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THE USE OF PERSONAL MOBILE DEVICES (PMD) IN CANADIAN SCHOOLS: 

TRAUMA-INFORMED AND SYSTEMS-ORIENTED GUIDELINES FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

 

Disclaimer: These guidelines are primarily written for professionals trained in Violence Threat Risk Assessment 

(VTRA) and the Traumatic Event Systems (TES) Model of Crisis and Trauma Response.  However, the majority 

of the content will be understandable for all professionals working in educational settings. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The following guidelines are intended for school leaders across Canada as we prepare for a national 

movement regarding the management of Personal Mobile Devices (PMD) in our schools. Most 

provinces and territories have new PMD polices that are now being required by governments to be 

implemented by the start of this academic year. However, there is variance from provincial and 

territorial governments regarding what the restrictions are and how they will be applied to grade levels 

(See Appendix A). The reasons for new and/or expanded mobile device “use” policies is also varied. 

Some governments’ public statements have emphasized limiting use to reduce classroom distractions, 

while others have referenced bullying prevention. The Centre for Trauma-Informed Practices PMD 

guidelines have been developed to assist senior leaders, school administration, frontline teachers and 

other school personnel in planning, communicating, and implementing the varied polices across 

Canada by focusing on the three primary and distinct sub-systems connected to the school 

community: 

 

• Student Sub-System. 

• Staff Sub-System; and 

• Parent/Caregiver Sub-System. 

 

Each section of these guidelines will provide insight into: 

• Current Circumstance. 

• Perspective Making; and 

• Solutions for Consideration. 

 

As well, these guidelines are meant to assist leaders by providing a more trauma-informed and 

systems-oriented approach by: 

• Lowering the anxiety of any system or sub-system concerned about how this will impact school 

climate. 

• Providing an external reference source for senior leaders and school leaders to support local 

decisions. 

• Providing perspective and strategies for increasing connection between student, staff and others; 

and 

• Providing perspective and strategies to give voice to the students who have been left out of this 

conversation, about something so germane to their generation. 

https://www.ctipractices.com/courses/violence-threat-risk-assessment-vtra
https://www.ctipractices.com/courses/violence-threat-risk-assessment-vtra
https://www.ctipractices.com/courses/traumatic-event-systems-tes
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Clarification About Terms 
 

As this is a Canadian document developed for multiple educational systems, terms such as "policy" and 

"administrative procedures" may have different meanings and applications.  In this resource, the term 

"policy" refers to documents created through public sector governance in areas that are within 

the purview of boards of education.  The use of the term "administrative procedures" in this document 

refers to division procedures that address a myriad of domains including curriculum, instruction, and 

evaluation, student duties and expectations, human resources, and business practices, to highlight a 

few. The term Ministerial Order or “Order” refers to directives from Ministers of Education to enact a 

new policy/procedure in educational settings under their jurisdiction. The term “guidelines” refers to 

the implementation of Ministerial Order, Directives, and school board policies at the school level. We 

acknowledge that other Provinces/Territories will refer to the CEO as Director of Education or 

Superintendent. For the purpose of these guidelines the CEO for the Education system will be 

referenced as Superintendent.  

 

OVERVIEW 

 

Current Circumstance 

 

A standard in our work with schools impacted by trauma is that “trauma does not necessarily create 

new dynamics in human systems, instead it tends to intensify already existing dynamics.” Therefore, 

the pandemic did not cause all of the post-pandemic symptoms we are seeing with young people, it 

just intensified already existing symptoms including a variety of mental health struggles (e.g. 

depression, anxiety, eating disorders, etc.), behavioural struggles (e.g. increases in threat-making 

towards others, increase in weapons possession, etc.), family struggles and even societal angst, mostly 

among adults, as to what to do about cell phones.  

 

During the pandemic, cell phones and related social media elevated symptoms in some of our children 

and youth who became more harmfully involved with their devices and in some cases addicted. At the 

extreme, some were physically threatened or sexually extorted through their devices. Yet others were 

saved by the lifeline it provided during times of isolation and quarantine. As we have interviewed, 

surveyed, and listened to students, staff, parents and caregivers across the country there are, of 

course, a range of perspectives on cell phones (smart phones or devices) in our schools, but most 

understand that there needs to be guidelines (policies) around reasonable use.   

 

In general, we appreciate the initiative of provincial and territorial governments across Canada for 

taking on this complex issue and providing (post-pandemic) direction for implementing new policies. 

However, the requirement of governments to have Education turn policy into action so quickly has 

placed a significant burden on school leadership. The weight for actualizing them falls upon the school 

districts/divisions and then the schools themselves with the final landing spot being the classroom 

teacher. It is because of this reality that guidelines are required for understanding the social, emotional 

and occasionally even traumatic impact of a new policy that feels like it may restrict connection for 

some students, parents, or caregivers. How we communicate (i.e. the words we use and how we say 

them) can take the sting out of a reasonable effort to implement new policy or it can ignite a symbolic 

“cause” that some students, parents and caregivers may organize around. 
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Perspective Making 

 

Those of you trained in Violence Threat Risk Assessment (VTRA) or the Traumatic Event Systems (TES) 

Model of Crisis and Trauma Response know our emphasis on the power of words. The language used 

in policies, especially those involving students, should be mindful and considerate to avoid triggering 

or escalating stress and anxiety. The findings from a joint Canada and USA scan of draft school cell 

phone policies (PMD) highlight the importance of using non-confrontational and supportive language.  

 

HARD LANGUAGE SOFT LANGUAGE 

Confrontational / Authoritarian Language Non-Confrontational / Supportive Language 

Banned Off Limits 

Prohibit/Prohibited Limit/Limited 

Enforce/Enforced Required/Expected 

Comply/Compliance Abide/Follow/Heed/Observe/Respect 

Punishment/Discipline 
Expectations around use of restorative actions, 

Restitution 

Restrict/Restricted Responsibility 

Violation Obligated/Obligation 

  

  

 
If we advance the introduction of formal policy around PMD use by considering its potential impact on 

users, then a crisis intervention (TES lens) approach is the best to take. We say that everything we do 

in crisis response is meant to lower the anxiety of the system we are responsible for by modelling 

calmness and confidence in the steps we are taking. 

 

If the students, parents and caregivers understand our reasonable efforts in this area, then taking a 

measured stance will help to lower their anxiety and build confidence that our decisions are meant to 

be helpful and not hurtful. 
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Solutions to Consider 

 

1. School district/division policies/administrative procedures/guidelines can use softer language 

for overall communication and where polices are already ratified, prepare school leaders and 

staff to consider softer language when communicating with students, parents, and caregivers. 

 

Example Revision of Cell Phone Policy Language 

 

Original Policy Language (Confrontational - Alienating) 

 

Students are not allowed to use cell phones during school hours. Violations will result in confiscation 

and disciplinary action. 

 

Revised Policy Language (Trauma-Informed - Connecting) 

 

To maintain a focused and engaging learning environment, we ask that students keep their cell 

phones put away during class. If you need to use your phone, please talk to your teacher so we can 

find a solution that works for you. 

 

By adopting a trauma-informed approach to language in school policies, schools can create a more 

supportive and understanding environment for all students. 

 

2. Allow schools to move to student discipline on a case-by-case basis with emphasis being on non-

compliance to a staff directive (in general) rather than making it all about the PMD in particular. 

 

3. Before the students arrive, consider what approach are we taking? What will our policies, 

guidelines, words, and attitudes about the new policy communicate to our learning community? 

What are our plans for implementation as we consider the open-closed continuums listed below 

for all subsystems? 

 

The three beads on a string that follow can be used by school administration teams and with the entire 

staff team to assess where we are now and where we need or want to be before the school year begins. 

Are we so focused on students we have forgot about parent/caregiver thoughts and feeling or maybe 

we have not paid as much attention to the diverse perspectives of our own staff teams? 
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How implementation looks and feels will be heavily influenced by school dynamics. Leadership style 

and our own adult connections with each other are the context students will be entering. What follows 

is a brief introduction to the open-closed continuum of school dynamics. 

 

SCHOOL AS AN EMOTIONAL SYSTEM: OPEN VERSUS CLOSED DYNAMICS 

 

Like large families, schools have structure, function, and emotional processes that influence how we 

interact or do not interact with each other. Evidence of the importance of understanding the emotional 

functioning of human systems like schools, is to consider; could a staff member be mentally and 

emotionally healthy working in School “A” yet mentally and emotionally unhealthy working in School 

“B”? Although no two schools are the same, they can all be placed along a continuum of emotionally 

open versus emotionally closed. Most staff thrive in emotionally open systems and so do the students. 

 

Emotionally Open Systems 

 

Emotionally open systems have clear hierarchies, clear roles, and equitable problem solving. They are 

also in tune when unresolved conflict is beginning to impair the system’s functioning like tension 

between a staff member and administration, tension between two different academic departments, 

tension between students that is manifesting in the classroom or growing unrest among some parents 

or caregivers. They are certainly in tune to the introduction of new (PMD) polices in schools across 

Canada. By nature, “Naturally Open Systems” already know how students, staff and parents/caregivers 

are likely to respond to the new management of cell phones (and other devices) in school. That is 

because of open and genuine relationships that already exist so there is little mystery about the 

thoughts and feelings of others on important school-related issues. With that knowledge, leaders will 

openly plan and discuss how to best use these new standards to enhance the learning experience, 

including safe learning, while limiting the focus on consequences. Open systems will also be mindful 

that no two students or their families are the same and some may require more thoughtfulness than 

others regarding implementation.  

 

Open schools are also emotionally connected, meaning the administration team is open with each 

other and then models that openness with the staff team. If the adult sub-systems in schools are 

reasonably open and connected with each other it will create a “parallel process” where the adults are 

infused with so much emotional energy that it duplicates itself with their relationships with the 

students. In most schools, open systems will have minimal difficulty implementing the new cell phone 

policies because of their genuine connection with the students and the parent/caregiver community. 

 

Open systems allow multiple pathways to implementation and understand that student learning is at 

the center of the PDM decisions being made. They are aware there are multiple pathways in meeting 

learning outcomes (equifinality). 

 

Emotionally Closed Systems 

 

Emotionally closed systems often have clear hierarchies and roles, but decision making and problem 

solving is often not equitable. Often the emotional energy of staff goes into managing their world in 

the classroom, with a limited feeling of connection as part of a school team. Most staff and students 
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do not thrive in intensely emotionally closed systems. In these types of schools, there may be so many 

unresolved conflicts in and between sub-systems, that the new (PMD) policy may just be the visible 

straw that breaks the camel’s back. Closed systems deny there are significant unresolved conflicts in 

their school. If a conflict is forced to the forefront, closed systems tend to ostracize the least influential 

person involved in the conflict or attempt to drive them out of the system rather than do the hard 

emotional work of understanding the conflict and seeking resolution.  

 

Closed systems try to project the image that “we are ok”, “everything is good here”, and do not seek 

out help or counsel from district/divisional supports.  At their extreme, closed systems would look at 

the new (PMD) policy as an opportunity to focus on students who misbehave. They would also 

implement strict disciplinary responses that would perpetuate an “us” (staff) versus “them” (students) 

dynamic that would make implementation very difficult because many students and their 

parents/caregivers would take their own strict stance to defend against it. Emotionally closed schools 

fail to see that genuine relationships, open dialogue and truly working together can lower system 

anxiety. As such, they may struggle throughout the entire academic year with implementation. In 

contrast, most open systems will have already accommodated to the new standards within the first 

few months of school. 

 

District / Division Senior Leaders 

 

Most emotionally open school administration teams are so introspective that they may feel they are 

too closed. By nature, they want to do more and will ask and accept help from senior leaders and their 

designates. Most open Leaders have open schools, but some open leaders have inherited closed 

schools (no two schools are the same). While there may be emotionally closed dynamics (sub-system 

opposed to the changes – “We need to enforce this!”), open leaders can navigate the system by 

modelling openness in a compassionate and calm manner.  Defensiveness is a close relative to denial 

and is managed much easier with open leaders.  Open leaders should consider implementing an 

evaluation/feedback process from all systems to review and adapt any process changes required to 

lower the anxiety.   

 

Emotionally closed school administration teams often see themselves as appropriately open, in 

control, and do not ask for help. The task for senior leaders is to strategically review each of the school’s 

plans regarding messaging and perspective making around the positive implementation of (PMD) 

polices before the students return to school. Often senior leaders know which schools are the most 

closed.  These guidelines were developed to be an external resource that leaders can use to support 

the diversity of school communities so that systems anywhere on the open-closed continuum can have 

a template for successful implementation. 
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HOW DID WE DO?  

CHECKING IN 

 

1. End of the first day of school (Quick stand-up meeting) 

• How did it go? 

• Any surprises? 

• What did we miss? 

• Remember, “Treat the big things big and the little things little”. Are there any big 

things bubbling? 

 

2. End of the first week (Quick sit-down meeting) 

• How are you all doing? 

• What have your interactions with the students been like and what percentage 

seem to be struggling with PMD implementation? 

• What have your interactions with the parents/caregivers been like and what 

percentage seem to be struggling with PMD implementation? 

• What are the big things or themes showing up?  

• What are the little things that could become a growing issue if we don’t start to 

address them? 

• What did we miss? 

• Considering we are only one week into the current school year, how do you think 

we as doing as a school team? 

 

3. One Month (Sit-down meeting) 

• Pre-first month review - Consider a brief student survey     

• Pre-first month review - Consider a brief parent/caregiver survey 

• Pre-first month review - Consider a brief staff survey 

 

4. Review results with the team from the above surveys 

• How are you all doing? 

• What have your interactions with the students been like and what percentage 

seem to be struggling with PMD implementation? 

• What have your interactions with the parents/caregivers been like and what 

percentage seem to be struggling with PMD implementation? 

• What are the big things or themes showing up? 

• What are the little things that could become a growing issue if we don’t start to 

address them? 

• Considering we are only one month in, how do you think we are doing as a school 

team? 
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PROCEDURAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR LEADERS PRIOR TO THE FIRST DAY OF CLASSES 

 

Education and Communication Will Be the Keys to Success 

 

• First, we need to allow time for thoughts, concerns, and criticisms to be put forward by school 

leaders responsible for implementing new PMD policies (i.e. venting!). Without giving stakeholders 

this sort of audience, pushback could potentially go on longer than expected or necessary. Even 

professionals have the right to be frustrated with how quickly the turnaround is from Ministerial 

Orders / policies / procedures to actualization in schools. 

• After the professionals have had their “behind closed door” say they will be better equipped to 

model calmness and practice tolerance with others.   

• Push back for the PMD policy is realistic. However, stakeholders typically adapt quickly to even 

unwelcome changes, so the “pushback period” should be over within a relatively short period of 

time. However, the time required to deal with the pushback will be directly proportional to the 

amount of preparation the system puts into ensuring people are aware of the Order, and the 

reason for the Order. 

• The first two weeks will be a critical period within which success will depend on openness in 

communication and reception of feedback. As always, an open, rather than a closed system is going 

to be a key to success. 

• Over communicating is always better than under communicating. Open and transparent 

communication with all stakeholders will reduce anxiety and help overcome any community 

rumours or speculation that may not only be misleading, but also incendiary. 

• In terms of framing, it might help 

stakeholders to know that, prior to this 

Order, policies around devices ranged from 

one end of the spectrum to the other. This 

Order, like it or not, will provide some 

consistency between schools and school 

divisions. 

• Actively listen to all stakeholders by ensuring 

and inviting people to have a voice.  Explain 

to everyone there may be opportunity to 

tweak the policies in the future. (*With 

constituent feedback Ministerial Orders have 

been modified in the past) 

• Take detailed notes (dates, where, when, who 

was involved) so people literally see that they 

are being heard and their opinions and 

suggestions are valued. 
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Superintendents and Senior Administration meeting with School Leaders 

 

• Prior to the first School Leader meeting, set the agenda and the procedures that will be used to 

gather input and sharing of ideas surrounding the implementation of the Order.  (What adult 

learning strategies will be used?) 

• Decide where the meeting space will be located and what the room set-up will look like (round 

tables vs. rectangular tables, wall space, necessary materials, etc.). 

• Send out questions to consider prior to the meeting so school leaders can reflect on input prior to 

the meeting. 

 

• Although district/division polices may be in final draft form, they should be presented to principals 

as an opportunity to truly collaborate on how the finished product will look. School administrators 

need a voice in this so that school teams will see the system-wide commitment to these classroom 

changes. 

 

School Leaders meeting with Teachers and Support Staff 

 

• Report what took place at the Senior Administrative meeting. 

• Strategize ways to rotate attendees on a regular basis to ensure all voices are heard and opinions 

are gathered.  It’s easy for one or two staff to dominate a meeting, but this upcoming policy and 

any new procedures are going to need to be supported by all school staff.   

• Send a reflection / consideration page prior to the initial staff meeting so people have an 

opportunity to make notes (shared document may spur discussion prior to the meeting and allow 

input from all). 

• Do not overlook the meeting room set-up and required materials.  You want this to be a smooth 

meeting with unnecessary interruptions. 

 

 

 

Pre-Meeting Guiding Questions – System Administration with School Based Leaders. 

 

• On a scale of 1-10 (10 being we are ready to implement and 1 being not ready) provide a 

number assessing your readiness?  

o Staff feedback (all staff)  

o Parent feedback  

o Perceived student response 

• What school-based resources, (including CTIP guidelines) /information do you need to 

move towards implementation?  

• What uniqueness/exceptionalities does your school community have that requires 

flexibility that encompasses inclusiveness? 

• What role would you like division office personnel to play in supporting you in the 

implementation of the policy?  
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School Leaders meeting with Parent Councils 

 

• Consider providing physical copies of the Ministerial Order to review at the meeting. 

• Provide physical copies of policies developed up to this point. 

• Review any FAQ pages that have been developed. 

• Make notes on feedback received. 

• Provide information on previous feedback received from stakeholders up to this point. 

• Emphasize the important impact this change has on student education.  The educational impact 

reinforces a school’s main purpose.  

• Clarify, if necessary, that the primary purpose of PMD policy is for supporting enhanced education 

in the classroom and not for cyberbullying prevention. Due to public comments by some elected 

officials, there is a belief that these policies are primarily meant to address student safety but that 

is a separate issue meant to be addressed collaboratively by school, parent/caregivers and 

community agencies, including police if necessary. VTRA protocols encompass these more serious 

problematic online behaviours. 

• On a school-by-school basis, if there is an ongoing bullying issue it may be an opportunity for 

discussion, but if there is not an ongoing bullying issue then do not introduce the topic or people 

may leave the meeting believing there is an issue. 

 

It is imperative to model calm. The best way to do so is through preparation.  Be prepared to answer 

questions honestly and respectfully.  As professionals we understand that aggression and hostility is 

often the result of anxiety or a feeling of not being in control of our own environment.  If we remove 

the anxiety and we depend on the relationships we have developed (or hope to develop), we are more 

likely to succeed with implementation. 

 

CONSIDERATIONS AND FRAMEWORK IN MODELING OPENNESS AND MANAGING CHANGE 

 

The importance of creating system alignment and 

congruency in the policy development phase is integral 

for the overall system’s functioning and the 

operationalization of PMD policy.  At the center of all 

decisions, optimizing student learning, education’s core 

focus, must be visible in the walls of schools.  Knowing 

this, system leaders understand that 10 different schools 

will have varying dynamics that will require autonomy, 

flexibility and adaptation in the initial launch of the PMD 

policy.  The following diagram outlines a framework to 

consider in doing so.  

 

Trustees 

 

Mandated policies on PMD, in most provinces and territories, have been delegated to locally elected 

trustees to oversee the development of policy and universal implementation of the accompanying 

legislation.  With that, trustees: 
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• Should understand that an intimate knowledge of their respective Ministerial Orders (Directives) 

are vital to successful implementation. 

• Are the “face” to which the feedback from the general public is delivered, therefore it is crucial that 

they have the knowledge surrounding how policies will be implemented in their division. 

• Need to have input in the procedural development process as it encourages ownership and allows 

their voices to also be a tangible part of the process. This in turn makes it easier for them to support 

the new procedures / policies when discussing it with constituents. 

• Not been able to be directly involved in the process should be fully briefed so they are aware of 

the procedures that have been completed to establish the new policies. 

 

Superintendents 

 

To modify a long-standing jingle in CTIP’s VTRA and TES work: “The better the data the better the 

assessment, the better the assessment, the better the implementation.”  It is paramount that system’s 

leadership be engaged in a process that clearly outlines where the updated PMD policy can be applied 

to most schools (universal implementation), and to selected schools (i.e. behaviour program schools) 

that is transparent and in line with the overall Ministerial Order, and Board Policies. Specifically, As well, 

identify which selected schools will require more flexibility and perhaps autonomy in the system policy 

implementation (selected schools). For example, if a school division or school serves a traditional (less 

diverse) population, then clear direct policies will actually lower that communities’ anxiety even if the 

policy is a contextual modification the Board’s policy.  Another example is an outreach school that 

depends on PMD to engage students for attendance and assignment completion. Schools and courses 

such as digital media will be “selected school” sites that have more autonomy in implementation. They 

may need more autonomy in operationalizing the policy.  This reinforces a previously mentioned, and 

fundamental concept to keep systems open, and that is, open systems have multiple pathways for 

implementation. This adaptability and flexibility, clearly communicated, allows for the overall system to 

function smoothly during this transitionary period and beyond.  

 

• Consistency is key.  Procedures/guidelines do not have to be carbon copies between schools, but 

shared language and common practices will assist parents and students to understand the Order, 

the division/district’s policy, and implementation procedures. 

• Principals need to know they are supported, therefore having Superintendents in the room when 

policies/procedures/guidelines are being developed will be helpful. 

• Superintendents’ support will ease the tension surrounding the Ministerial Order. It is important 

that all superintendents be fully apprised of the process so that they can then speak confidently 

about it with colleagues, trustees, and other stakeholders. 

• Actively leading by example will encourage principals to follow suit when developing procedures 

with teaching and support staff when they return to the school following the principal meeting. 

• Take the time during initial start-up principal meetings to allow school leaders to discuss and work 

through the process and planned implementation so that the start of the year goes smoothly, and 

all members of the educational team can demonstrate calm from the beginning of the school year. 

• Be in the room but allow for creative ideas to flow. Encourage the internal leaders and the silent 

followers to share ideas so everyone has ownership for the upcoming 

policies/procedures/guidelines.  Shared ownership, from all levels, demonstrates openness, 

consistency, and a common vernacular from all the educational partners. 
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• Utilize adult learning strategies that promote sharing of ideas in stakeholder discussions. (e.g., 

sharing circles, gallery walks, etc.) 

• Work with principals and stakeholders to develop a common list of FAQs and distribute that 

information well ahead of the opening day of classes. 

• Reminder, the responsibility for implementing these Orders/policies/procedures rests on the 

shoulders of the principals. at the school level. Principals need the support of superintendents to 

move forward. 

• At all levels, there should be a constant review of all implementation processes. 

 

Principals 

 

• Develop communication strategies that will inform parents/caregivers, students, and stakeholders 

while also allowing time for parents/caregivers and students to consider the upcoming changes 

prior to returning for the new school year (see attached letter to parents’ template – Appendix C). 

• Implementation at the beginning of the 2024/2025 school year may be easier than the mandated 

January 2025 date that is stated in some Ministerial Orders (policies) as it is a “natural” beginning. 

• Group discussions may lead to similar, although not exact procedures being developed throughout 

the division.  This will allow for some school autonomy and site-based decision making to continue. 

• Round table discussions with district/division families of schools will allow for broad spectrum 

discussion and encourage foundational perspectives to be heard, encouraging long-term 

understanding and acceptance of the upcoming policies/procedures: 

 

o Reminder, this is relatively new terrain for elementary principals, as they deal with first-time 

users of technology and often first-time parents/caregivers of students with personal devices.   

o Procedures put in place at the elementary level can be incorporated throughout the 

educational journey of all students. This is a positive! 

o Providing Junior High and Middle School students, in advance of implementation, the 

expectations and rationale of the new procedures may lessen their desire to push back if they 

have a device. 
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o Many tweens and early teen’s view “equal” as just and fair. Being thoughtful with language 

choice will support the change. 

o High School students have grown up as part of a phone-based generation. Giving them voice 

in understanding the reason for this change will help to lower anxiety and resistance.  

 

 

It is not surprising to educators that High School Students would perceive a reduced need for PMD 

use during class time, as they reflect on their middle school and elementary experiences.  Much of 

their perceptions is derived on how they “learned to learn” during different times and phases of their 

educational path. This is not much different than how teachers themselves, at times, have had to shift 

and adjust their learning environment in different ways in comparison to their own post-secondary 

education experiences. This transformational shift is made visible in the following example provided 

by a Canadian School.    
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Click On Image to View Short Video 

This is a short two-minute presentation produced by the staff at Winston 

Churchill High School in Lethbridge, AB to introduce the new guidelines 

to the school community.   

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTPgDXt5Spc 

 

Each month, our school participates in a Churchill Challenge Activity. For February, the 

challenge focused on reducing screen time. Both staff and students were encouraged to try 

a new hobby, delete an app, or set a screen time limit on their phones. It was crucial for us 

that students felt we were all in this together, with both staff and students participating 

equally. 

 

Our aim is to cultivate an environment where students can thrive as happy, healthy, and 

engaged learners. Rather than viewing restrictions as punitive, we see them as opportunities 

to support student growth and well-being. By thoughtfully implementing these guidelines, we 

strive to balance the role of technology with our primary goal: the well-being and learning of 

every student. When we shared the guidelines with families, we were so purposeful with our 

language. Our documents are positive and supportive, not punishment based in language. 

The guidelines are written with care and compassion at the centre.  

 

Implementing the guidelines has certainly come with its challenges. We understand that 

students have grown reliant on their phones, and initial resistance was to be expected. Our 

approach has been rooted in empathy and understanding. Despite the hurdles, we've heard 

positive feedback from students—they’ve shared that they’re engaging more with their friends 

and are able to follow along in class more effectively. It’s clear that, while the transition 

requires time, there are notable benefits. As with any new practice in a school, we must 

approach this with patience, compassion, and care. I look forward to continuing with our 

guidelines this fall and am excited to support our students in becoming their best selves. 

 
Additional resources developed by Winston Churchill High School are 

located in Appendix “B” of this document: 

 

• WCHS Personal Digital Use Guide 

• WCHS Cellphone Use Guidelines 

• Effects Of Cellphone Use in The Classroom 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTPgDXt5Spc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTPgDXt5Spc
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While the majority of provincial (territorial) governments throughout Canada have established 

parameters, and for some, clear restrictions, many have provided flexibility and autonomy for teachers 

to use their professional judgement for the use of personal mobile devices. Decisions made around 

use are consistent in allowing personal devices to be used if they are going to optimize student 

learning.  This, however, does not suggest that personal devices be used for socialization or other non-

education related activities.  Nor does it suggest that personal devices should be used universally for 

all students all the time, unless the learning outcomes are connected to their use.   The diagram above 

provides school-based administrators, teachers, educational assistants and other educators a 

framework for consideration.   

 

Universal Strategies 

 

Universal usage of personally owned devices (i.e. cell phones) is sometimes referred to as “green light 

strategies”.  The universal use of devices is generally integrated in whole classroom instruction activities 

centered on a common learning outcome. This is not limited to research-oriented searches on the 

internet but can also encompass collaborative learning communication in the form of classroom 

surveys and formative assessment feedback that enhances student learning.  

 

Selected Classroom Strategies 

 

Prior to the integration of technology in the classrooms, differentiating classroom instruction has 

always existed in most classrooms.  For example, to enhance learning inclusion in the classroom, some 

teachers may select some students to represent their learning in a written narrative (write what you 

know) format and others in a more accommodating auditory fashion (tell me what you know).  The use 

of personal devices, for some selected students, enhances their learning experience (make a 

recording) or if written (speech to text) but more importantly provides a greater sense of belonging in 

whole classroom instruction. These strategies are specifically selected by the teacher to optimize the 

learning for a selected group of students.  They are also time bound. 
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Individualized Classroom Strategies 

 

Individualized strategies are for those students who require and are somewhat dependent on 

technology the majority of the time in the classroom. For example, a classroom that has English as an 

Additional Language (EAL) learners clearly benefit from access to translation technology to enhance 

their learning. Students with hearing loss may benefit from speech to text recognition. It is imperative 

that exceptions are made to accommodate learning abilities.  Individualized Classroom Strategies are 

generally connected to an Individualized Education Program for the student and these technology 

solutions are require in all classrooms for that student. 

 

Overall Classroom Management 

 

Because most policies and procedures for PMD use in classrooms are close to finalization, students 

across Canada are already bracing themselves for these changes. Contributors to the CTIP guidelines 

have consistently messaged the importance of congruency and consistency in the implementation of 

any new guidelines. The diagram above provides classroom teachers and support staff connected to 

the policies/administrative procedures/guidelines with a clear implementation framework for 

consideration. That said, discussions should be had with students about the expectations of “fairness” 

and “equity” - two concepts that often get intermingled in the day-to-day management of 

classrooms and schools for that matter.  Simply put - fairness may not look equal and having 

open discussions early and often during the implementation phase will be important. Also 

consider a universal management structure like “Red light - Green light” as presented by 

National Trainer Tom Connolly (pg. 48 of these guidelines)  
 

Other Considerations 

 

• All teachers and support staff need to understand the background of the Order. 

• It is important not to make it an “Us vs. Them” policy/procedure. This is not about punishment, and 

nor should it be seen as an opportunity to punish. 

• This is not going to be an easy adjustment for all students and may take time and patience to 

implement and support.  Many reminders for the first couple of weeks will be important. As time 

goes on, the implementation period can become more individually focused on a student-by-

student basis. 

• Discussion surrounding managing devices should include reflection on language and perspective 

(e.g. authoritarian vs. guidance approach).  What type of relationship are we hoping to develop with 

our new students? Are we starting off with zero tolerance or are we going to allow for a softer 

approach? 

• Students are going to be quick to realize if the procedures/guidelines are not bring followed in one 

class vs. another. If students know there are differences so will parents/caregivers and those 

differences are going to soon be pointed out when issues arise. 

• What procedures/guidelines will be in place for staff use of personal devices?  Students and 

parents/caregivers will quickly see if there are different expectations for staff and students.  The 

Order does not indicate usage procedures for the adults in the building.  If there is a difference, is 

it going to be communicated to parents/caregivers and students ahead of time? 
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STUDENT SUB-SYSTEM 

 

Current Circumstance 

 

Qualifier: Our CTIP Youth Specialist has met with, presented to and/or interacted (through social 

media) with thousands of Canadian students. Those interactions and online polls are the primary bases 

for the counsel and insights given in this section. 

 

Although governments have tended to use the term “personal mobile devices”, most students believe 

that it is a policy meant to target their cell phones and related devices. There is a feeling of 

incongruence for middle and high school students because of the past promotion, in schools, of 

learning “with our devices” to now seeing them represented as “bad” or “evil”. Some governments or 

official bodies (Teacher Associations, etc.) did consult with youth prior to new directives, but the 

majority are missing youth voices. Many students also see this change in direction as an attempt to 

curb what is often called “cyberbullying” and social media misuse and addiction. Without dialogue 

regarding the purpose and benefits of managing PMD more thoughtfully in educational settings, we 

run the risk of confirming the student’s perspective that “the adults just don’t get us!” and widening the 

generation gap. 

 

Perspective Making 

 

From the perspective of older students, there is a broad range of views. Many high school students 

understand the “why” but see the new policy as more of a Middle School and Elementary School issue. 

From their perspective the dye is cast, and they have figured it out. As such the new policies are 

unreasonable for some of them. Middle School and Junior High School students are predictably more 

emotionally charged about the “why” and the fact that most were never given a voice in this major 

educational decision. Two key messages themed out of online polls and personal communications with 

students are: 

 

• Many students see the adult belief system being ‘Social Media and Technology are bad and if I use 

them, then I will be viewed as bad too.’  

 

• The second message is related and maybe the most concerning: ‘If I am struggling due to a situation 

that involves my device then school is no longer a place that I can seek support or help’ due to 

being in possession of a “prohibited”, “banned” or “restricted” device. 

 

The idea of taking away something (personal mobile devices) that students were initially encouraged 

to use in their academic experiences in schools is incongruent and is fueling some of the frustration 

that many youth are feeling towards these new policies. For many youth, the idea of “cell phone 

restriction” in schools is causing heightened anxiety. 
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Solutions to Consider 

 

To pursue a more open system and create a safer space for youth to share and feel supported during 

this policy transition, it is important to understand that our words and actions are as powerful as the 

influences we see social media and technology having on our youth.  

 

Acknowledge and Validate the Many Feelings Youth Have 

 

1. Teachers will need to address the new policies immediately and be prepared for open discussions.   

2. It will be important for school staff to be on the same page prior to discussions between staff and 

students. 

3. Students need to know what is coming their way prior to walking through the doors on the first day 

of school. They will have heard about the new policies, and many will have anxiety and a perceived 

game plan to work around the policies. 

 

Adjusting (If Necessary) Our Language for Students to Feel Understood 

 

At times we may create unintentional moments with the words we choose when engaging with 

students, especially in terms of conversations around social media and technology.  

 

It is important to refrain from common expressions students have identified, such as: 

• “I’m too old for that stuff” 

• “That’s for you guys”  

• “I don’t even know how to use that” 

• “Back in the day” and referencing education as better back then because this also can 

unintentionally create a disconnect for some students that makes them feel as though we do not 

care to understand (i.e. ‘Fighting the reality of school in this generation by wishfully hoping it would 

go back to how it used to be.’).  

 

Important language that can be useful for youth to hear is 

 

• “Although we cannot use our devices during class time/ school hours, I want you all to know that if 

you or a friend is ever struggling with something online, you can always come to me.” 

• “Please don’t ever feel like you need to struggle alone.”  

• “I/we understand how important our devices are in our world.”  

• (For some staff) “I might not know how difficult this may be because I never had a device when I 

was in school, but I would like to understand.” 

 

Additional Things to Consider 

 

• Some students will be too afraid to “do the right thing” and share a concern with an adult If the 

concern originated on social media, out of fear of being picked on by peers. 

• Some students feel that having teachers check in with student’s “just because” would be a better 

way to build trust.   

• Many students are willing to cooperate but do not because they do not feel heard. 
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• Many students understand why it is important to not use their devices in class and would feel less 

frustrated if given opportunities to use their devices for appropriate moments i.e. free time, or for 

a class related project. 

• Some students shared frustration over not receiving opportunities to prove they can be 

responsible with their devices. 

 

In conversations with students/a class regarding new school policies:  

 

1. Create a safe space to share and discuss by making it a conversation with everyone instead of a 

lecture.  

2. Be thoughtful and acknowledge how difficult it may be for some students considering they have 

been in school x number of years without such policy.  

3. Open up the floor for students to share their thoughts and feelings towards the change. 

4. It is okay to share your own opinions and feelings with youth, even if you disagree. This creates a 

sense of higher connection and prompts an understanding that we can agree to disagree but still 

be unified and support one another. 

5. Conclude by letting students and youth know that no matter what, you are always here to support 

their wellbeing and or would be more than happy to direct them to someone they also trust in the 

building i.e. Counsellor. 

 

Alternative Approach 

 

Due to the way in which many youths communicate through technology, there is a sense of 

comfortability for some youth that allows them to be more open with their communication through a 

screen rather than in person.  

 

1. Follow the above steps in a discussion but instead of having students speak freely, give them the 

option of writing their thoughts down anonymously, shuffle the responses and select responses to 

be read out loud and continue the discussion this way. Create prompts for students to comment 

on throughout to provide greater opportunity for vocal conversation. 

2. Create a classroom or school wide survey 

(see on next page) that allows students to 

express not only how they feel but also give 

them a platform to collaborate and share 

ideas that they may have to help staff 

members better support them or make 

learning more fun. 

3. Use a VTRA interviewing technique and ask 

questions in different domains. Too often 

interviewers may only ask affective domain 

questions like “how do you feel” when 

some students have difficulty identifying or 

sharing how they feel. As such, consider 

questions in multiple domains. 
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CTIP DRAFT STUDENT SURVEY and / or GUIDED DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

The CTIP Team has developed a Draft Student Survey that can be used formally as an 

anonymous survey or used in the classroom as guided questions to prompt open dialogue. 

We recommend that the survey and/or guided conversations occur the first day (or two) back 

to school. The survey is meant for use with Middle School (Junior High) and High School 

students only. 

 

Guided-Discussion Questions 

 

1. Now that the policy/procedure is implemented, if nothing else is done (no open 

communication with students), how do you think the new policy/procedure will affect our 

overall school culture and climate? (Have teacher explain “culture” and “climate” by citing 

examples).  

 

2. If you were frustrated or upset hearing about the new policy/procedure, what was most 

frustrating: A) The new cell phone (PMD) policy/procedure itself? or B) That you were not 

given a voice in the decision?  

 

3. What do you feel some adults missed in the development of the policy/procedure? 

 

4. What would your ideal policy/procedure look like? 

 

5. What do you recommend as next steps for our school? 

 

It is easy for many students to comprehend the need for better structure in the classroom 

and given the current circumstances, many students do not deny the reality of why these 

policies have been put in place. How the adults message it may become the most significant 

variable for success. 
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STUDENT VOICES 

 

To compliment a series of CTIP polls conducted with students during the summer, we also invited 

students to provide their commentary. The first two quotes (#3 on next page) are from middle school 

students from two different parts of the country. The themes and quick quotes are national student 

voices. 

 

• Create opportunities for youth to be involved i.e. student surveys, discussions. 

• Use open language to support unity between staff and students i.e. We are in this together, we 

won’t be perfect and that is okay, I am struggling to…, etc. 

• Create opportunities, when appropriate, to incorporate the use of technology/devices during 

school hours. This encourages youth to use their devices responsibly  

• Create a digital check in that students can access via their phone or on a school laptop to be able 

to express how they are feeling (not all youth will have the courage to share in person right away)  

• Create more meaningful moments with students so that they do not feel as though they have to 

initiate conversations only when it involves academics or school-related topics.  For example, start 

the period off by a brief discussion that is not school-related, play a classroom game, formally 

acknowledge each student as they get situated in the classroom.  

 

Data Collection 

 

(*Below is a culmination of what students are communicating in our ongoing data collection and 

dialogue, about the return to school with the new policy.) 

 

1. Student Poll - New “no cellphones” policy in schools (Poll taken June 19/2024) 
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2. Student Poll - How are you feeling about the coming school year with new cellphone policies 

in place? (Poll taken July 23/2024) 

 

3. Student Poll - How do you think phone restriction will influence the relationship between 

students and staff in school? (Poll taken July 23/2024) 

 

Student Response (Coming from a student in a school that reflects a more 

closed school system) “Both negatively and positively. I think some staff will use the 

no phone policy as a way to encourage students to learn without the distraction of 

devices and enforce it in a reasonable way. While other staff (most older teachers) 

will use it as a power play against students, instead of hearing them out, and 

understanding how phones play a big role in our lives these days. From what I’ve 

observed of my peers, this restriction is fueling a desire to rebel, and use their devices 

more. In my experience, teachers who approach taking away phones with an 

understanding that it’s difficult for us to be without them, have far more success in 

the future with their students. While teachers who see them as a nuisance, and 

abruptly take them without discussing the student’s opinion, have little to no success 

with that student not using their phone in the future. I believe the success of the no 

phone policy is going to rely deeply on how staff use and abuse it.” 

 

Student Response (Coming from a student in a school that reflects a more 

closed school system) “I think that phone restriction is important and genuinely a 

good thing for students learning. Children and adolescents are basically glued into 

their phone, and that is me as well, which i am working on lol. School is a place 

where students learn and grow as an individual and having a phone where videos 

and photos can go international and plus, what children see on the internet not only 

affects their own lives but also their social lives. So, I think that they will influence 

their relationship with teachers and other student in a good and positive way 

(hopefully) making it easier to ask questions without any distractions or 

complications involving the internet.” 

“Both negatively and positively. I 

think some staff will use the no 

phone policy as a way to encourage 

students to learn without the 

distraction of devices and enforce it 

in a reasonable way. While other staff 

(most older teachers) will use it as a 

power play against students, instead 

of hearing them out, and 

understanding how phones play a big 

role in our lives these days. From 

what I’ve observed of my peers, this 

restriction is fueling a desire to rebel, 

and use their devices more. In my 

experience, teachers who approach 

taking away phones with an 

understanding that it’s difficult for us 

to be without them, have far more 

success in the future with their 

students. While teachers who see 

them as a nuisance, and abruptly 

take them without discussing the 

student’s opinion, have little to no 

success with that student not using 

their phone in the future. I believe 

the success of the no phone policy is 

going to rely deeply on how staff use 

and abuse it.” 

“I think that phone restriction is 

important and genuinely a good thing 

for students learning. Children and 

adolescents are basically glued into 

their phone, and that is me as well, 

which i am working on lol. School is a 

place where students learn and grow 

as an individual and having a phone 

where videos and photos can go 

international and plus, what children 

see on the internet not only affects 

their own lives but also their social 

lives. So, I think that they will 

influence their relationship with 

teachers and other student in a good 

and positive way (hopefully) making it 

easier to ask questions without any 

distractions or complications 

involving the internet.” 
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4. Student Poll - Why did you select the answer you did regarding “No phones” policy?  

 

Educator Response “I think we should be teaching more internet safety, and how 

to use cell phones as an educational tool. I get that they can cause issues, believe 

me! But I’ve also never had a “major incident” as a classroom teacher due to 

cellphone use.” 

 

Themes and Quick Quotes – Student Responses: 

 

Why did you select “frustrated”? (Regarding phone restriction in school: As we get closer to the school 

year, how are you feeling about school now?) 

 

Student: “I’m so glad you’re asking students about how we feel so we have a say in 

this! I feel frustrated because it seems like teachers and parents aren’t listening to the 

benefits of having our devices in class. Yes, I understand to a point of phones being 

a problem, but not all students have a problem with them. I feel like a small 

percentage of students are abusing the privilege of having phones in class. For me I 

use my phone to play music in class when things are loud and I’m feeling anxious. 

Music helps me calm down and it’s making me feel nervous knowing I won’t have 

that outlet next year for school.” 

 

Student: “I just feel like it’s frustrating cause sometimes when we’re going through 

hard times communicating with people becomes harder but at least at the end of 

the day we’re not completely lonely cause we have our phones you know? that’s just 

personal opinion, idk if it’s even reasonable cause I understand the main point is 

more important, but I feel like it still makes a major difference”  

 

Student: “I feel frustrated because it takes away the right to ALL personal devices, 

such as headphones. This is a very frustrating thing to do because I channel most of 

my focus through listening to music or using noise-cancelling headphones, and the 

classrooms tend to get loud and disruptive while I try to do my work.” 

 

Why did you select “Nervous”? (Regarding phone restriction in school: As we get closer to the school 

year, how are you feeling about school now? 

 

Professional: “Working on the Digital Wellness Team has given me tons of insight 

into the relationships between youth and their devices. Why they use them, their 

habits, dependencies, etc. And while I AM in support of the provincial mandates for 

this, my concerns / nervousness comes from how I have watched schools who have 

attempted bans (or soft bans) have seen struggles with attendance (kids will skip 

class to use their phone in bathroom, outside, etc.), and try to manage parental 

anxieties surrounding not being able to connect with their children throughout the 

day. I predict I will receive an increase in emails and calls from parents asking for 

exemptions or modified circumstances for their children.” 

 

I think we should be teaching more 

internet safety, and how to use cell 

phones as an educational tool. I get 

that they can cause issues, believe 

me! But I’ve also never had a “major 

incident” as a classroom teacher due 

to cellphone use. 

“I just feel like it’s frustrating cause 

sometimes when we’re going through 

hard times communicating with 

people becomes harder but at least 

at the end of the day we’re not 

completely lonely cause we have our 

phones you know? that’s just 

personal opinion, idk if it’s even 

reasonable cause I understand the 

main point is more important, but I 

feel like it still makes a major 

difference”  

Working on the Digital Wellness Team 

has given me tons of insight into the 

relationships between youth and 

their devices. Why they use them, 

their habits, dependencies, etc. And 

while I AM in support of the provincial 

mandates for this, my concerns / 

nervousness comes from how I have 
watched schools who have attempted 

bans (or soft bans) have seen 

struggles with attendance (kids will 

skip class to use their phone in 

bathroom, outside, etc.), and try to 

manage parental anxieties 

surrounding not being able to 

connect with their children 

throughout the day. I predict I will 

receive an increase in emails and calls 

from parents asking for exemptions 

or modified circumstances for their 

children 

“I’m so glad you’re asking students 

about how we feel so we have a say in 

this! I feel frustrated because it seems 

like teachers and parents aren’t 

listening to the benefits of having our 

devices in class. Yes, I understand to a 

point of phones being a problem, but 

not all students have a problem with 

them. I feel like a small percentage of 

students are abusing the privilege of 

having phones in class. For me I use 

my phone to play music in class when 

things are loud and I’m feeling anxious. 

Music helps me calm down and it’s 

making me feel nervous knowing I 

won’t have that outlet next year for 

school.” 

“I feel frustrated because it takes away 

the right to ALL personal devices, such 

as headphones. This is a very 

frustrating thing to do because I 

channel most of my focus through 

listening to music or using noise-

cancelling headphones, and the 

classrooms tend to get loud and 

disruptive while I try to do my work.” 
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Themes and Quick Quotes – Student Responses (Continued):  

 

 

 

5. Student Poll - Based on Your Conversations with Friends and Peers, Is the Introduction of 

The New Cellphone Policies in Your School Going To Be...? (Approximately 800 Respondents 

- Gr. 6 - 12) (Poll taken August 8/2024) 

 

1. Supported by most students. 

2. Not supported by most students. 

3. Mixed support. 

4. Indifferent. 
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6. Student Poll - Regarding Cellphone Restrictions In Schools, As We Get Closer to The School 

Year, How Are You Feeling About School Now? (Approximately 800 Respondents - Gr. 6 - 12) 

(Poll taken August 8/2024) 

 

 

Mental Health and Addictions Concerns 

 

With noted exceptions, cell phones and other PMD in the classroom, for any other purpose than 

education, are impairing the learning experience of many children and youth. However, many students, 

parents/caregivers and professionals are aware that cells phones are also the pipeline to the internet 

that allows students to inhale the worst social media has to offer. One of the most influential articles 

to drive the debate and then decisions to manage cell phones and other PMD in schools and homes 

was written by Jonathan Haidt (Haidt, 2024) and published as “END THE PHONE-BASED CHILDHOOD 

NOW: The environment in which kids grow up today is hostile to human development.” The 

arguments are compelling and clarifies that many young people are doing well and based on multiple 

research projects we are probably looking at approximately 10% of students who are actually addicted 

to their devices. 
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STAFF SUB-SYSTEM 

 

Current Circumstance 

 

The issue of whether to allow cell phones and other PMD in classrooms is complex, one that educators 

across the country have grappled with for years. The original impetus for introducing PMD into the 

classroom was to shorten the gap between how students learned in school and how they acquired 

knowledge “out of school”.  The days of going to the library to access information was being surpassed 

exponentially by technology and the Education system as a whole could not keep up. As the 

implementation of PMD grew, concerns were centered around the potential for cell phones to be 

misused in contexts such as drug dealing (Dial-A-Dope) or gang activity. While educators recognized 

these activities as disruptions to the learning environment, their more significant concern was the 

safety of students and staff. There was a fear that PDM like cell phones could serve as a gateway for 

individuals to engage in other illicit or unsafe activities within school buildings. This heightened anxiety 

among educators led many to attempt to ban PDM in schools altogether. 

 

However, as PMD became more integral to daily life, maintaining and enforcing strict cell phone bans 

became increasingly difficult for educators. Many expressed concerns that they were spending more 

time policing or attempting to enforce the rules, which was as disruptive to the learning environment 

and their relationships with students as allowing PMD in class. In other words, the attempt to 

implement, maintain, and enforce the device ban increased anxiety at the system and sub-system 

levels. 

 

Coinciding with this was a push for policy changes driven by the counterargument that PMD could 

enhance safety, especially during emergencies or crises. Parents and advocacy groups, along with 

numerous educators, often argued that the ability to contact family members or access emergency 

information could be crucial in dangerous situations. This argument further reinforced an "us against 

them" mentality, adding significantly to the stress many educators were already feeling. 

 

Regardless of the research suggesting that during a crisis, the presence of PMD like cell phones can 

heighten the system’s and sub-system’s anxiety, create confusion, and hinder the effectiveness of 

emergency responses, new or updated policies were implemented. Unfortunately, they often led to 

more confusion due to varying ages and beliefs, creating inconsistent, and at times, adversarial 

approaches to navigating concerns regarding disrupted learning, mental health, and student safety 

(e.g. online bullying, sextortion). These differing perspectives, and the recognition that no two schools 

handle cell phone management in the same way, were compounded by a lack of staff training, varying 

experiences with technology, and age differences between new and experienced teachers. In the midst 

of this confusion, what remained constant was that students’, in large part, used their devices as 

socialization and connection because of the chaotic boundaries that existed.  The system, in other 

words, was not clear what appropriate use of PMD look like in schools.  

 

Teachers, who may be more familiar with technology, often have different views on PMD use compared 

to some of their colleagues who were not as confident with PMD integration. This divergence in 

perspectives can lead to inconsistent policy enforcement within the same school, further confusing 

students and staff. The lack of comprehensive training for front-line staff exacerbates this issue, as 
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teachers and administrators may not be equipped with the strategies or knowledge to manage PMD 

use effectively. 

 

Moreover, the varied experiences with technology among educators contribute to differing opinions 

on the role of PMD in the classroom. Some see them as valuable educational tools, while others view 

them as distractions. These conflicting views result in policies that are not uniformly applied or 

understood, leading to frustration and tension among staff and students. 

 

Perspective Making 

 

It’s clear that schools need to find a middle ground where PMD can be used effectively without 

compromising quality of the learning environment, student mental health, or student and staff safety. 

The ongoing challenge for educators is to strike the right balance - leveraging the benefits of technology 

to enhance education while managing the potential downside. 

 

Key Considerations 

 

Disruptive Learning 

 

• PMD can be a significant distraction, potentially disrupting the learning environment. 

• Conversely, they can be valuable educational tools if used appropriately and integrated into 

lessons. 

 

Mental Health 

 

• The constant presence of PMDs can contribute to issues such as anxiety, Bullying with a Device 

(cyberbullying), and social comparison. 

• However, they can also provide students with a sense of security and a means to connect with 

support networks. 

 

Safety Concerns 

 

• PDM are crucial for communication during emergencies, allowing students to contact parents 

or authorities. 

• Their misuse can lead to safety issues, such as the inappropriate sharing of information or 

unauthorized recordings. 

 

It would be remiss not to address the elephant in the room – PMD are not evil, nor are the students 

who use them. You may be familiar with the saying “guns kill” and the counter to it that says, “guns 

don’t kill, people do.” The same can be said for PMD such as cell phones – they don’t bully or extort, 

but they are tools that make it easier for such behaviors to occur. This is not meant to be finger-pointing 

or labeling our students as bad or evil; rather, it emphasizes the need for digital and social-emotional 

literacy education and most importantly, connection over alienation. 
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Solutions to Consider 

 

System-Wide 

 

To address these challenges, it is crucial to develop clear, consistent guidelines that consider the 

diverse perspectives within the school community. Providing comprehensive training for all staff on 

effective PMD management/integration and the potential impacts on learning, mental health, and 

student/school safety is essential. Additionally, fostering open communication and collaboration 

among educators of all ages and experiences can help create a more unified approach to PMD use in 

schools, ultimately benefiting the entire school community. 

 

Staff 

 

It is important to always remind ourselves that this is but one student expectation and that we need 

to manage the situation as we would any other school-wide expectation. In other words, do not make 

it about the PMD, make it about meeting expectations.   

 

Key considerations when mismanagement of a PMD happens: 

 

Baseline Behaviour 

 

• Is this “out of character” for this student? If so, has there been a change in circumstances?  

 

Context - Be Curious  

 

• Ask yourself what could be going on for this student that could be contributing to the situation 

at hand (context) – “What was happening for you to use your phone?” 

 

Be Empathic and Understanding 

 

• Acknowledge the challenges students face and frame expectations in a way that shows 

understanding of their needs and circumstances. 

 

Use Positive Language 

 

• Use language that focuses on positive behavior and outcomes rather than punitive measures. 

For example, instead of saying "Don’t use your cell phones during class," say "You need to focus 

on learning during class time." 

 

Use Clarity and Transparency 

 

• Clearly explain the reasons behind your request to ensure students understand its purpose. 

For instance, "I need you focused during class time because I want you to do well on the 

assignment." 
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Use a Supportive Tone 

 

• Convey a supportive tone that shows your commitment to the student’s well-being. For 

example, "If you need to use your phone for personal reasons, come talk to me and we can 

make appropriate arrangements." 

 

Be Consistent with Trauma-Informed Principles  

 

• Ensure your language aligns with the principles of safety, trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, 

and empowerment. This means avoiding language that could be perceived as authoritarian or 

dismissive. 

 

As well, it is important to ask what policies/exceptions will be in place for staff use of personal 

devices?  Students and parents will quickly see if there are differences between staff and students.  The 

Order does not indicate usage procedures for the adults in the building.  As noted earlier, if there is a 

difference, it needs to be communicated to parents and students ahead of time? 
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PARENT/CAREGIVER SUB-SYSTEM 

 

Current Circumstance 

 

Many parents and caregivers have grown up with their own PMD which have become as much a part 

of their lives as their children’s. A societal theme, for the past few years, is that parents and caregivers 

“need to know what their children are up to online”; “parents and caregivers need to limit cell phone 

and screen time use”. This unheeded pressure by many parents and caregivers comes because of a 

variety of dynamics: 

 

• Most parents/caregivers feel they have a close enough connection with their children that they 

would come to them if they got in over their heads online. 

• Some parents/caregivers are uninformed about the dangerous aspects of the internet. 

• Everybody’s doing it! Most young people have PMD as do the adults. 

• Allowing PMD use contextually lowers the anxiety between caregivers and their children because 

it can be: 

o A means of keeping a child busy or entertained so parents/caregivers can complete other tasks 

uninterrupted.  

o A peacekeeping device if parents/caregivers do not attempt to take it away or control screen 

time. Therefore, contextually, taking away a device can cause disharmony while not taking it 

away can lead to a belief that there is harmony. 

o A constant means of knowing where each other are through location services. 

o A constant means of emotional connection (i.e. some parents and caregivers do not hear the 

words “I love you” when face to face with their child but will receive multiple emojis, GIFs and “I 

love you” over text and joint social media accounts).  

 

Educationally, parents and caregivers have had growing concerns about cell phone use in the 

classroom and its impact on academic achievement. Notwithstanding the above comments, they have 

also been aware that screen time at home has probably not been as much homework related as some 

of their children were suggesting. Governments and educational associations across the country have 

confirmed this through dialogue and surveys with parents and caregivers that contributed to the 

current restrictions on PMD in Canadian classrooms.  

 

Educational leaders are appropriately trying to keep the emphasis on enhancing the educational 

experience by better managing devices in the classroom. Many parents and caregivers see “banning” 

cell phone and other PMD in the classroom, or entire schools, as a way of ‘letting kids get back to just 

learning’. But there is another impetus from governments and adults in general mandating these 

restrictions and that is the hope that somehow this will limit overall PMD use by students and in 

particular cyberbullying. In other words, the perspective of teachers in the classroom and parents and 

caregivers at home about the purpose and benefits of the new polices will not always be the same. 
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Perspective Making 

 

Taking a medication to make you better is different than taking a medication that will just make you 

feel better. Knowing the difference in advance prevents the patient from being emotionally set up to 

believe they are fully on the road to recovery. Parents and caregivers need to know that managing 

PMD in the classroom or even banning them all day from school is medication that will help students 

(for the most part) get better at school. But managing PMD in the classroom or even banning them all 

day from school may contextually (while in school) help students feel better, it will not fix the problem 

of cyberbullying and other harmful uses of social media. 

 

The harmful aspects of social media including online sexual exploitation and cyberbullying are not 

going to be eliminated because of better management of PMD at school. Many of the most extreme 

cyberbullying cases start to escalate after the school day is over and well into the evening and early 

morning. This is one of the reasons why attempts and deaths by suicide have been linked to that 

timeframe: it is the most isolated and lonely time for any student suffering in silence. A barrier to 

managing this social issue (cyberbullying) that has been intensified by technology is the fact that it has 

been called “Cyberbullying”. The term itself has left too many professionals, parents, caregivers, and 

some students believing that it is this mysterious uncontrollable force that strikes unannounced and 

then disappears without detection. In our professional work on serious cases of so-called cyberbullying 

we explicitly change the language to your child is being “Bullied with a Device” (BWD). 

 

While there are some cases of anonymous cyberbullying, in most cases involving school aged children, 

we often know who the players are that are bullying with a device. In CTIP’s work in Violence Threat 

Risk Assessment (VTRA), we included in our “Categories for Action” “ongoing, pervasive, targeted 

bullying”. This means we are not concerned with two friends who 

have a disagreement and made hurtful posts about each other and 

then apologized and become friends again a day later. Our focus is 

on “target selection” when one or more real people (bully) use their 

devices to harm another student. The adults often know, and in most 

cases the students certainly know who the “Individual(s) of Concern” 

(IOC) is behind the torment.  

 

This means that in our formal assessments, we (all of the adults) need 

to assess and often support the person with the device and the 

person harmed by the device rather than assume that it is the device 

causing the harm. In essence, the device is part of the evidence that 

bullying, harassment, threats, etc. have occurred. One of the reasons 

BWD has flourished is because of constant adult deferral, such as, “I 

can’t manage cyberspace”, “it’s not my job to manage cyberspace”, “what am I supposed to do all this 

online crap”, “it’s that social media causing all the problems” etc. Because the problem has felt so big, 

too many adults (professionals, parents and caregivers) many have simply said it is the other persons 

job to fix it.  
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The new PMD policies, if implemented in a thoughtful way, will support better learning environment. 

But students being bullied with a device will still need greater collaboration from all key stakeholders.  

 

Please refer to J. Kevin Cameron’s article “Inside Voice”, Pg. 62 

 

Solutions to Consider 

 

We recommend that after schools have acclimatized to the new PMD polices and there is evidence 

that implementation strategies are working, Boards consider renaming “Cyberbullying” to “Bullying 

With a Device” (BWD). This will bring focus to the issue of “ongoing pervasive targeted bullying” as 

identified in most VTRA protocols across Canada and activate a multi-agency practice for assessment 

and intervention of BWD that includes parents and caregivers.   

 

• Over-communicate with parents/caregivers. 

• Be open and transparent with parents/caregivers. 

• Start early so parents/caregivers understand the “Why” of managing devices better at school and 

can start communicating with students. 

• Bring the Parent Council on board. 

• Bring your biggest supporters on board–which agencies are your community partners? How can 

you leverage their support to make this transition smoother? 

• Who are your critics in most circumstances?  Call them in to hear their perspective and allow them 

to have a voice.   Minutes of time now could save hours of time in the future.  Do not do this in an 

attempt to placate the individuals – instead actively listen to understand their point of view. 

• Utilize all of your usual communication tools and seek feedback from your trusted sources to 

ensure the communication was received.  It is going to be important to be able to say the 

communication was sent out on specific dates and time. 

• Use multiple resources to communicate the same message.  Some parents will respond more to 

text messages (short and to the point), others like computer generated graphics, others want to 

see the Ministerial Order and read it for themselves (provide the Order).   

• This is not a “one and done” scenario and is going to require multiple and varied communiques at 

the beginning of the school year.   

• Share the FAQ with parents/caregivers and gather additional questions and answers to reflect on 

at early meetings with educational partners and stakeholders. 
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Key Considerations for Parents 

 

Role of Parental Involvement – Parents as Allies 

 

Parents can play a proactive role in helping their children understand the appropriate use of personal 

mobile devices at school. Discussing school policies with children, setting clear expectations, and 

modeling responsible phone use at home can reinforce positive behavior and help children manage 

their device use effectively. 

 

When considering solutions for navigating PMDs, the following strategies may be helpful: 

 

1. Set Clear Expectations at Home 

 

• Solution: Establish rules and guidelines for when and how your child can use their phone at 

school. Discuss the importance of focusing on academics during school hours and agree on 

specific times when phone use is appropriate, such as during lunch or breaks. 

 

• Consideration: Reinforce these rules consistently to help your child develop good habits. Use 

tools like parental control apps to monitor usage if necessary. 

 

2. Educate on Responsible Use 

 

• Solution: Teach your child about responsible phone use, including understanding the potential 

risks of social media, Bullying With a Device (BWD), and exposure to inappropriate content. 

Encourage them to think critically about how they use their devices. 

 

• Consideration: Engage in regular conversations about their experiences online and provide 

guidance on how to navigate challenges like peer pressure and online interactions. 

 

3. Collaborate with Schools 

 

• Solution: Work with your child’s school to understand their cell phone policy and support its 

implementation. Attend meetings, provide feedback, and suggest improvements based on your 

experiences. 

 

• Consideration: Encourage schools to adopt policies that balance the need for connectivity with 

the importance of minimizing distractions. Propose the use of technology for educational 

purposes while restricting non-academic use during class. 

 

4. Promote Alternative Communication Plans 

 

• Solution: Create a plan with your child for staying in touch during the school day without relying 

heavily on their cell phone. This might include memorizing important phone numbers, using 

school office phones in emergencies, and setting clear after-school pickup plans. 
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• Consideration: Emphasize that they can always reach you when needed, but also that 

independence and responsibility are important aspects of growing up. 

 

5. Support the School’s Management Efforts 

 

• Solution: Encourage your child to adhere to the school’s cell phone policies and explain why 

these expectations are in place. Support the school by not texting or calling your child during 

school hours unless necessary. 

 

• Consideration: Explain the benefits of focusing on schoolwork without the distraction of a 

phone and remind them that these policies are designed to help them succeed. 

 

6. Advocate for Digital Literacy Programs 

 

• Solution: Advocate for the inclusion of digital literacy and online safety programs in your child’s 

school curriculum. These programs can teach students about the responsible use of 

technology, including how to protect themselves online. 

• Consideration: Such programs can empower students to make informed decisions about their 

phone use and to understand the long-term implications of their digital footprints. 

 

By implementing these strategies, parents can help their children navigate the challenges of personal 

mobile device use in schools while supporting a positive and productive learning environment. 
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The collective inside voice (social media) that students have been saturated with was both a 

distractor and a soother for some students in the classroom. For those who wanted to learn 

it was a distractor because of their peers use and pressure for them to grab their phones as 

well. For those students who are struggling with family dynamics, peer dynamics or solitary 

mental health struggles, social media (or their phone in general) was a soother in the 

classroom and now it is gone.  

What this means from a VTRA and TES perspective is that students whose primary emotional 

functioning has been regulated through use of their Personal Mobile Devices (PMD) may 

unintentionally begin to share their inside voices in ways that may surprise them as well. This 

will include the student who has never been a behavioural concern who for the first time is 

disrespectful to staff members or threatening a peer in an angry outburst. We do not know 

everyone’s story so it will be important to work from a trauma-informed perspective and 

wonder why such a change in a student’s thoughts, behaviours, or affect now? The first 

hypothesis in VTRA is “cry for help”. At a conscious or unconscious level, we wonder, “is the 

student giving us a cry for help” in ways other than saying “I am hurting”. 

Thematic of many of our VTRA cases, one young male student refused to go to school 

because his mother’s new partner assaulted her in front of him. Guilt-ridden because he 

could not stop the violence, he vowed he would not leave her alone. The only way she 

convinced him to go to school was with a promise that if she felt unsafe again, she would text 

him for help. The case came to our attention because his teacher saw him with his phone an 

attempted to take it from him. The young student escalated and then threatened to kill the 

teacher. This boy had never behaved that way before. A trauma-informed VTRA quickly 

identified acute traumatization for the student and serious family violence. Lessons learned: 

everything isn’t about addiction to a device.   

All staff need to be aware that the first month will be a bumpy ride for some students and 

not always for the reasons we may think. Anytime a staff member has a concern or just a 

feeling that “something is off” with a student, they need to know we want them to share their 

genuine concerns. The biggest problem we deal with in violence prevention, suicide  
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Appendix A 
 

Province:  AB 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A Not specific to grade level. 

The new standards on personal mobile devices will establish restrictions, enforcement procedures and 

exceptions for Alberta’s K-12 public, separate, francophone, public charter, independent school authorities, 

and early childhood services operators.  Exceptions will be made province-wide for students using mobile 

devices for health and medical needs, to support specialized learning needs, and for educational purposes. 

Individual school authorities will also be required to develop policies to outline how exceptions will be managed 

and what the consequences will be for non-compliance at their respective schools. 

 
 
 
 

Province:  BC 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A Not specific to grade level. 

Boards must ensure their codes of conduct include one or more statements about restricting the use of 

personal digital devices at school. 

The statements about restricting the use of personal digital devices at school must address the following 

matters: 

• restrictions on the use of personal digital devices at school, including during hours of instruction 

• use of personal digital devices for instructional purposes and digital literacy 

• use of personal digital devices that is appropriate to a student’s age and developmental stage 

• accessibility and accommodation needs 

• medical and health needs 

• equity to support learning outcomes 

 

 

 

 

Province:  MB 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

Student cell phones are 

restricted from being 

brought into schools. 

Student cell phones are 

restricted from being 

brought into schools. 

Cell phones and ear buds 

aren’t allowed to be taken 

into the classroom. 

Francophone school 

policy. 

Anglophone school policy 

not found. 
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Province:  NB 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A 
Not specific to grade 

level. 

“We have evidence that indicates we should limit cellphone use in classrooms,” said Education and Early 

Childhood Development Minister Bill Hogan. “The clarifications we are making will strengthen Policy 311 by 

reinforcing the ability of teachers to effectively oversee cellphone use in their classrooms and limit their use to 

teaching or medical purposes.” 

Section 6.13 has been added to the policy to outline the key changes, which include: 

• At the teacher’s discretion, cellphone use by students is allowed in classrooms for educational reasons. 

During class time, teachers will have students place their cellphones in a designated area of the 

classroom on silent mode. 

• Students who use their cellphone for medical reasons, such as diabetes self-management, may 

continue to use it. 

• Examples of actions that could lead to student discipline are provided. 

 

 

Province:  NL 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A 
Holding back on 

developing new policies. 

 

 

Province:  NS 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

All students will be 

required to turn off their 

personal mobile devices 

and store them out of 

sight during instructional 

time. 

Teachers allowing cell 

phone use in class for 

instructional purposes, 

will be available. 

Teachers allowing cell 

phone use in class for 

instructional purposes, 

will be available. 

 

 

 

Province:  NVT 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A 
No news of adjusting 

policies. 
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Province:  NWT 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A 

Yellowknife Education 

District No. 1 - Not 

specific to grade level – 

Otherwise no news of 

adjusting policies 

Yellowknife Education District No. 1  

Student cell phones, tablets, and other similar devices must be turned off from 8:30 to 3:20. For wearables such as 

smart watches, they must be put into the equivalent of 'airplane mode' during these same hours. This period covers 

all in-school recess and lunch breaks. Students may have their devices on and may use them outside of the school 

building before or after school. However, all use of these devices on our school grounds must conform to our 

school’s code of conduct, and this procedure.  

Student mobile devices are to be out of sight from 8:30-3:20 regardless of whether a student is inside the school 

building, or on the school grounds. Students may have their wearables only if they are in 'airplane mode' as explained 

above.  

Students’ use of any device's features beyond text messaging and voice conversation must be with the prior approval 

of a school permanent staff member (meaning, substitute staff members temporarily assigned to the school cannot 

provide this authorization). For example, a student wishing to take a picture with their device must first get approval 

in accordance with this procedure. This provision is included in our policy as a safeguard for the privacy of staff and 

other students.  

Note: This is a general provision for any device that has sound, still photography or video-recording capabilities 

(whether or not it is a mobile device or wearable)  

 

Province:  ON 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

Our youngest learners in 

kindergarten to Grade 6, 

who may have phones, will 

now be required to keep 

phones on silent and out of 

sight for the duration of the 

day. 

For students in Grades 7 to 

12, phones can be with the 

student. However, they will 

only be permitted during 

instructional time if 

explicitly allowed by the 

educator. 

For students in Grades 7 to 

12, phones can be with the 

student. However, they will 

only be permitted during 

instructional time if 

explicitly allowed by the 

educator. 

 

 

Province:  PEI 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

To enhance student focus 

and to create more 

conducive learning 

environments, the updated 

policy will prohibit the use of 

cellular devices in the 

classroom effective this 

upcoming school year. 

Teachers will still maintain 

the flexibility to allow 

students in grades 7-12 to 

use devices in class for 

educational purposes. 

Teachers will still maintain 

the flexibility to allow 

students in grades 7-12 to 

use devices in class for 

educational purposes. 

Exceptions will be in place 

when learners need access 

to their devices for special 

education or medical 

purposes. 



pg. 68              Trauma-Informed and Systems-Oriented Guidelines and Resources for Implementation (CTIP© 2024) 

 

Province:  QC 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A Not specific to grade level. 

Teachers do have the option to allow students to use their phones for specific teaching purposes. 

As of December 31, 2023, a province-wide cellphone ban prevents secondary school students from accessing 

devices during school hours. 

Private schools are exempt from the ban. 

 

Province:  SK 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

Cellphones will not be 

permitted during class 

time, and it will apply to all 

schools in the province.  

Cellphones will not be 

permitted during class 

time, and it will apply to all 

schools in the province.  

Teachers will be able to 

seek an exemption from 

school admin., according to 

the province. That will allow 

cellphone use during class 

when needed for specific 

instructional purposes.    

 

 

Province:  YT 

Elementary Middle Schools High Schools Notes 

N/A N/A N/A 
No news of adjusting 

policies 

Student cell phones, tablets, and other similar devices must be turned off from 8:30 to 3:20. For wearables 

such as smart watches, they must be put into the equivalent of 'airplane mode' during these same hours. This 

period covers all in-school recess and lunch breaks. Students may have their devices on and may use them 

outside of the school building before or after school. However, all use of these devices on our school grounds 

must conform to our school’s code of conduct, and this procedure. 

Student mobile devices are to be out of sight from 8:30-3:20 regardless of whether a student is inside the 

school building, or on the school grounds. Students may have their wearables only if they are in 'airplane mode' 

as explained above. 

Students’ use of any device's features beyond text messaging and voice conversation must be with the prior 

approval of a school permanent staff member (meaning, substitute staff members temporarily assigned to the 

school cannot provide this authorization). For example, a student wishing to take a picture with their device 

must first get approval in accordance with this procedure. This provision is included in our policy as a safeguard 

for the privacy of staff and other students. 

Note: This is a general provision for any device that has sound, still photography or video-recording capabilities 

(whether or not it is a mobile device or wearable) 

 

 



The Use of Personal Mobile Devices in Canadian Schools (CTIP© 2024)                                                                                                      pg. 69 

 



pg. 70              Trauma-Informed and Systems-Oriented Guidelines and Resources for Implementation (CTIP© 2024) 

Appendix B 



The Use of Personal Mobile Devices in Canadian Schools (CTIP© 2024)                                                                                                      pg. 71 

 

 

 



pg. 72              Trauma-Informed and Systems-Oriented Guidelines and Resources for Implementation (CTIP© 2024) 

 



The Use of Personal Mobile Devices in Canadian Schools (CTIP© 2024)                                                                                                      pg. 73 

Appendix C 
 

 

Draft Template to Parents/Caregivers from Principal 

 

Consider sending a communication out to parents and caregivers prior to the first day of school. 

Consider holding a specialized “parent meeting” to communicate the Division/District and School’s 

PMD policy and the expectations around it.   

 

Dear Parents/Caregivers: 

 

The school and staff at (Name of school) are excited to start the new school year and to receive your 

children.  As your Principal, I also want you to know how grateful I am and look forward to enhancing 

the relationship we have as we support your children for the 2024-25 school year.  Your voice is 

important to us! 

 

As you are likely aware the new changes to PMD legislations have now been put in place and I want to 

provide you with what that will look like in our school:  

 

a) State the policy 

b) How it will be implemented 

c) Transparent progressive process on behavioral expectations 

 

While the media has reported on a variety of reasons why the PMD policy has been implemented, I 

want to assure you that the NAME OF SCHOOL’s PMD policy is centered on student learning.  We 

acknowledge that the use of PMD in schools can generate anxiety for your children but know I have 

met with all our teachers and staff, and we are confident that the policy will enhance learning for your 

children.  Open communication is the staple of our school community, and I want to personally invite 

you to contact myself should you have an uncertainty related to the PMD policy.   

 

As we hear more parent and caregiver voices, we may choose to host one or more round table 

discussions as we accommodate to the new policy. 

 

 

Yours in Education 

 

 

 

CTIP Note to School Leaders: Do not over promise a reduction in “Bullying With a Device (BWD)” or 

other social media threats.  If necessary, let parents know your VTRA protocols around pervasive 

bullying is appropriate to address these issues. 
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