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Walking into a school cafeteria should be an experience filled with sounds of laughter
and conversation as students enjoy a break from the school day. Instead, imagine a
mostly silent room full of students who have their heads bowed as they endlessly scroll
on their phones. At John Handley High School (JHHS), a space for connection had been
replaced with digital distraction. 

For Winchester Public Schools (WPS), the decision to implement an “Off and Away All
Day” cell phone policy starting in the 2024-2025 school year was a necessary move.
Teachers were spending excessive time addressing student cell phone use in the
classroom, while students faced increasing social and emotional impacts from cell
phone engagement during the school day. It was undeniable that less time spent on
cell phones would positively impact the entire school community, but there were many
concerns and uncertainties among our stakeholders. 

Through a well-planned campaign centered on student learning and wellness, WPS
reassured stakeholders that, yes – we really can survive without our phones. The "Off
and Away All Day" policy has transformed from a daunting change into a new norm—
particularly at JHHS.
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“Off and Away All Day” Cell Phone Policy

Graphics used for “Off and Away All Day” social media posts
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In the spring of 2024, JHHS hosted a pilot program to test special cell phone pouches in
eight classrooms as a potential way to address student cell phone use. In a pre-survey:

93% of staff said student cell phone use during instructional time was a challenge
77% of staff said they address appropriate cell phone use multiple times a day

After the pilot program: 
Student grades improved (School Board Presentation)
100% of pilot teachers recommended implementing cell phone pouches schoolwide 
69% of parents felt that their child was more engaged as a result of not having the
distraction of a cell phone in class 
68% of parents said they would support having phones off and away throughout the
entirety of the school day

Instead of the expensive locking cell phone pouches tested in the pilot program,
hanging shoe holders were purchased for the front of each classroom. A policy change
was approved by the School Board requiring all personal electronic devices to be stored
in these holders during class. Outside of class, students were required to keep phones
off and stored in their backpacks or pockets during the entire school day. 
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https://go.boarddocs.com/vsba/wps/Board.nsf/files/D5ZN7T5E97AF/$file/SB%20Cell%20Phone%20Presentation%206.10.24%20(1).pdf
https://go.boarddocs.com/vsba/wps/Board.nsf/files/D5ZN7T5E97AF/$file/SB%20Cell%20Phone%20Presentation%206.10.24%20(1).pdf


Create a video message from the Superintendent to share prior to the start of
school on social media and through a direct email & text to families. Include
statistics from the Governor’s Executive Order.
Create a list of Frequently Asked Questions using feedback from the pilot. Share
with JHHS families twice before school starts and once when school is underway
using direct messaging and The Judges Docket weekly newsletter. Share with all
WPS families through the monthly family newsletter for at least 2 months. 
Share social media graphics before school starts and address any concerns in the
comment section within 24 hours. 

Planning was done collaboratively with central office staff and school staff with a focus
on JHHS since high school students would experience the biggest culture change. 

The feedback from the pilot allowed us to proactively address many potential concerns
in our communications planning:

What if there is an emergency and a student needs their phone? 
How can a parent contact their student during the school day? 
What about students who may use their phones for purposes related to a disability
or medical condition? 
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Stakeholders, particularly at JHHS, will be well-informed about the new cell
phone policy prior to the start of the school year and have confidence in the
benefits of a cell-phone free learning environment. G
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Videographer: $700 
Our videographer also happens to be a
WPS parent!

Minimal Printing Expenses

Target Audience:
Primary: WPS Students and Families with
emphasis on JHHS
Secondary: Winchester Community 

View Video
on Youtube

Superintendent’s Video on New Cell Phone Policy

Quick Response to Facebook Comment

https://youtu.be/WELoc_mgB7Q?feature=shared
https://www.governor.virginia.gov/media/governorvirginiagov/governor-of-virginia/pdf/eo/EO-33---Cell-Phones-7.9.24.pdf
https://youtu.be/WELoc_mgB7Q?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/WELoc_mgB7Q?feature=shared


June 2024: School Board approves policy revision. 

July 10, 2024: Press Release is shared with local media. 

July 2024: Frequently Asked Questions handout is created. Student Electronic Device

Procedure for JHHS is created. Both are integrated into all future communications. 

July 15, 2024: The First communication goes to JHHS families in the summer letter. 

July 18, 2024: Social media post is released on JHHS and WPS social media accounts. 

July 2024: A superintendent’s introduction including information about the cell phone

policy is added to the 24-25 Parent Handbook message.

August 5, 2024: Superintendent’s Video is released.  

August and September 2024: New cell phone policy is featured in Judges’ Docket, JHHS

weekly family newsletter

August and September 2024: New cell phone policy is featured in WPS monthly Family

Newsletter: August / September 

September 24, 2024: JHHS is featured on the national stage on Today!
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JHHS students and staff discuss cell phones, social media,
mental health and more on Today! JHHS was featured in a

piece called “Virginia students speak out on school cell
phone bans.” This was a big deal for our small community!

View Video
on Youtube

Graphics used for “Off and Away All Day” 
social media posts

https://youtu.be/EJJDKKe2H44?feature=shared
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qxDR_s-jqJnuZMgsuplw0AVIqWuGY26kV5GN1IeROeE/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/100hRXqjfsGc4trahhTMy49CMjqlfh5hJfZAd2sKVwHE/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.wps.k12.va.us/cms/lib/VA02201702/Centricity/domain/13/jhhs%202024-25/JHHSPersonalElectronicDevicesProcedure24-25.pdf
https://www.wps.k12.va.us/cms/lib/VA02201702/Centricity/domain/13/jhhs%202024-25/JHHSPersonalElectronicDevicesProcedure24-25.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LFGKVMFtno5lULDywp24ARtOgeFNsyOf/view?usp=sharing
https://youtu.be/WELoc_mgB7Q?feature=shared
https://secure.smore.com/n/h2p15-august-wps-family-newsletter
https://secure.smore.com/n/y6g0t-september-wps-family-newsletter
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJJDKKe2H44
https://youtu.be/EJJDKKe2H44?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/EJJDKKe2H44?feature=shared


Keeping cell phones “Off and Away All Day” has become the way of life at JHHS and
across the division.  Very few concerns were brought to school administrators after
proactive communications helped to ease worries over the summer. Cell phone
confiscations have steadily decreased over the course of the academic year. Students
are interacting with each other in the hallways and cafeteria, a drastic change from just
one year ago. 
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“We’ve all just gotten used to it. Most of
my classmates just keep their phones put
away and it’s just normal now. I have one
friend who doesn’t even bring his phone

to school at all anymore. 

- HANDLEY STUDENT

“It’s been amazing! I don’t have to fight
with students every day about their

phones, they just keep them put away
now. And students are actually talking

and laughing in the hallways and
cafeteria. We even purchased foosball

tables for some of the common spaces.”

- HANDLEY TEACHER

Phone referral data August-December 2024

Posters Created for Hallways and Classrooms


