
Personal Digital Device Restrictions  
Support Guide 
 

The Ministry of Educa�on and Child Care has amended the Provincial Standards for Codes of Conduct Order (the 
“Order”) to promote provincial consistency and to support boards of educa�on in ensuring their schools have 
appropriate policies in place to restrict student personal digital device use. The amended Order will come into 
effect on July 1, 2024. 

This guide is intended to support boards of educa�on in amending their codes of conduct to align with the 
amended Order by including language that addresses student use of personal digital devices (including cell 
phones) at school. This Order sets out the standards that boards of educa�on must meet in establishing student 
codes of conduct for their respec�ve districts. The informa�on in this support guide is provided for your 
convenience and guidance and is not a replacement for the Order. 

The Ministry of Educa�on and Child Care recommends boards of educa�on engage with their Indigenous 
Educa�on Councils as part of the process of upda�ng their codes of conduct.  

Order Language 
The following sec�ons are excerpts from the amended Order: 

1 In this order “personal digital device” means any personal electronic device that can be used to 
communicate or to access the internet, such as a cell phone or a tablet.  

6  Boards must ensure that the following elements are included in their codes of conduct: 

…(d.1) one or more statements about restric�ng the use of personal digital devices at school 
for the purpose of promo�ng online safety and focused learning environments; 

8  Further to sec�on 6(d.1), the statements about restric�ng the use of personal digital devices at 
school must address the following maters:  

(a) restric�ons on the use of personal digital devices at school, including during hours of 
instruc�on; 

(b) use of personal digital devices for instruc�onal purposes and digital literacy; 
(c) use of personal digital devices that is appropriate to a student’s age and developmental 

stage; 
(d) accessibility and accommoda�on needs; 
(e) medical and health needs;  
(f) equity to support learning outcomes.  

Inten�on 
Codes of conduct to restrict student personal digital device use at school to promote online safety and support 
focused learning environments.  

https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/mo/mo/m0089_2024


Suppor�ng Informa�on 
Sec�on 1 Personal Digital Devices 
The Order defines this term as “any personal digital device that can be used to communicate or to access the 
internet, such as a cell phone or a tablet.” Addi�onal examples of devices that may fall into this defini�on are 
smart watches, gaming devices, and electronic toys. 

Subsec�on 8(a) At school, including during hours of instruc�on  
Codes of conduct must include statements about restric�ng the use of personal digital devices during hours of 
instruc�on. Boards of educa�on are expected to use these statements to limit the use of personal digital devices 
at �mes when students should be focused on par�cipa�ng in educa�onal programs.  

With respect to the meaning of “hours of instruc�on”, please see the relevant defini�ons in the School 
Regulation.  

Codes of conduct may also address student use of personal digital devices during school hours or on school 
property.  

Subsec�on 8(b) Instruc�onal purposes and digital literacy 
Codes of conduct must address the use of personal digital devices for instruc�onal purposes and digital literacy. 
Instruc�onal purposes might include the use of devices as directed by teachers during class �me. Digital literacy 
purposes might include designated computer or cell phone �me that serves to promote digital literacy by 
providing opportuni�es for students to use devices while under the supervision of a teacher, which may include 
cri�cal dialogue regarding responsible and appropriate use of devices.  

Subsec�on 8(c) Age and Developmental Stage 
Codes of conduct must address the use of personal digital devices that is appropriate to a student’s age and 
developmental stage. For example, elementary school codes of conduct may take a more restric�ve approach, 
while middle and secondary schools may allow for progressively greater flexibility and student agency in using 
personal digital devices. 

Subsec�on 8(d) Accessibility and accommoda�on needs 
Codes of conduct must address accessibility and accommoda�on needs. This might involve the use of personal 
digital devices to support students with disabili�es or diverse abili�es as outlined in students’ support plans and 
Individual Educa�on Plans. Codes of conduct may consider the use of assis�ve technology on personal digital 
devices at school to support student accessibility, communica�on, and autonomy. Examples of assis�ve 
technology could include devices or programs that support students with hearing loss or voice, speech or 
language disorders. Codes of conduct might allow for the use of tools such as augmenta�ve and alterna�ve 
communica�on (AAC) devices, text to speech and speech to text programs or devices, translators, �mers, 
calendars, and reminder so�ware to promote accessibility and to facilitate par�cipa�on. 

Subsec�on 8(e) Medical and health needs 
Codes of conduct must address medical and health needs. This might include approved use of personal digital 
devices to support medical necessi�es, such as monitoring blood glucose levels for a student with diabetes. 

Subsec�on 8(f) Equity to support learning outcomes  
Codes of conduct must address equity to support learning outcomes. Codes of conduct might include 
considera�ons to ensure personal digital device restric�ons do not dispropor�onately impact some students 



more than others. For example, codes of conduct may reflect computer or cell phone access facilitated by boards 
of educa�on to support students who do not have access to internet outside of school and who therefore might 
use technology at school to complete schoolwork and foster connec�ons with peers.  

Research/Evidence 
Restric�ng the use of personal digital devices at school is consistent with published research and evidence. The 
Ministry of Educa�on and Child Care recommends that boards of educa�on consider available research, 
including the following informa�on, when amending their codes of conduct. 

Reducing Screen Time at School 
A recent academic paper (Smale et al., 2021) looking at the poten�al benefits and harms of cell phone use in 
classrooms to provide policy recommenda�ons concluded that “removing cell phones from classrooms is likely 
to reduce students’ tempta�on to check their devices, play games, text, and surf the Internet, consequently 
enhancing their ability to focus and thus improving their performance due to greater intake and memory of 
academic material.” (p.51) 
 
According to the 2023 BC Adolescent Health Survey results (Smith et al., 2024), during their last school day prior 
to responding to the survey, top reasons for which students reported using their phones included: to scroll social 
media (74%), connect with family and friends (65%), game (not esports) (26%), game (esports) (18%), and only 
11% of students reported using their phones for none of these ac�vi�es.   

 There is a growing field of research into the impacts of cell phones and social media on mental health and 
academic performance, however there is s�ll limited in-depth or longitudinal studies and more research is 
needed to confirm causality versus correla�on (Smale et al., 2021; Abi-Jaoude, et al., 2020; Vuorre et al., 2021; 
Shannon, et al., 2022). Social media use in par�cular has been linked to emo�onal and coping challenges, 
including eroded self-worth, fear of missing out, distrac�on, stress and anxiety, and exposure to cyber-bullying 
(Vuorre et al., 2021; Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020; Shannon et al., 2022).  

To promote physical and mental health and support healthy rela�onships, HealthLinkBC (2023) recommends a 
maximum of 2 hours of screen �me per day for children aged 5-17. According to a recent report (Saunders & 
Colley, 2024) based on the Canadian Community Health Survey, average screen �me increased between 2018 
and 2021. In 2018, 42.5% of youth between age 12-17 reported mee�ng the recommended 2 hours or less of 
screen �me on school days and 21% on non-school days, compared to 29.8% and 12.2% in 2021. Increased 
screen �me takes away from �me spent in direct connec�on with others, physical ac�vity, and learning ac�vi�es, 
and delays sleep. 

Digital Literacy 
As set out in the School Act, “the purpose of the Bri�sh Columbia school system is to enable all learners to 
become literate, to develop their individual poten�al and to acquire the knowledge, skills and a�tudes needed 
to contribute to a healthy, democra�c and pluralis�c society and a prosperous and sustainable economy.” Digital 
literacy is instrumental to mee�ng this purpose. Digital literacy can include both the basic skills needed to 
operate devices and programs, as well as the thinking skills needed to access, evaluate, and u�lize digital 
informa�on. Jobs across all industries increasingly need founda�onal to advanced computer skills (Bergson-
Shilcock, 2020). Digital literacy further promotes cri�cal thinking related to internet safety, media, and online 
par�cipa�on which benefit personal agency, holis�c health, and poli�cal engagement and democracy (Cortesi et 
al., 2020). 



Equity, Accessibility and Accommoda�ons 
Many B.C. students face barriers due to factors such as race, gender, sexual orienta�on, socioeconomic status, 
care status, disabili�es, diverse abili�es, immigra�on status or primary language.  

Students who face barriers are likely to experience greater benefits from access to technology and internet to 
support their unique needs. Cell phones can support equity through access to supports and services, 
connec�ons and rela�onships, applica�ons for learning, and more (UNESCO, 2023; McCreary Centre Society, 
2018; Ministry of Children and Family Development, 2021). Cell phones can also support a sense of safety and 
promote social connec�on (Ministry of Children and Family Development, 2021). 

The UNESCO Technology in Educa�on report (2023) iden�fies that, “People with disabili�es face some of the 
most significant barriers in accessing quality educa�on. Technology provides mul�ple means of represen�ng 
informa�on, expressing knowledge and engaging in learning, which can support people with disabili�es, 
providing fair and op�mized access to the curriculum, while developing their independence, agency and social 
inclusion” (p. 37). They further iden�fy that “Some applica�ons and technology-assisted learning ini�a�ves 
support language learning” (p. 40). 

Access to the Internet 
According to the 2023 BC Adolescent Health Survey, 97% of youth in B.C. had access to the internet in some 
capacity, and among these youth, 31% iden�fied as accessing internet at school (Smith et al., 2023, p. 41). While 
highspeed internet or cellular services are available to most B.C. residents, many face barriers for access due to 
affordability (Ministry of Ci�zens' Services, 2022, pp. 26, 42). Students without internet access at home or 
cellular data may have access internet while at school or in other wifi-enabled loca�ons outside of their houses.  

BC Youth’s Access to Technology fact sheet (McCreary Centre Society, 2018), based on 2018 Adolescent Health 
Survey data, iden�fies that a lack of internet access can create barriers to access health and mental health 
informa�on, reduce feelings of connec�on and nega�vely impact school and employment skills (p. 1). They 
further note that those without internet were less likely to plan to graduate secondary school or pursue post-
secondary educa�on and reported poorer mental health and wellbeing, with higher levels of school absences, 
self-harm, and suicidality (p. 3). School connectedness was seen to be “protec�ve for youth who lacked Internet 
access. For example, those who felt like a part of their school were more likely to rate their mental health as 
good or excellent …, to feel happy …, and to plan to con�nue their educa�on beyond high school.” (p. 6)  

Resources: 
Curriculum 

• BC’s curriculum provides many opportuni�es for students to consider the appropriate use of technology. 
The provincial Applied Design, Skills, and Technologies (ADST) course is required learning for all students. 
Other areas of the curriculum reinforce this learning about technology use, such as the health 
components of the Physical and Health Educa�on (PHE) curriculum which teach students about making 
choices to promote physical and mental health and developing healthy rela�onships. 

Next Genera�on Network 
• Through the Next Genera�on Network, the Ministry supports school districts with resources to protect 

internet access on school networks with firewall services to block: access to social media sites, 
inappropriate images, websites defined as inappropriate by the districts.  

https://curriculum.gov.bc.ca/


Digital Literacy 
• BC’s Digital Literacy Framework gives teachers sugges�ons on what ages to introduce important 

concepts related to topics like digital footprints, online safety, and informa�on literacy. 
• United Na�ons Educa�onal, Scien�fic and Cultural Organiza�on (UNESCO) Interna�onal Centre for 

Technical and Voca�onal Educa�on and Training provides a database of digital competence frameworks, 
links to ar�cles and think-pieces, and webinars. 

• Youth and Digital Ci�zenship+ (Plus): Understanding Skills for a Digital World overview of digital 
ci�zenship, its importance in the digital age, includes frameworks and resources. 

Assis�ve Technology 
• SET-BC (setbc.org) provides assis�ve technology services for students living with physical disabili�es. 

Parent & Educator Resources 
Digital literacy training  

• MediaSmarts Non-profit organiza�on that develops digital media literacy programs and resources with 
BC specific resources and curriculum charts for Grades K-12. Addi�onal resources for parents include 
blogs, games, �ps sheets, guides, workshops & tutorials, and videos. 

• Expect respect and a safe educa�on (erase) Online safety informa�on, ac�ons and resources to support 
K-12 students, parents, families, and educators in learning how to use technology responsibly, and stay 
safe from online harms.  

o erase Training sessions were designed to support families and caregivers navigate the digital 
world. 

• TelusWise free digital literacy educa�on program that offers informa�ve workshops and resources to 
help people of all ages have a posi�ve experience as digital ci�zens. 

• Canadian Paediatric Society - Digital media: Promo�ng healthy screen use in school-aged children and 
adolescents  

• Canadian Paediatric Society - Screen �me and digital media: Advice for parents of school-aged children 
and teens  

• Canadian Paediatric Society - Social media: What parents should know 

Assis�ve Technology 
• Understood.org - What is assis�ve technology? 

References 
Abi-Jaoude, E., Treurnicht Naylor, K., & Pigna�ello, A. (2020). Smartphones, social media use and youth mental 

health. Canadian Medical Association Journal, 192(6), 136-141. Retrieved from 
htps://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/6/E136.short  

Bergson-Shilcock, A. (2020). The New Landscape of Digital Literacy: How Workers' Uneven Digital Skills Affect 
Economic Mobility and Business Competitiveness, and What Policymakers Can Do about It. Na�onal Skills 
Coali�on. Retrieved from htps://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED607391.pdf  

Cortesi, S., Hasse, A., Lombana-Bermudez, K., & Gasser, U. (2020). Youth and digital citizenship+ (plus): 
Understanding skills for a digital world. Berkman Klein Center Research Publica�on. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/teach/resources-for-teachers/digital-literacy
https://unevoc.unesco.org/home/Digital+Competence+Frameworks/
https://unevoc.unesco.org/home/Digital+Competence+Frameworks/
https://dash.harvard.edu/handle/1/42638976
https://www.setbc.org/
https://mediasmarts.ca/
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/erase/online-safety
https://www.telus.com/en/wise
https://cps.ca/en/documents/position/digital-media
https://cps.ca/en/documents/position/digital-media
https://caringforkids.cps.ca/handouts/behavior-and-development/screen-time-and-digital-media
https://caringforkids.cps.ca/handouts/behavior-and-development/screen-time-and-digital-media
https://caringforkids.cps.ca/handouts/behavior-and-development/social_media
https://www.understood.org/en/articles/assistive-technology
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/6/E136.short
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED607391.pdf


HealthLinkBC. (2023, March 1). Media and Your Child: Making Choices. Retrieved March 1, 2024, from 
HealthLinkBC: htps://www.healthlinkbc.ca/pregnancy-paren�ng/keeping-your-child-safe/bullying-and-
online-safety/media-and-your-child-making  

McCreary Centre Society. (2018). BC Youth's Access to Technology. McCreary Centre Society. Retrieved from 
htps://www.mcs.bc.ca/pdf/2018bcahs_factsheet_access_to_technology.pdf  

Ministry of Children and Family Development. (2021, October 14). Smartphones keep youth in care connected to 
family, services. Retrieved from BC Gov News: htps://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2021CFD0064-001967  

Ministry of Ci�zens' Services. (2022). B.C. Connectivity Report 2022. Retrieved from 
htps://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/bri�sh-columbians-our-governments/services-policies-for-
government/ini�a�ves-plans-strategies/internet-in-bc/pdfs/bc-connec�vity-benchmarking-report-dec5.pdf  

Saunders, T., & Colley, R. (2024). Regional trends in the moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical ac�vity and 
screen �me of Canadians before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Peer J, 12(e16913). 
doi:htps://doi.org/10.25318/82-003-x202301000001-eng  

School Act, RSBC 1996, c.412. Retrieved from 
htps://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96412_00  

School Regula�on, B.C. Reg. 265/89. Retrieved from 
htps://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/265_89  

Shannon, H., Bush, K., Villeneuve, P., Hellemans, K., & Guimond, S. (2022). Problema�c Social Media Use in 
Adolescents and Young Adults: Systema�c review and meta-analysis. JIMR Mental Health, 9(4). 
doi:10.2196/33450  

Smale, W., Hutcheson, R., & Russo, C. (2021). Cell Phones, Student Rights, and School Safety: Finding the right 
balance. Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy, (195), 49-64. Retrieved from 
htps://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1287931.pdf  

Smith, A., Peled, M., Saewyc, E., & McCreary Centre Society. (2023). Searching for a place: The health and well-
being of homeless and unstably housed youth in BC. McCreary Centre Society. Retrieved from 
htps://mcs.bc.ca/pdf/searching_for_a_place.pdf  

Smith, A., Poon, C., Peled, M., Forsyth, K., Saewyc, E., & McCreary Centre Society. (2024). The Big Picture: An 
overview of the 2023 BC Adolescent Health Survey provincial results. McCreary Centre Society. Retrieved from 
htps://mcs.bc.ca/pdf/2023_bcahs_the_big_picture.pdf  

UNESCO. (2023). Global Education Monitoring Report 2023: Technology in education – A tool on whose terms? 
Paris: UNESCO. Retrieved from htps://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723  

Vuorre, M., Orben, A., & Przybylski, A. (2021). There Is No Evidence That Associa�ons Between Adolescents’ 
Digital Technology Engagement and Mental Health Problems Have Increased. Clinical Psychological Science, 
9(5), 823-835. Retrieved from htps://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2167702621994549  

https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/pregnancy-parenting/keeping-your-child-safe/bullying-and-online-safety/media-and-your-child-making
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/pregnancy-parenting/keeping-your-child-safe/bullying-and-online-safety/media-and-your-child-making
https://www.mcs.bc.ca/pdf/2018bcahs_factsheet_access_to_technology.pdf
https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2021CFD0064-001967
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/services-policies-for-government/initiatives-plans-strategies/internet-in-bc/pdfs/bc-connectivity-benchmarking-report-dec5.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/british-columbians-our-governments/services-policies-for-government/initiatives-plans-strategies/internet-in-bc/pdfs/bc-connectivity-benchmarking-report-dec5.pdf
https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/96412_00
https://www.bclaws.gov.bc.ca/civix/document/id/complete/statreg/265_89
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1287931.pdf
https://mcs.bc.ca/pdf/searching_for_a_place.pdf
https://mcs.bc.ca/pdf/2023_bcahs_the_big_picture.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000385723
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2167702621994549

	Order Language
	Intention
	Supporting Information
	Section 1 Personal Digital Devices
	Subsection 8(a) At school, including during hours of instruction
	Subsection 8(b) Instructional purposes and digital literacy
	Subsection 8(c) Age and Developmental Stage
	Subsection 8(d) Accessibility and accommodation needs
	Subsection 8(e) Medical and health needs
	Subsection 8(f) Equity to support learning outcomes


	Research/Evidence
	Digital Literacy
	Equity, Accessibility and Accommodations
	Access to the Internet


	Resources:
	Curriculum
	Next Generation Network
	Digital Literacy
	Assistive Technology
	Parent & Educator Resources
	Digital literacy training
	Assistive Technology


	References

