
or that students cannot bring a cell phone to school did not see this item. 

Schools’ policy differences are related to whether 
cell phone use is allowed during down time or 
work time.
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Cell Phone Policies Are More Restrictive 
in Middle School Than in High School

Echoing reports from school principals (Dilib-
erti et al., 2025), middle schoolers said that they 
typically cannot use their phones at all while 
school is in session, but high schoolers experi-
ence more-lenient policies. More specifically, the 
vast majority of middle schoolers (81 percent) said 
they cannot use their cell phones at all during the 
school day, both during class and in nonclass time 
(see Figure 1). But policies targeting older students 
tend to be more varied and more lenient. Although 
34 percent of high schoolers said they cannot use 
their phones during any part of the school day, 
36 percent said their school allows them to use their 
phones outside class, and 24 percent said that they 
can use their phones not only outside class but in 
class at their teachers’ discretion. 

Students Said More-Restrictive 
Policies Have Stricter Enforcement

We asked students how strict their teachers (and 
other school staff members) were when it came to 
enforcing cell phone rules. Students rated their teach-
ers on a four-point scale from “not strict at all” to 
“very strict.” 

Students reported stricter teacher enforcement 
in schools with more-restrictive cell phone policies 
(see Figure 2). That is, the more restrictive the policy, 
the more likely students were to report that their 
teachers were strict about enforcing it. More specifi-
cally, 81 percent of students in schools where they 
are not allowed to bring a cell phone to school at all 
said that their teachers were “strict” or “very strict” 
about enforcing this rule. (Presumably, in these 
schools, teachers are enforcing not only students’ use 
of phones but the presence of phones as well.) But in 

FIGURE 1

Percentage of Students Who Are Subject to Different Cell Phone Policies at School, 
by Grade Level 

100

80

60

40

20

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 s

tu
d

en
ts

All students
(n = 774)

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “What are your school’s student cell phone rules this school year 
(2025–2026)?” (n = 774). An asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of high school–grade youth reporting that their school had a particular 
cell phone policy was statistically significantly different from the percentage of middle school–grade youth who said similarly. Percentages do 
not sum to 100 because of rounding. 
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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restrictiveness. Importantly, the main method that 
schools use to enforce the policy and encourage stu-
dent compliance differs depending on the specific 
policy in place, as we discuss in Box 1. 

more-lenient schools, students were far less likely 
to say their teachers were strict about enforcing cell 
phone rules. 

This finding aligns with our expectations 
because enforcement likely contributes to a policy’s 

The more restrictive the policy, the more likely 
students were to report that their teachers were 
strict about enforcing it.

FIGURE 2

Percentage of Students Who Said Their Teachers Were Strict or Very Strict When It 
Came to Enforcing School Cell Phone Policies, by Policy Type
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “How strict are your teachers and other school staff when it comes to 
enforcing the cell phone rules?” (n = 747). Students who said their school did not have cell phone rules were not asked for their perception of 
enforcement. An asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy environment who indicated that 
their teachers were strict or very strict about enforcing cell phone rules was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students 
in schools where students are allowed to use phones (at teachers’ discretion) that indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results 
remain statistically significant after controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-
reported family income, grade level, and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). 
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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BOX 1

Rarely Do Principals Say Enforcement Mechanisms Make Cell Phones Inaccessible Through-
out the School Day

In a separate survey that we conducted with a nationally representative sample of principals in fall 2025, we 
asked them about the same set of cell phone policies that we cover in this report.a We also asked principals 
how compliance with their school’s cell phone policy was enforced. More specifically, we asked them to select 
from the following policies: Yondr-style locked pouches, teachers collecting phones at the door, storing phones 
in lockers or backpacks, or the honor system with verbal reminders. Notably, some of these enforcement mech-
anisms allow students to retain access to their phones during the school day while others prevent students from 
having access.

Importantly, principals most commonly said that compliance with cell phone policies was enforced with mecha-
nisms that allow students to have at least some access to their cell phones during the school day (see column 1 
in the table inside this box). Only 17 percent of principals reported ensuring that cell phones were relatively inac-
cessible, including 12 percent who said that teachers collect phones at the door and 5 percent who said their 
school used Yondr-style locked pouches. Most commonly, principals said cell phones were to be stored in lock-
ers or backpacks, which are places that students likely have at least some access to throughout the school day.  

We also found that principals’ reports of how cell phone policies were enforced were highly correlated with what 
policies were in place at their school. That is, most principals (56 percent) of schools with more-lenient policies 
that allow phone use during class time with teachers’ discretion said that their way of enforcing these policies 
was an honor system with reminders (see column 5). In contrast, most principals (65 percent) in schools with the 
most-restrictive policies that allow no phone use during the school day said that students were required to store 
their phones in their lockers or backpacks (see column 3). 

Percentage of Principals Reporting How Cell Phone Policies Are Enforced

Enforcement of Policy

Phones Likely 
Accessible to 

Students?
(1)

All Schools 
(n = 946) 

(2)

School Cell Phone Policy (from more restrictive to more 
lenient)

No Phone Use 
Allowed in 

School (n = 811) 
(3)

No Phone Use 
Allowed in Class 

(n = 94) 
(4)

Phone Use Allowed 
in Class (at teachers’ 

discretion) (n = 41) 
(5)

Yondr-style locked 
pouches

5 5 3 0

Teachers collect 
phones at the 
classroom door

12 9 35 23

Phones are stored in 
lockers or backpacks

60 65 38 14

Honor system with 
verbal reminders

22 20 22 56

Other or don’t know 1 1 2 8

NOTE: This table depicts response data from the following question administered to a nationally representative sample of K–12 school 
principals using RAND’s American School Leader Panel: “You indicated that students are allowed to bring cell phones to school but are not 
permitted to use them at all times. How is compliance enforced?” (n = 946). Columns might not sum to 100 because of rounding.

a We administered this survey to a nationally representative sample of K–12 public school principals via the RAND American 
School Leader Panel between October 23, 2025, and November 21, 2025. In total, 3,634 principals were invited to participate 
in the survey, and responses from 1,038 principals were included in the final data file. Principals’ responses were weighted 
to be representative of the national population of K–12 public school principals and the schools in which they serve. These 
questions were asked as part of a module on schools’ cell phone policies as of the 2025–2026 school year.
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Even Within the Most-Restrictive Policy 
Environments, Enforcement Is Stricter 
for Younger Students Than for Older 
Students 

As shown in Figure 1, eight in ten middle-school stu-
dents are in relatively restrictive policy environments, 
compared with only one-third of high school stu-
dents. But not only are younger students more likely 
than their older counterparts to be in more-restrictive 
policy environments, they are more likely to be in 
policy environments where enforcement is stricter. 

That is, even conditional on being in a restrictive 
policy environment, younger students are more likely 
than their older counterparts to indicate that their 
teachers are very strict about enforcing their school’s 
cell phone policy (see Figure 3). Forty-six percent of 
middle school students (those in grades 6 through 8) 
in schools that do not allow any phone use indicated 
their teachers were very strict about enforcing the 
policy. In comparison, only 23 percent of students 
in grades 11 and 12 said similarly. Early-grade high 
school students (those in grades 9 and 10) fell some-
where in between.   

FIGURE 3

Percentage of Students Who Said Their Teachers Were Strict or Very Strict When It 
Came to Enforcing School Cell Phone Policies, by Policy Type and Grade Level
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NOTE: N/A = Results are not displayed because sample sizes are too small to make reliable estimates. This figure depicts response data 
from the following question: “How strict are your teachers and other school staff when it comes to enforcing the cell phone rules?” (n = 694). 
Students who said their school did not have cell phone rules were not asked for their perception of enforcement. An asterisk (*) indicates that 
the percentage of students in grades 6–8 or grades 9–10 within a particular school cell phone policy environment who indicated that their 
teachers were very strict about enforcing cell phone rules was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students in grades 
11–12 in the same policy environment who said similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that the results remain statistically significant after 
controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported family income, and school 
type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). Percentages might not sum to totals because of rounding. 
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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How Policies Are Associated 
with Cell Phone Checking 

In this section, we investigate the association between 
schools’ cell phone policies and students’ cell phone 
use, including how frequently students check their 
phones, what tactics they use to evade policies, and 
for what purpose they are using their cell phones. 
Throughout our analyses, we investigate to what 
extent the degree of enforcement matters for these 
relationships. Where sample sizes permit, we also 
examine differences by student grade and gender.

Policies Appear to Mitigate—but Not 
Eliminate—Students Checking Their 
Cell Phones

According to student reports, more-restrictive school 
cell phone policies are associated with a reduced 
percentage of students checking their cell phones in 
school (see Figure 4).8 

In the most lenient environments, roughly eight 
in ten students said they are checking their cell 
phones during their classes at least once per day. In 
contrast, the percentage of students who reported 

FIGURE 4

Percentage of Students Who Checked Their Cell Phones During Their Classes at 
Least Once per Day, by School Cell Phone Policy
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worry, we won’t tell your teachers.)” (n = 774). Nine percent of students indicated that the question was not applicable to them because they 
do not have a cell phone or do not bring it to school; we count these students as not using their cell phones at school. An asterisk (*) 
indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy environment who indicated that they checked their cell 
phone at least once per day was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students in schools where students are allowed to 
use phones (at teachers’ discretion) who indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results remain statistically significant after 
controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported family income, grade level, 
and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). Three asterisks (***) indicate that results remain statistically significant after also 
controlling for state.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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checking their cell phones at least once per day in the 
most restrictive environments was some 30 percent-
age points lower than in the most lenient environ-
ments. Although the magnitude of the difference 
across policy contexts dropped as we began to control 
for other student- and school-level factors that we 
think might be associated with cell phone habits 
in schools (including gender, race/ethnicity, grade 
enrolled, parent-reported family income, and the 
type of school attended), the overall pattern held.9

And yet, even in the most restrictive environ-
ments, half of students said they were checking their 
cell phones in class with some frequency. These 
environments have the strictest enforcement (see 
Figure 2), and still students say they are checking 
their cell phones during classes. And in the policy 
environments that fall somewhere in the middle 
between restrictive and lenient, about seven in ten 
students (72 percent) reported checking their cell 
phones at least once per day during their classes. 

Importantly, checking one’s cell phone is a rather 
low bar—much lower than using a cell phone for a 
significant length of time. Nevertheless, this is a great 
deal of self-reported noncompliance with school 
policies. It also raises the question of how students 
are getting around the rules in their school, which we 
discuss in more detail in the sections that follow. 

Most Commonly, Students Are 
Occasional Cell Phone Checkers, but 
There Is a Small Minority Who Are 
Checking Their Cell Phones Regularly

We asked students to report not just whether they 
were checking their cell phones at school during their 
classes but how frequently they were doing so. We 
sorted students into three categories based on how 
frequently they reported checking their cell phones 
during class: never checkers (who reported never 
checking their cell phones during the school day); 
occasional checkers (who reported checking their 

cell phones either one or two times per school day or 
three or four); and frequent checkers (who reported 
checking their cell phones five to ten times per school 
day or more than ten times per school day). 

As shown in Figure 5, we found that a plural-
ity of middle and high school students (42 percent) 
reported occasionally checking their cell phones 
during their classes. However, about one-fifth of 
students (21 percent) were frequent cell phone check-
ers, including 10 percent who reported checking their 
cell phones more than ten times per day during class. 
This suggests that there is a sizable minority of stu-
dents who are not just checking their cell phones at 
school; they are checking them a lot.  

We also investigated to what extent the frequency 
of students’ cell phone checking was related to the 
restrictiveness of their school policy. Although dif-
ferences were not always statistically significant, we 
observed a general pattern of more-restrictive policies 
being associated with reductions in the percentages 
of students who self-reported being occasional cell 
phone checkers and frequent cell phone checkers. 
For example, 54 percent of students in schools where 
phone use is allowed in class were occasional phone 
checkers, compared with 36 percent of students in 
schools where cell phone use is prohibited throughout 
the school day. 

There is a sizable 
minority of students 
who are not just 
checking their cell 
phones at school; they 
are checking them a lot. 
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of a strictly enforced policy. This pattern could 
simply reflect the small sample size (n = 28 students). 
Alternatively, we hypothesize that this might reflect 
students’ resistance to the policy, given their extreme 
dislike of it (as we discuss more in Box 2). 

The fact that 42 percent of students in schools 
with a policy that does not even allow them to bring 
their phones to school reported checking their 
phones is a bit puzzling. At least according to stu-
dent reports, these schools have among the strictest 
enforcement of their cell phone rules (see Figure 2). 
Therefore, it is surprising that such a high percent-
age of students report checking phones in violation 

FIGURE 5

Percentage of Students Who Checked Their Cell Phones During Their Classes at 
Least Once per Day, by Frequency and School Cell Phone Policy

All students

Cannot bring cell phone to school
(n = 28)

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “How often do you check your cell phone during your classes? (Don’t 
worry, we won’t tell your teachers.)” (n = 774). Nine percent of students indicated that the question was not applicable to them because they 
do not have a cell phone or do not bring it to school; we count these students as not using their cell phones at school. An asterisk (*) 
indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy environment who indicated that they checked their cell 
phones with some frequency was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students in schools where students are allowed to 
use phones (at teachers’ discretion) who indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results remain statistically significant after 
controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported family income, grade level, 
and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). Three asterisks (***) indicate that results remain statistically significant after also 
controlling for state. Some bars may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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BOX 2

More-Lenient Policies Continue to Be Students’ Most Favored

Unsurprisingly, the students whom we surveyed preferred more-lenient cell phone policies to a large degree—
presumably because these policies allow them to use their cell phones as they please. As shown in the figure 
in this box, 62 percent of students in schools without cell phone policies and 60 percent of students in schools 
with the most-lenient policies like or really like the policies. Students’ positive perceptions of their schools’ cell 
phone policies decrease as those policies become more restrictive. 

But even in the most-restrictive policy environments—where students are not even allowed to bring their cell 
phones to school or can bring them but not use them—still a small minority of students (about one-fifth to one-
quarter) like the policy. But, at best, their support is lukewarm, and only very small percentages of students say 
that they really like these policies. (Of course, some students might not mind cell phone restrictions because 
they might continue to use their phones in spite of the policies.)

This pattern comports with prior research showing that at least a minority of students do not mind their schools’ 
cell phone policies, although students tend to prefer prohibitions on certain use cases during the school day to 
blanket bans (Diliberti et al., 2025; Park and Anderson, 2026; Rapaport et al., 2025). 

Percentage of Students Who Said They Like or Really Like Their School’s Cell 
Phone Policy, by Policy Type
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “How do you feel about your school’s cell phone rules?” (n = 773). An 
asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy environment who indicated that they liked or really 
liked their school’s cell phone rules was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students in schools where students are 
allowed to use phones (at teachers’ discretion) who indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results remain statistically significant 
after controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported family income, grade 
level, and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). Bars may not sum to totals because of rounding.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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FIGURE 6

Percentage of Students Who Checked Their Cell Phones During Their Classes at 
Least Once per Day, by Gender, Frequency, and School Cell Phone Policy
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worry, we won’t tell your teachers.)” (n = 713). We count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school 
as never checkers. However, we exclude students who are in policy environments where sample sizes are too small to make reliable 
estimates. Some bars may not sum to totals because of rounding.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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Male and Female Students Were 
Roughly Equally Likely to Be Checking 
Their Phones

We investigated whether there were any differences 
in frequency of phone checking by student gender. 
Overall, about 60 percent of both male and female 
students reported ever checking their cell phones 
during the school day (results not shown). 

Looking across school policy contexts, we did 
not observe any statistically significant differences 
between male and female students in their likelihood 
of ever checking their cell phones during classes or in 
the frequency with which they reported checking (see 
Figure 6). However, the gender gap in schools where 
no phone use is allowed in class is substantively large 
(about 10 percentage points) and notably wider than 
in other policy contexts. 

Younger Students Are More Responsive 
to More-Restrictive Policies

We also investigated students’ self-reported cell 
phone checking by the combination of their grade 
and school policy environment. We focus on the 
places where our sample sizes are largest, giving us 
the greatest confidence in the results.

Figure 7 plots the percentage of students who 
ever checked their cell phones during class by their 
grade and their school’s cell phone policy. Focusing 
first on the restrictive policy environments where 
cell phone use is prohibited throughout the entire 
school day (the green line), we find that greater per-
centages of older students than of younger students 
reported violating this policy. More specifically, after 
we accounted for other factors associated with cell 
phone habits, about two in ten 7th graders in the 
most-restrictive environments ever checked their cell 
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phones. In comparison, roughly five in ten 9th grad-
ers and eight in ten 12th graders did similarly. 

We hypothesize two reasons for this result, 
acknowledging that there might be others and that 
these are likely complementary explanations. It 
might be that restrictive cell phone policies are doing 
a better job of prohibiting younger students from 
checking their cell phones because enforcement is 
greater at lower grade levels. (We find some evidence 
for this hypothesis, as shown in Figure 3.) Another 
explanation might be that older students are using 
more-evasive tactics to get around their schools’ 
cell phone policies than younger students. (We also 
find some evidence of this, as we show later; see 
Figure 11.) 

As shown in Figure 1, schools’ cell phone poli-
cies are more varied at the high school level than at 
the middle school level, which allows us to examine 
cell phone checking across policy contexts in the 
high school grades. In the early high school grades 
(i.e., grades 9 and 10), we observe substantively large 

differences in students’ likelihood of ever checking 
their cell phones by their school policy context (see 
Figure 7). For example, roughly nine in ten 9th grad-
ers in the most-lenient policy environments (where 
students can check their phones at teachers’ discre-
tion) are estimated to be checking their phones with 
some frequency. But in schools where students are 
not allowed to use phones at all in school, only some 
five in ten 9th graders are estimated to be doing 
similarly.10

In contrast, we observe no statistically significant 
differences in the percentage of students ever check-
ing their cell phones across policy contexts in grades 
11 and 12. In these grades, students in all policy envi-
ronments were highly likely to be checking their cell 
phones at least once per day. 

The reasons for this pattern merit further 
investigation. One possible explanation is that some 
9th- and 10th-grade students attend schools that 
include lower grade levels, and, therefore, might be 
subject to more-restrictive policies on average than 

FIGURE 7

Percentage of Students Who Checked Their Cell Phones During Classes, by Grade 
and School Cell Phone Policy
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family income. We count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school as never checkers. However, we 
exclude students who are in policy environments or grade levels where sample sizes are too small to make reliable estimates. Shading 
represents 95-percent confidence intervals.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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older students. Another possible explanation is that 
teachers and other school staff members use more 
discretion in enforcing restrictive policies with older 
high school students than with younger high school 
students. (We find some support for this hypothesis, 
as shown in Figure 3.)  

In Restrictive Policy Environments, 
Students Report Checking Their Cell 
Phones Less When They Say Teacher 
Enforcement Is Stricter 

As discussed previously, we asked students how strict 
their teachers (and other school staff members) were 
about cell phone rules as a proxy measure of enforce-
ment. We examined whether students’ perception 
of how strictly policies were enforced was associated 

with their reports of ever checking their cell phones 
during their classes. We found that the strictness 
with which students perceived their teachers to be 
enforcing cell phone rules mattered for their cell 
phone checking in some school policy contexts but 
not in others (see Figure 8).

Most notably, in the most-restrictive policy envi-
ronments where students are not allowed to use cell 
phones at all during the school day, students’ percep-
tions of their teachers’ strictness were highly cor-
related with cell phone checking. When students in 
restrictive policy environments perceived their teach-
ers to be lax about enforcing the policy, about eight in 
ten reported checking their cell phones during their 
classes. But when students in the same policy context 
perceived their teachers to be very strict about enforc-

FIGURE 8

Percentage of Students Who Checked Their Cell Phones During Classes with Some 
Frequency, by School Cell Phone Policy and Teacher Strictness with Enforcement
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(n = 602). Results are predictions from a regression model that regresses students’ cell phone use on an indicator of the school policy 
environment interacted with students’ reports of how strict their teachers are when it comes to enforcing cell phone policies. We control for 
gender, grade, race/ethnicity, and parent-reported family income. We count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did 
not bring it to school as never checkers. However, we exclude students in policy environments where sample sizes are too small to make 
reliable estimates. We also omit results for students who said “not strict at all” because very few students selected this response option. 
Black bars are 95-percent confidence intervals.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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We observed only one difference across policy 
contexts in the specific tactics that students reported 
trying: Students in more-lenient policy environments 
were far more likely than students in more-restrictive 
environments to attempt to get around their schools’ 
rules by keeping their cell phones in their pockets 
(presumably as opposed to putting them in their 
backpacks or lockers) (see Figure 9).

There is an important caveat: Once we take into 
account students’ perceptions of how strictly their 
school’s policy is enforced, we do not observe any sta-
tistically significant differences across policy contexts. 

However, we do observe a general pattern of a 
negative association between students’ engagement in 
activities to circumvent policies and their perception 
that policies are strictly enforced. More specifically, 
students who perceive that teachers (and other school 
staff members) are enforcing policies more strictly 
are less likely to engage in evasive tactics, as shown 
in Figure 10. For example, 50 percent of students 
reported keeping their cell phones in their pockets 

ing the policy, only four in ten students reported ever 
checking their cell phones.  

The Policy That Students Were 
Subjected to Was Not Strongly Related 
to Their Engagement in Evasive 
Tactics—but Their Perception of 
Strictness of Enforcement Was

We asked students how they got around their schools’ 
policies. We listed six possible methods that students 
might try and asked them to select all that they did. 
Fifty-six percent of students overall reported trying 
at least one of the six tactics about which we asked. 

We examined whether the number and types 
of tactics students said they did to get around their 
school’s cell phone rules differed depending on the 
specific policy in place. In all policy contexts, stu-
dents reported trying one tactic on average to get 
around their school cell phone rules. 

FIGURE 9

Percentage of Students Who Reported Getting Around Their School’s Cell Phone 
Policies Using Different Tactics, by School Cell Phone Policy 
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NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “What do you do to get around your school’s cell phone rules? (Don’t 
worry, we won’t tell your teachers.)” (n = 719). An asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy 
environment who indicated that they got around their school’s cell phone policy using a specific tactic was statistically significantly different 
from the percentage of students in schools where students are allowed to use phones (at teachers’ discretion) that indicated similarly. We 
count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school as never users, and, therefore, consider them as 
not using any of these tactics to get around school cell phone rules. 
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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as tablets or computers, as well as smartwatches, to 
avoid cell phone policies.11 In schools where students 
perceived enforcement to be the most lax, 21 percent 
of students reported using a school-provided device 
as a substitute for their cell phone and 17 percent said 
the same about a smartwatch. 

when they perceived that teachers are “a little strict” 
in enforcing school cell phone rules. But when they 
perceived teachers to be “very strict,” only 17 percent 
of students reported trying this tactic. 

Most notably, we found some preliminary 
evidence that students might be using additional 
technology, including such school-provided devices 

FIGURE 10

Percentage of Students Who Reported Getting Around Their School’s Cell Phone 
Policies Using Different Tactics, by Teacher Strictness with Enforcement
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“very strict” in enforcing rules was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students who perceived their teachers to be “strict” 
or “a little strict” who indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results remain statistically significant after controlling for the school cell 
phone policy. Three asterisks (***) indicate that results remain statistically significant after controlling for other student- and school-level 
factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported family income, grade level, and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, 
charter). We count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school as never users, and, therefore, 
consider them not to be using any of these tactics to get around school cell phone rules.
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were particularly likely to report engaging in evasive 
tactics. For example, 46 percent of those in grades 
11 and 12 reported keeping their cell phones in their 
pockets. In comparison, only 23 percent of students 
in grades 6–8 said the same. 

Importantly, students in the early high school 
grades (grades 9 and 10) fell somewhere between 
their older and younger peers, sometimes appearing 
more similar to older high school students and other 
times more like middle school students. For example, 
those in the early high school grades (grades 9–10) 
were just as likely as their older peers (grades 11–12) 
to report keeping their cell phones in their pockets. 
But they were less likely than their peers in grades 
11–12 to report trying things like using a school-
provided device instead of a cell phone. 

The fact that early high schoolers report engag-
ing in a level of evasion tactics that falls somewhere 
in between their younger and older peers might help 
explain why their cell phone checking appears more 
similar to those in younger grades despite being in 
more-lenient policy environments on average (see 
Figure 7). 

Female Students and Older Students 
Were More Likely to Report Using 
Evasive Tactics

We also examined whether certain types of students 
were more likely to report engaging in evasive tactics 
to use their cell phones than others. Although dif-
ferences were not always statistically significant, we 
observed a general pattern that female students and 
students in older grade levels were more likely to 
report such tactics (see Figure 11).

Looking first at the results by gender, we see 
that female students are more likely than their male 
counterparts to report such activities as going to the 
bathroom to use their cell phones and using a school-
provided device in place of a cell phone. For example, 
26 percent of female students reported going to 
the bathroom to use their phones, compared with 
18 percent of male students. Only one tactic broke 
the general pattern: More male students than female 
students reported keeping their cell phones in their 
pockets (40 percent versus 30 percent, respectively).

As shown in the bottom panel of Figure 11, older 
students—especially those at the end of high school—

Posting on social media was the least common 
reason students gave for using their cell phones 
during classes: Only 7 percent of students said that 
they were using their cell phones during classes to 
post on social media.
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FIGURE 11

Percentage of Students Who Reported Getting Around Their School’s Cell Phone 
Policies Using Different Tactics, by Gender and Grade

Keep my cell phone in my pocket

Turn in a burner phone so I can keep
my real one

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “What do you do to get around your school’s cell phone rules? (Don’t 
worry, we won’t tell your teachers.)” (n = 719). We count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school 
as never users, and, therefore, consider them as not using any of these tactics to get around school cell phone rules. An asterisk (*) indicates 
that the percentage of female students or students in grades 9–10 or grades 6–8 who indicated that they got around their school’s cell phone 
policy using a specific tactic was statistically significantly different from the percentage of male students or students in grades 11–12, 
respectively, who indicated similarly.
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common reason students gave for using their cell 
phones during classes: Only 7 percent of students said 
that they were using their cell phones during classes 
to post on social media. (Of course, this still corre-
sponds to hundreds of thousands of students posting 
on social media during classes.)

As shown in Figure 12, students in all policy 
environments were roughly equally likely to say that 
they used their cell phones to let their parents know 
how their day is going. That is, we did not find evi-
dence that students in more-restrictive environments 
are using phones at higher rates to check in with 
parents—a common concern cited by both parents 
and youth in opposition to cell phone policies (Dilib-
erti et al., 2025; National Parents Union, 2024).

Students in More-Lenient Policy 
Environments Use Their Cell Phones 
in Classes to Talk to Their Friends and 
Listen to Music

We also asked students for what purpose they were 
using their cell phones (and/or smartwatches) during 
their classes. We listed seven different ways that stu-
dents might use their phones during their classes and 
asked them to select all that applied.  

Among all students, three types of use rose to the 
top: listening to music, talking to friends, and check-
ing in with parents. About one-quarter to one-third 
of students reported using their phones for each of 
these purposes. Posting on social media was the least 

FIGURE 12

Percentage of Students Who Reported Using Their Cell Phones (or Smartwatches) for 
Various Purposes During Class, by School Cell Phone Policy

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 s

tu
d

en
ts

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “How do you use your cell phone and/or smartwatch during your 
classes?” (n = 719). An asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of students in a particular school cell phone policy environment who 
indicated that they used their phones for a specific purpose was statistically significantly different from the percentage of students in schools 
where students are allowed to use phones (at teachers’ discretion) who indicated similarly. Two asterisks (**) indicate that results remain 
statistically significant after controlling for other student- and school-level factors, including student gender, race/ethnicity, parent-reported 
family income, grade level, and school type (i.e., traditional public, private, charter). Only students who reported using their cell phones or 
smartwatches during classes received this item; however, we count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it 
to school as never users, and, therefore, consider them not to be using their cell phones or smartwatches for any of these activities.
a Phone use is allowed in class only at teachers’ discretion. 
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With respect to grade level, we found that older 
students—especially those in grades 11 and 12—were 
more likely than their younger counterparts to use 
their phones for a variety of purposes during their 
classes. Older students were far more likely to report 
nonproductive uses, such as listening to music and 
talking to their friends. But these students were also 
more likely to report checking in with parents and 
scheduling after-school activities. And roughly one-
third of 11th and 12th graders reported using their 
cell phones during their classes to help with their 
classwork. 

Implications and 
Recommendations

At this point, nearly all U.S. schools have imple-
mented policies regulating students’ cell phone use 
(Diliberti et al., 2025). But these policies are defined 
and enforced differently. Policies vary in terms of 
what specific times and locations they cover; whether 
they cover other technology, such as smartwatches; 
and how strictly they are enforced and through what 
means. Results from our nationally representative 
survey of students confirm that students are subject 
to a wide variety of types of cell phone policies at 
school. According to student reports, these policies 
look quite different at the middle school level than at 
the high school level—a finding that comports with 
prior research with school principals (e.g., Cantor 
et al., 2025).

The students who took our survey admitted 
that they were not universally compliant with their 
school’s policy on cell phones. However, how much 

However, students in the most-lenient policy 
environments were particularly likely to report using 
cell phones during their classes for nonproductive 
purposes, including listening to music and talking 
with friends. In fact, 49 percent of students in schools 
where some phone use is permitted during classes at 
teachers’ discretion said they were using their phones 
to chat with friends. But students in this same policy 
context were also more likely to report using their 
phones to help with classwork. (Of course, we do not 
know whether students were using cell phones con-
structively to help with coursework or whether they 
were trying to cheat.) 

Older Students Were More Likely to 
Report Cell Phone Use for a Variety of 
Purposes

We also investigated whether different types of stu-
dents tended to use their phones for different pur-
poses. As shown in the top panel of Figure 13, we 
did not observe a consistent pattern in how students 
were using their phones by gender. Both male and 
female students were roughly equally likely to report 
using their cell phones for some purposes, such as 
helping with classwork and posting on social media. 
However, male students were more likely than their 
female counterparts to report using their cell phones 
to play games or watch videos (25 percent versus 
16 percent, respectively). Conversely, female students 
were more likely to use their cell phones to schedule 
activities for after school (19 percent versus 12 per-
cent, respectively). 

Students in the most-lenient policy environments 
were particularly likely to report using cell phones 
during their classes for nonproductive purposes, 
including listening to music and talking with 
friends.
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FIGURE 13

Percentage of Students Who Reported Using Their Cell Phones (or Smartwatches) for 
Various Purposes During Class, by Gender and Grade

To listen to music

To schedule activities for after school

NOTE: This figure depicts response data from the following question: “How do you use your cell phone and/or smartwatch during your 
classes?” (n = 819). Only students who reported using their cell phones or smartwatches during classes received this item; however, we 
count those students who said they did not have a cell phone or did not bring it to school as never users, and, therefore, consider them as 
not using their cell phones or smartwatches for any of these activities. An asterisk (*) indicates that the percentage of female students or 
students in grades 9–10 or grades 6–8 who indicated that they used their cell phones for a specific purpose was statistically significantly 
different from the percentage of male students or students in grades 11–12 who indicated similarly. 
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students reported checking their cell phones, for 
what purposes, and what tactics they used to evade 
enforcement depended on the specifics of the policy 
at their school. 

Even in the most-restrictive policy environ-
ments where students are not allowed to use their 
cell phones at school at all—and where enforcement 
is reportedly the strictest—half of students said that 
they checked their cell phones at least once per day in 
their classes. And a small minority of these students 
are checking their cell phones a lot. Our finding that 
students still report checking their cell phones during 
class and at other points during the school day 
despite attending schools with policies that prohibit 
this behavior aligns with data from other recent stu-
dent surveys (Saavedra, Rapaport, and Silver, 2026). 

Taken together, our results suggest that even 
very restrictive policies that prohibit student cell 
phone use at all times during the school day are not 
going to end the problem of cell phone use in schools, 
especially because only a minority of students are 
supportive of such restrictive policies. But we did 
find some preliminary evidence that even if restric-
tive policies cannot eliminate students’ cell phone 
use, such policies might be successful at mitigating it. 
And students report checking their cell phones less 
when they perceive enforcement to be stricter, even 
conditional on the policy environment. Although our 
results cannot identify a causal relationship between 
school cell phone policies and cell phone use, they 
are suggestive that there is at least some positive 
correlation. 

Given these results, we make the following rec-
ommendations for school system leaders responsible 
for implementing such policies and for researchers 
seeking to understand how these policies affect stu-
dents’ cell phone use, engagement, and achievement.

For school system leaders: Presuming that edu-
cators’ goal is to reduce students’ cell phone use in 
schools, it seems that more-restrictive schoolwide 
policies may achieve this goal to a greater degree than 
more-lenient policies. Giving students explicit per-
mission to use their cell phones during any portion 
of the school day likely leads to greater cell phone use 
during class time, even if that is not the school’s inten-
tion. Our findings suggest that schools’ best chance of 
combating the cell phone problem is with very restric-
tive policies (i.e., policies that prohibit use throughout 
the entire school day), and these policies are likely to 
be more effective when paired with stricter enforce-
ment. Of course, this adds challenges for teachers and 
other school staff members who are likely left with the 
burden of this enforcement. 

For researchers: Public discussions and analyses 
of the impacts of school cell phone policies must give 
greater consideration to the specific nuances of each 
policy, including which grade levels, times, locations, 
and types of technology are targeted. And more 
information is needed on exactly how school cell 
phone policies are being operationalized. For exam-
ple, our data show that the enforcement of policies 
is highly related to students’ compliance with them. 
Thus, more data are needed to unpack the enforce-
ment of and compliance with school cell phone 
policies (e.g., how many students are getting caught 
violating the policy, what are the consequences when 
they do, are the same students repeat offenders). And 
more investigation is also needed to determine the 
extent to which types of school cell phone policies are 
associated with a variety of student outcomes beyond 
cell phone use—such as student achievement, student 
engagement, peer-to-peer social interactions, and 
peer-to-teacher relationships.
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attend. With the exception of homeschools (which are very dif-
ferent from formalized school settings), we found that the distri-
bution of students across school cell phone policy settings looked 
very similar for traditional public schools, charter schools, and 
private schools. Therefore, we include students from both public 
and private schools in our analyses.
7   Importantly, these are students’ reports of their school’s cell 
phone policies. Schools’ cell phone policies are likely highly 
related to the states in which they are located, and states had 
passed a wide variety of cell phone policies by December 2025 
(Phone Free Schools State Report Card, undated). We do not have 
a sufficient sample size to investigate or untangle relationships 
between school and state policy settings. 
8   We observe this same overall pattern when we restrict our 
sample to focus only on public school students. However, stan-
dard errors become very large because of the drop in sample size 
as we begin to add controls. Nevertheless, we confirm the same 
general pattern.
9   As a robustness check, we also run an alternate model in which 
we also control for state and confirm the same results. This is 
not our preferred specification because of our small sample size. 
In many states, we observe only a handful of students. In some 
cases, these observations might be siblings who attend the same 
school.    
10   Cell phone checking among students in schools where the 
policy is that phones can be used only outside classes looked 
much more similar to schools where phone use is prohibited 
during the entire school day rather than similar to schools with 
more-lenient policies, but these differences were not statistically 
significant.
11   Students who reported that they never used their cell phones 
or smartwatches at school (or that this was not an applicable 
question to them because they did not have such a device or 
did not bring it to school) did not receive the follow-up survey 
item asking whether they used their school-provided computer 
or tablet instead as a way of getting around cell phone policies. 
Therefore, it is possible that we are underestimating the share of 
students who are using this as an evasive tactic. 

Notes
1   Our survey items asked about school cell phone “rules” to 
ensure that survey items were interpretable for youth as young 
as 12. 
2   We exclude from our analysis the 4 percent of students who 
were unsure of their school’s policy on cell phone use, as well 
as the 5 percent of students who reported that their schools had 
“other” policies beyond those that we prespecified.
3   Panel members were eligible to be surveyed if they were 
between the ages of 12 and 29. Ninety-nine percent of our survey 
sample was between the ages of 12 and 18; however, the sample 
included ten individuals who were older than age 18 and were 
enrolled in K–12 schooling. Respondents who were enrolled in 
some type of postsecondary education did not receive the survey 
items on cell phone policies.
4   The RAND American Life Panel is a probability-based survey 
panel of adults ages 18 and older living in the United States. 
The American Life Panel was designed to produce nationally 
representative estimates of the U.S. population. First established 
in 2024, the AYP is a subset of the larger RAND American Life 
Panel focused on expanding data collection to minors as young 
as 12. Adults are first recruited into the American Life Panel and 
are then asked to consent their minor children to also enroll in 
the panel and participate in surveys. Parents were able to give 
consent to empanel more than one of their eligible children if 
they desired. For more details about how youth were recruited to 
participate in the AYP, please see Schwartz et al., 2025.  
5   Importantly, the categorization of students’ grade levels is 
based on their self-reported grade, not the grade span of the 
school that they attend. This means that there are likely some 
discrepancies in how we have categorized students and their 
actual school environment. For example, some students in 
grade 9 (which we have placed into the high school category) may, 
in fact, be enrolled in a middle school.
6   Much of the focus on emerging cell phone policies has cen-
tered on traditional public school students. We took advantage of 
the fact that the RAND AYP includes students in other types of 
school settings to investigate to what extent students’ experiences 
with cell phone policies vary depending on the school that they 
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