
Dr. Miguel A. Cardona
U.S. Secretary of Education
United States Department of Education
400 Maryland Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20202

October 23, 2023
Dear Secretary Cardona,

Thank you for your leadership and commitment to over 53 million U.S. K-12 students.

Improving the state of education in this country is a goal we share. Our expertise is research. We
are a community of individuals and organizations who see an academic, mental-health, and
teaching crisis in every state of the union that can be improved automatically and effectually with
a single strategy: removing students’ personal mobile devices from our places of learning (with
notable exceptions for those with special educational or medical needs).

As you know, England is the latest country to impose restrictions on cell phones in schools.
Education Secretary Gillian Keegan calls personal mobile devices “a serious challenge in terms
of distraction, disruptive behaviour, and bullying. It is one of the biggest issues that children and
teachers have to grapple.” U.S. teachers, administrators, and parents overwhelmingly concur.

France banned cell phones from schools for students under 15 in 2018. China banned them for
all grades in 2021. In fact, according to the 2023 UN Global Education Monitoring Report 2023:
Technology in Education, one in seven countries ban the use of mobile phones in schools, while
several others have instituted partial bans. Many schools in the U.S. ban cell phones, but most
are private institutions. This United Nations report goes further to make the worldwide
recommendation to remove smart phones from the classroom to improve students’ learning and
decrease their exposure to cyberbullying.

There is no longer a debate on the impacts of cell phones at school.

A study in Britain of 8- to 12-year-olds found that kids who sent 3> text messages a day had
significantly lower literacy scores than those who sent none. Another study of students in two
different universities revealed that more than 90% of respondents reported receiving texts while
in class and 86% reported texting someone from class. Respondents who sent texts received
lower grades. Still another study reveals that students who were not using mobile phones during
a class lecture “wrote down 62% more…notes, took more detailed notes, were able to recall
more detailed information from the lecture, and scored a full letter grade and a half higher on a
multiple choice test than those students who were actively using their mobile phones.”

Age matters. A global study of 27,969 young adults shows that the age at which they received a
smartphone or tablet strongly correlates with mental health status in young adulthood.

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-12582161/Mobile-phones-banned-schools-education-secretary-Gillian-Keegan-set-announce-dramatic-intervention-relief-millions-parents-teachers.html
https://www.loc.gov/item/global-legal-monitor/2018-10-30/france-government-adopts-law-banning-cell-phone-use-at-school/
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-55902778
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1741-4369.2008.00489.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0273475312467339
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0273475312467339
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03634523.2013.767917?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://sapienlabs.org/whats_new/study-out-from-sapien-labs-links-age-of-first-smartphone-to-mental-wellbeing/


● The later the age at which these young adults first got a phone or tablet that they could
carry with them in childhood, the better their mental wellbeing as adults. In particular, the
dimension of mental wellbeing most improved was the Social Self, an aggregate measure
of self-confidence and ability to relate positively to others.

● Conversely, those who got their first phone at a younger age were more likely to
experience suicidal thoughts, feelings of aggression towards others and a sense of being
detached from reality. These trends were stronger in females than males.

Teachers, too, need your help.

As a former fourth grade teacher yourself, you can likely relate to this Montana teacher who says
this about his 38 years in the classroom:

“I don’t want to be a part of the cellphone police. It is a losing battle. This addiction is so
strong that asking them to put away their phones and discuss a short story with the class
is not going to change the problem one bit. It is not going to change if I confiscate a
phone and take it to the office. In fact, in the latter case, the administrators tell me that
the students report to the office shaking, in a state of panic about how to get their phones
back. They cannot control good use of the device. It controls them.”

This week, a school theater teacher in Colorado said this in the Denver Post:

“The attention spans of our students have just kind of decreased,” she said, adding that
lessons have to be taught in almost three- or five-minute increments before switching to
something else…to keep students engaged. In her theater class, [she] noticed her students
are also more hesitant to take risks in class because they fear that they will be recorded,
the video will be posted online and then they will be judged.”

"The Case for Phone Free Schools" fully explores the problems and some solutions to the cell
phone crisis in the classroom. Key insights include:

1. Children do not have a mature frontal cortex to help resist checking a phone that is
delivering constant notifications in their pocket.

2. Mobile devices not only distract students from schoolwork but prevent them from
engaging with each other. Studies show that the heaviest smartphone and/or social
media users are the most depressed and lonely. According to the above linked article,
“Smartphones impede learning, stunt relationships, and lessen belonging.”

3. Providing lockable phone pouches or phone lockers at school are the most likely way
to produce substantial educational, social, and mental health benefits of a phone-free
policy because they allow students a full school day away from their phones.

We have kept incident logs of the specific problems personal mobile devices pose in our schools.
The number of stories about mis-use during school hours is alarming — from sexting to
air-dropping compromising photos to hundreds of classmates with one click, to purchasing

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/education/column-students-are-addicted-to-their-cellphones-and-they-need-our-help
https://www.denverpost.com/2023/10/09/colorado-school-districts-sue-social-media-companies-youth-mental-health/
https://jonathanhaidt.substack.com/p/phone-free-schools
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/eclinm/article/PIIS2589-5370(18)30060-9/fulltext
https://ifstudies.org/ifs-admin/resources/reports/teensandtech-final.pdf


drugs. Cyberbullying (even self-inflicted) is rampant. The average age that a child sees
pornography is now 11 years old. We’ve seen reports of 8-year-olds accessing hard-core porn.
We’ve heard similar saddening stories from the teenagers in our own homes, and suspect you’ve
heard several from your teens.

Did you know that students themselves don’t think cell phones belong in schools? This study
released last week showed that:

92% of high schoolers recommend that elementary students should not have
access to cellphones during class time; 71% recommend that middle school
students should not have access to cellphones during class time; and 38% of
high schoolers recommend that high schoolers themselves should not have
access to cellphones during class time.

An Edweek article on the student viewpoint quotes Heather Perry, superintendent of Maine’s
Gorham School District, where students are required to place cellphones in “phone hotels" —
plastic sleeves hanging on classroom walls — as saying, “Students’ responses have been
positive. They’re saying ‘thank you.’” Matthew Montgomery, Lake Forest (IL) High School
district superintendent, echoed Perry, saying students were “relieved.”

Problematic phone and social media use can no longer be considered an individual decision. In a
school environment, it negatively impacts the community as a whole. These issues spill over to
the non-phone user. Like second-hand smoke, bystanders in class, on the bus, or in the
lunchroom are also exposed to the distractions and harmful content. The mere presence of a
smartphone by a neighboring student lowers a non-phone student’s test performance by ~6%,
according to the London School of Economics study, which has been replicated by other
researchers.

According to the Common Sense Media report, Constant Companion: A Week in the Life of a
Young Person’s Smartphone Use, released this month, “Phone use during school hours is nearly
universal but varies widely, reflecting a patchwork of different school policies.” 97% of
participants used their phones during school hours for an average of 43 minutes per day. The
majority of students’ time was spent on social media (32%), gaming (17%), and YouTube (26%).
Mobile devices are a deterrent to learning.

Your involvement is critical.

An official Department of Education ADVISORY urging U.S. K-12 schools to adopt phone-free
policies is needed. You can also encourage state boards of education to offer GRANTS, like
those offered in Massachusetts, to districts that implement “policies/programs and practices that
address the use of electronic devices (cell phones and similar electronic devices) by students
throughout the school day in middle and/or high schools.”

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/05/30/teens-are-cyberbullying-themselves-why.html?cmp=SOC-EDIT-FB
https://www.screenagersmovie.com/resources/survey-high-school-students-cellphone-policies
https://www.screenagersmovie.com/resources/survey-high-school-students-cellphone-policies
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/some-students-welcome-cellphone-restrictions-heres-why/2023/09
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/cellphones-classrooms-contribute-failing-grades-study/story?id=56837614
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/cellphones-classrooms-contribute-failing-grades-study/story?id=56837614
https://time.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/dp1350.pdf
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/constant-companion-a-week-in-the-life-of-a-young-persons-smartphone-use
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/research/constant-companion-a-week-in-the-life-of-a-young-persons-smartphone-use
https://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/2024/729/
https://www.doe.mass.edu/grants/2024/729/


Here’s what educators say after implementing phone-free school policies:

+ A middle school principal saw a 600% reduction in referrals to the front office.
+ A high school saw a dramatic reduction in fights.
+ A science teacher regained 45 minutes a week of teaching time — an entire period.
+ A principal saw an increase in attendance due to students not messaging their parents to call

them out of class.
+ Teachers at one school are three weeks ahead in their lesson plans because students are more

focused and completing assignments faster.
+ A school librarian noted a 50% increase in the number of books checked out.
+ A principal new to a middle school with an existing phone-free policy, said “I love it! I will

not change a thing.”
+ An inner city principal at a Title One high school shared that the only way to keep his

students safe and protected is by having a phone-free school policy.

As the Surgeon General stated in his advisory on Social Media and Youth Mental Health released
in May of this year, “We have gaps in our full understanding of the mental health impacts posed
by social media but at this point cannot conclude it is sufficiently safe for children and
adolescents.” According to the 2022 KIDS COUNT Data Book, “children in the United States
are experiencing a mental health crisis, with rates of anxiety and depression at unprecedented
levels.” Dr. Murthy has declared we have no time to waste. “Our children and adolescents don’t
have [that] luxury…. Their childhoods and development are happening now…. At a moment
when we are experiencing a national youth mental health crisis, now is the time to act swiftly and
decisively to protect children and adolescents from risk of harm.”

The Department of Education has a duty of care to protect students from harm. Psychologists
from San Diego State University and the University of Georgia used data from ~1.1 million U.S.
teens to learn why the rise in happiness suddenly shifted in 2012 and fell sharply over the next
four years. The study asked eighth-, 10th- and 12th-graders how they felt about life. Those who
spent more time on social media, texting, electronic games, and the Internet were less
happy/satisfied with life and had lower self-esteem.

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.prb.org/resources/anxiety-and-depression-increase-among-u-s-youth-2022-kids-counts-data-book-shows/
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/ppm-ppm0000203.pdf


Phone-free schools could be the most cost-effective, efficient route to solving the youth
mental health crisis.

If all students are phone-free during the school day, there will be less distraction, less
inappropriate content viewed, less cyberbullying, less planned fights. There will be more focus
on academics, development of social skills, and students engaging with each other — in class
and at extracurricular activities.

Bottom line: Phone-free schools promote student achievement, foster educational excellence, and
ensure an equitable experience for all.

Sincerely,

Lisa Cline
Chair, Screens in Schools | Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay
Safe Tech Workshop
Co-founder, Student Data Privacy Project
Phone-Free Schools Movement

Kim Whitman
Co-founder, Phone-Free Schools Movement
Chair, Screens in Schools | Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay

Sabine Polak
Co-founder, Phone-Free Schools Movement
Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay
(see her story on CNN)

Mileva Repasky
Co-founder, Phone-Free Schools Movement
Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay

Laura Derrendinger, BSN RN MIA
Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay
Phone-Free Schools Movement

Jonathan Haidt, Ph.D.
Author, The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting
Up a Generation for Failure
Thomas Cooley Professor of Ethical Leadership, NYU Stern School of Business

https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/08/tech/social-media-parents/index.html


SUPPORTERS

Josh Golin
Executive Director, Fairplay

Jean Rogers
Director, Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay
______

Lauren Barnett, MA, LPCA, NBCC
Founder and Director, Family Consultants of Westport

Marc Berkman
CEO, Organization for Social Media Safety

Gaia Bernstein
Author, Unwired: Gaining Control over Addictive Technologies
Law Professor; Co-director, Institute for Privacy Protection, Seton Hall Law School

Joann Bogard
Activist, Mason’s Message
Chair, Online Harms Prevention | Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay

Heidi J. Boisvert, PhD
CEO & Founder, FuturePerfect Lab
Professor of AI and the Arts, University of Florida

Faith Boninger
Research Prof., Univ. of Colorado Boulder School of Education
Co-director, Commercialism in Education Research Unit
Publications Manager, National Education Policy Center

Kristin Bride
National Social Media Reform Advocate
(see her story on C-SPAN)

Hilarie Cash, PhD, LMHC, CSAT
Founding Member, Chief Clinical Officer (CCO), Education Director, reSTART Life, LLC

Emily Cherkin
The Screentime Consultant
Co-founder, Student Data Privacy Project

https://www.facebook.com/masonsmessage
https://www.c-span.org/person/?136170/KristinBride


Joe Clement & Matt Miles
Fairfax County, VA Public School Teachers
Co-authors, Screen Schooled, Two Veteran Teachers Expose How Technology Overuse Is Making
Our Kids Dumber

Robin Cogan, MEd, RN, NCSN, FAAN
Fellow of the National Academy of School Nursing (FNASN)
New Jersey School Nurse

Andrea Davis
Founder, Better Screen Time

Sonya R. Detwiler, M.S.L.I.S., M.Ed.

Victoria L Dunckley, MD
Integrative Child Psychiatrist
Author, Reset Your Child's Brain
Member, Physicians for Safe Technology

Tracy Foster
Co–Founder & Executive Director
Screen Sanity

Richard Freed, Ph.D.
Child/Adolescent Psychologist
Author, Wired Child

Officer Dave Gomez, aka “Officer Gomez”
School Resource Officer (SRO)
Deputy of the Boise County Sheriff's Department

Johann Hari
Author, Stolen Focus

Melanie Hempe, BSN
Author, The Screen Strong Solution: How to Free Your Child from Addictive Screen Habits
Founder, Screen Strong

Ronit Herzfeld, CSW
President, Leap Forward



Lisa Honold
Director of the Center for Online Safety

Dabney Ingram and Dana Tuttle
Co-founders and Co-directors, ScreenSense

Dr. Shimi Kang
Psychiatrist, Speaker, Best-selling Author
Clinical Assoc. Prof., Univ. of British Columbia

Dr. Jose Lebron
Principal, Kensington High School, Philadelphia, PA

Jaron Lanier
Technologist, Philosopher, Artist
Author, "Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now"

Sue Lemon
District Superintendent, Rosedale Union School District, Bakersfield, California

Andrew Liddell, J.D.
Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay
Co-founder, Student Data Privacy Project

Susan Linn, Ed.D.
Author, Who's Raising the Kids? Big Tech, Big Business, and the Lives of Children
Lecturer in Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School
Research Associate, Boston Children's Hospital

Julianna Lorenzen, BS, ATC and Hillary Wilkinson, M.Ed.
Co-founders, Healthy Screen Habits

John Mack
Founder, Life Calling

Gloria Mark
Chancellor’s Professor, Department of Informatics, University of California, Irvine
Author, Attention Span

Jenifer Joy Madden
Certified Digital Wellness Educator
Founder, DurableHuman.com
Adjunct Professor, Broadcast and Digital Journalism, Syracuse University



Chris McKenna
Founder, Protect Young Eyes
Executive Director, PYE Foundation

Keena McAvoy, PT
Former Physical Therapist & High School Teacher, Fairfax County Public Schools

Maurine Molak
Co-founder David’s Legacy Foundation
Davidslegacy.org

Alex Molnar
Research Professor, Univ. of Colorado Boulder School of Education
Director, National Education Policy Center
Co-director, Commercialism in Education Research Unit

Mark A. Morenz-Harbinger
Founder and Executive Director, Hug Morenz Foundation For Media Literacy

Amanda F. Mowle, Esq., LL.M
Screen Time Action Network at Fairplay

Phoenix Pliskin, M.A. Applied Psychology
School Counselor & Nature-Based Educator

Adam Pletter, Psy.D.
Clinical Psychologist & Keynote Speaker
Founder, iparent101.com

Heather Putney, PhD, LMFT, CSAT
Founder & Executive Director, Untethered Therapy

Melissa Rauch
Founding Advisor, Get Media Savvy
Actor | Writer | Producer
Co-founder OscarsKids.Org

Judy Rogg
Director and Co-creator, Erik's Cause
www.erikscause.org



Cris Rowan
Pediatric Occupational Therapist
Author, Virtual Child
Creator, “Reconnect” Webinars

Ching-Ching Ruan, Ph.D., LMFT
Bellevue and Issaquah, WA

Dr. Delaney Ruston, Primary Care Physician
Filmmaker, Screenagers films trilogy
Co-creator, Away-For-The-Day
Author, Parenting In The Screen Age

Peter M. Ryan, USN Capt. (Ret.)
Author, "Technology, the New Addiction,” Proceedings Navy Journal
Screen Addiction Awareness Speaker

Lynn Telford Sahl, M.A. Psychology, C.D.A.C.

Julie Scelfo
Journalist (former New York Times; Newsweek)
Media Ecologist
Founder & Executive Director, Get Media Savvy
Founder, Mothers Against Media Addiction (MAMA)

Brooke Shannon
Founder & Executive Director
Wait Until 8th

Deb Schmill
Founder & President
Becca Schmill Foundation

Joni Siani
Prof., Media and Communications, Lasell Univ.
Leadership Team, Coalition for a Safer Web
Advisor, Fairplay for Kids
Founder, www.NoAppforLife.com

Adriana U. Stacey, MD
Board Certified Psychiatrist
Medical Advisor, ScreenStrong



Sherry Turkle, Ph.D.
Founding Director, MIT Initiative on Technology and Self
Professor of the Social Studies of Science and Technology
Author

Jean M. Twenge, Ph.D.
Author, Generations and iGen
Prof. of Psychology, San Diego State University

Dazia Wallerson, Katty Lau, Sebastian Steinbach
Heed the Children Movement

Dawn Wible
Founder, Talk More Tech Less

Liz Woolley
Founder of On-Line Gamers Anonymous®
ACP Associate of Computer Programming

Paul Zehrer
CEO, Filmmaker & Producer, potentialsf.com


