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Overview 
While most primary and secondary schools have banned mobile phones, tablets are 
consistently seen as an exemplary tool for learning. In tertiary education, all types of mobile 
devices are omnipresent in lectures and seminars, but the question remains as to whether they 
are being used effectively and are genuinely and demonstrably enhancing the learning 
experience. This secondary research will demonstrate the conflicting messages that students 
are receiving regarding mobile devices, as well as the difficulties they face when using a 
personal device for educational purposes.  

 

Key Terms 
The term ‘mobile learning’ can mean many things but for the purpose of this research it refers 
to use of any mobile device that can host educational applications and allow access to internet 
search engines. In other words, the types of devices used to support or enhance learning 
whilst in an educational institution. Learning that takes place outside of such an institution can 
also be deemed mobile but is not being considered in this paper. The terms ‘professional life’ 
and ‘public life’ refer to our professional persona when in a formal, physical educational setting. 

 

Mobile Devices 
Use of a personal device complements the ethos of lifelong learning in that the vehicle used for 
learning is taken onwards as the learner progresses through their education and then work life, 
yet the reverse is true in that our personal life is now intertwined within our physical learning 
environments too. Maintaining the notion of lifelong learning, it is important to recognise the 
learner journey from primary through to tertiary levels of education, in order to glean a better 
understanding of the wider implications of mobile learning. What is clear is that current conflict 
of information is sending mixed messages to new university students as they transition from 
school to undergraduate study, the most controversial device being the mobile phone. At 
school level, there is generally recognition of the importance of mobile technology with 
initiatives such as Tablets for Schools advocating how tablets encourage autonomy, 
collaboration, engagement and creativity. Often schools provide tablets to students with an 
expectation that these devices will be used both at school and for homework. Whereas another 
type of mobile device, the mobile phone, has been banned from most schools. Gao et al. 
(2014); and Thomas and O'Bannon (2014) acknowledge that the trend to ban mobile phones 
from schools is controversial and this approach is not necessarily having the desired effect. 
Some students see the ban as an opportunity to challenge authority and some continue to use 
them covertly in class. Interestingly, there is now little difference in what a tablet can provide 
that a mobile phone cannot; popular apps such as Facebook, Instagram and Whatsapp are 
available on both and are often synchronised by the user. Yet the fact remains that one type of 
device is seen as more educational than the other. 
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There is an evident parody between the banning of mobile phones in schools and the 
omnipresence of such devices amongst students at both school and university. In the last 
decade, there has been a substantial change in contemporary technology with mobile phone 
devices now dominating the market. More internet browsing takes place via mobile phones 
than laptop and desktop computers (Titcomb, 2016). Furthermore, data indicates that almost 
every young adult now owns a smartphone and these devices follow students everywhere. 
Ofqual published research findings for last academic year concluding a 22% increase in the 
number of penalties given to students found with their mobile phone whilst sitting GCSE or A-
Level examinations. The report suggests that these statistics represent a trend of students 
suffering separation anxiety when away from their phone, as opposed to taking it into the exam 
room to cheat. Observations of habits in both university lectures and seminars conclude that 
mobile phones, laptops and tablets are all used inter-changeably but the quickest device for 
ease of access remains to be the mobile phone.  

 

Private and Public Space 
Whether using a tablet, a mobile phone or an alternate mobile device, without learner-training it 
is challenging for students to manage the multiplicity presented to them on their chosen 
device(s). As learners become accustomed to using their own mobile device, the boundaries 
between personal and public life become blurred, confusing sense of place and potentially 
introducing cognitive overload. Being connected to an educational app or Googling information 
for a classroom task, means being connected to all of the features that the device is associated 
with and being connected to family, friends and partners too. Researchers continue to develop 
understanding of detrimental impacts of use of personal mobile devices with findings such as 
the ‘Fear of Missing Out’ (FoMO) analysis showing potential inability of learners to fully focus in 
an educational environment whilst connected. Suffering from FoMO or other-related conditions 
causes real physical symptoms such as anxiety, sweating and increased heart rate.  For many, 
this fear of missing out occurs in group messaging to plan activities, in gossip streams 
released on social media and during many other rapid decision-making processes that take 
place virtually. Being connected ‘anytime, anywhere’ creates an expectation of instantaneous 
responses, with ‘read’ notifications pressurising the recipient to reply for fear of being accused 
of ignoring the sender. Such interactions become addictive and this impacts upon educational 
achievements. The higher the degree of mobile phone addiction, the greater the likelihood that 
students’ academic performance will decline (Gao et.al., 2018). Being constantly connected to 
any mobile device can be extremely stressful, especially when notifications are switched on. 
Research proves that you do not have to respond to a notification for it to have a distracting 
effect (Stothart et al., 2015). More vulnerable learners are at an even greater risk, therefore 
measurements need to be put into place to promote a greater awareness of it. According to 
Çağan et al., (2014), it is impossible to avoid social chat groups, correspondence from family 
or distractions of daily tasks when plugged in to a personal device. The term ‘phubbing’ has 
been coined to refer to such examples, where a person is snubbed in favour of their phone, but 
this is dismissive of other mobile device types able to offer the user as many distractions and 
temptations. The trend of reverting to the mobile phone as a scapegoat is a key consideration. 
It would be helpful to collect data that will help us to consider if the banning of mobile phones 
but implementation of tablets has any credence and if it is something that should be 
considered in Higher Education settings or if we need to have a better understanding of how to 
teach students to use all devices responsibly. 
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What measures can be put in place? 
 

(i) Open-mindedness towards device type:  

Reaching an agreement on what we deem to be priorities for development of 21st century skills 
is a hot topic. We have all read the statistics on how many of the jobs that will be on offer in the 
next decade do not even exist yet, largely due to the evolution of technologies. We can be sure 
that mobile devices will continue to evolve. Consequently, the teaching of transferable skills 
such as browsing effectively for research, online media, graphics, presentations and video etc. 
(Godwin-Jones, 2016) need to take into account this preference for mobile phone accessibility; 
especially as students are interacting with a reduced screen size (Kress, 2010: 191). The 
underlying belief that using a mobile phone in the classroom can have negative connotations 
(Thomas and Munoz, 2016) exists with little student input. This is why in the UK it is important 
to achieve a seamless transition from primary to tertiary education, with consistency of device 
type used for learning, as opposed to a fear response to ban all mobile phones completely until 
a student enters university study. Shifting the onus to schools and universities to be adaptable 
to all types of mobile devices would require training of both staff and students to ensure 
effective learning opportunities. 

(ii) Appropriacy of Mobile Activity: 

One area of training should involve making informed decisions regarding appropriacy of activity 
for mobile devices, especially in relation to the notion of public and private space. Clearly, 
there is greater flexibility in choice of device type at university and even if tablets are provided 
on a course, students often prefer to use their own personal device. Here again we face the 
issue of personal device for public use; an area that needs more research and exploration. For 
example, Drew and Mann (2018) presented a case study on the introduction of an interactive 
app for use in university lectures. Key findings from the study indicated that students did not 
behave as expected and would not interact with the app, even though its features and 
functions mimicked those of apps they used in their daily lives, such as social networking sites. 
The authors acknowledge that the app design was very much teacher-led and that students’ 
responses were a demonstration of how they curate their online submissions carefully. This is 
suggesting a conflict between public and private personas. When asked to explain why they 
had not used the app, students clearly support this concept with comments such as: 

 
You feel like you are on your own when you are told to get on [the app …]. Also, when 
people answer the name comes up [on the lecture screen] and they don’t want to be wrong. 
I feel like some people don’t want their name put up there so it wouldn’t matter what they 
say  
[Focus Group 8] 
 
You know you’re not the only person doing it. Like, I hate being the first person to like 
answer one of the questions, because… 
…Oh nah I don’t like that… 
…It’s like, oh she’s a nerd.  
[Focus Group 1] 

  
 
The authors admit that they had not considered such a reaction from students and had rather 
naively presumed that the interactive app would be a success. Selwyn (2012) picks up on the  
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importance of considering social and cultural factors that affect students’ construction and use 
of educational technologies. We see in Drew and Mann’s case study that by partaking in the  
 
interactive lecture app, these students would have compromised their social status. Mobile 
devices once used as a simple communicative tool are now multi-purpose, meaning the 
boundaries of public and private are blurred and we now see  the “privatization of public space” 
and the “publicization of privacy” (Fortunati, 2002:522).  
 

In considering how mobile phones were being used, and given that personal privacy is 
contingent upon spatial privacy (Ford 2011), as most people became armed with connective 
technology that rendered them within communicative reach practically anytime, anyplace, 
Vincent (2006) raised concerns about managing private lives with a device designed for 
public use.  

(Parker, 2014) 
 
Spatial privacy is an interesting concept with our mobile devices connecting us ‘anytime, 
anywhere’ and in any place. Thus there is a need for research into the shifting parameters of 
virtual space that is connecting both the personal and the public and potentially encroaching 
upon educational achievements. 
 

(iii) Responsible Digital Citizens: 

Another area for development is how we can nurture digitally responsible learners. Instead of 
covert operations with use of mobile phones in the classroom, more openness may help to 
counteract any problems of mis-use. Psychologists fear that use of chatrooms, texting and 
virtual worlds are causing a ‘skin hunger’ epidemic, a real feeling of disconnect from 
physicality, which is creating increased health issues alongside social and relationship 
problems (Floyd, 2013). There is concern that our future generations will be so addicted to 
screen time that we will see increasing diagnoses of alexithymia - the inability to recognise or 
describe one's own emotions - and social anxiety disorders due to this lack of humanness 
online. Disruptions to the socialisation process evidently create psychological changes and this 
is transposed to the learning community. It appears that we still need physical connection in 
order to feel this humanness which would suggest that physical human presence in the 
classroom is still valuable and should be better integrated with the most commonly used 
mobile devices.  

Raising awareness of addiction and anxiety caused by over-use of all types of mobile devices 
could encourage more responsible use. There are radical ideas in place such as digital detox 
retreats that could be called upon to aid this – see itstimetologoff.com. Encouraging a balance 
between learning both with and completely without these devices is key and the latter is a type 
of digital detox in itself.  

An additional radical opportunity may be to explore further the affordances of LockDown 
browsers. Many university students have willingly installed lockdown software onto their own 
personal devices to sit exams in a secured virtual environment. Once activated, this software 
locks access to any part of the device, other than the exam. A password is required in order to 
close the task successfully. If evidence emerges to suggest that all mobile devices offer too 
many distractions, there may be a need for similar software installations to help to create that 
clear divide between personal and public life.  
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Future Research  
There are two key areas that need further exploration and one starting point is to conduct 
research to observe university students’ favoured type of mobile device, alongside reasons for 
use. Additional areas of questioning should establish the individual student’s level of anxiety, 
experiences of FoMO and opinions on the crossover between private and public life when 
using a personal device for learning. Learning experiences related to mobile devices prior to 
attending university should also be investigated.  

This research is part of a Doctorate project due for submission in 2023.  
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