
Walden University Walden University 

ScholarWorks ScholarWorks 

Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection 

2022 

Teacher Perceptions of Appropriate Norms for Smartphone Use Teacher Perceptions of Appropriate Norms for Smartphone Use 

During Class During Class 

Tara N. Morrin 
Walden University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations 

 Part of the Educational Psychology Commons 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies 
Collection at ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Walden Dissertations and Doctoral Studies by an 
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu. 

http://www.waldenu.edu/
http://www.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissanddoc
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F13614&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/798?utm_source=scholarworks.waldenu.edu%2Fdissertations%2F13614&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:ScholarWorks@waldenu.edu


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walden University 

 

 

 

College of Social and Behavioral Sciences 

 

 

 

 

This is to certify that the doctoral dissertation by 

 

 

Tara N. Morrin 

 

 

has been found to be complete and satisfactory in all respects,  

and that any and all revisions required by  

the review committee have been made. 

 

 

Review Committee 

Dr. Hedy Dexter, Committee Chairperson, Psychology Faculty 

Dr. Valerie Worthington, Committee Member, Psychology Faculty 

Dr. Debra Wilson, University Reviewer, Psychology Faculty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chief Academic Officer and Provost 

Sue Subocz, Ph.D. 

 

 

 

Walden University 

2022 

 



 

 

Abstract 

Teacher Perceptions of Appropriate Norms for Smartphone Use During Class  

by 

Tara N. Morrin 

 

MA, Lourdes University, 2012 

BA, University of Toledo, 2008 

 

 

Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Psychology 

 

 

Walden University 

May 2022 



 

 

Abstract 

The increase in smartphone use among U.S. adolescents has become a significant 

concern. Self-regulating smartphone use is difficult for adolescents, as notifications from 

social media and entertainment apps provide a sense of instant gratification. Addressing 

problematic smartphone use has become urgent given that adolescents’ physical and 

mental health has declined, including increased obesity, anxiety and depression, and 

smartphone addiction. Learning is also impeded when students continuously shift 

attention between course content and their smartphones, preventing the brain from 

engaging in the deep thinking necessary for long-term memory storage, retention, and 

retrieval. However, it is more common to see smartphones present in the classroom as 

teachers integrate technology to engage students, trusting them to use their devices 

responsibly with or without the presence of a school-wide electronic device policy. The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of appropriate 

norms for smartphone use in the classroom. Applying the value-focused thinking 

framework, semistructured, eight open-ended interviews were conducted with high 

school teachers. Participants shared their experiences with students’ and their own 

smartphone use during class, revealing discrepancies in beliefs about student versus 

teacher smartphone use, usefulness of smartphones, picking their battles when enforcing 

policies, and need for support from administrators, colleagues, and parents. These 

findings have implications for positive social change as the insights provided can inform 

school-wide electronic device policies with the potential to enhance student learning 

otherwise impeded by compulsive classroom smartphone use. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

The intent of this study was to explore teachers’ experience with smartphone use 

during class. With an increasing number of adolescents having access to a smartphone 

throughout the day, these devices have become a popular source for information 

gathering, entertainment, and social connection. Ubiquitous across multiple cultures and 

age groups, smartphones offer users an infinite selection of videos, games, and apps at 

the ready that aim to satisfy any personal interest or hobby (Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; 

Zhang et al., 2018). Adolescents are especially drawn to their smartphones and receive 

instant gratification from the constant stream of social media updates, messages from 

friends and family, and gaming notifications that reinforce the compulsive nature of this 

vulnerable population (Jeong et al., 2016; Kwon, Kim, et al., 2013; Lopez-Fernandez et 

al., 2017; Rozgonjuk, Kattago, & Taht, 2018). Smartphone use among adolescents has 

become so problematic that there is an increase in smartphone dependence, often 

resulting in depression, anxiety, and stress (Elhai et al., 2017), reshaping the way 

adolescents access and process information (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Loh & Kanai, 

2016; Rozgonjuk, et al., 2016; van Deursen et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2018). Not only are 

smartphones ubiquitous during leisure time they are also becoming more prevalent 

throughout the school day, even during class (Bolkan & Griffin, 2017; Gao et al., 2017; 

Mupinga, 2017). However, researchers have suggested that increased attention to one’s 

smartphone during learning activities inhibits the ability to maintain attention, thus 

negatively affecting academic performance (Baturay & Toker, 2016; Bellur et al., 2015; 

Carrier et al., 2015; Hsiao et al., 2017; Jiang, 2014; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015; 
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Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 2018; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Stavropoulos et al., 2013). This 

is due to quick shifts in attention that impair the ability to engage in the deep-thinking 

patterns necessary for retaining information (Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Chin & 

Brown, 2000; Loh & Kanai, 2016; Marton & Saljo, 1976; Rogaten et al., 2013; Rosen et 

al., 2013).  

Smartphones have also become a tool for learning, connecting students to 

educational games, videos, and articles that increase student interest and interaction with 

the content, and providing a more enjoyable way to learn (i.e., one reason that 

smartphones are more prevalent in today’s classroom; Bolatli & Korucu, 2020; Scheidet, 

2003). However, many teachers choose not to use smartphones in their classrooms and 

have agreed that these devices are more harmful than beneficial (Elder, 2013; End et al., 

2010; Flanigan & Kiewra, 2018; Harman & Sato, 2011; Junco, 2012a). Given that 

smartphones are, at times, used to enhance learning but have also become a primary 

source of distraction during the learning process, this study contributed insights into 

teachers’ smartphone experience with the aim of reaching consensus on how smartphones 

can be used to meet the needs of all involved. Also, results of this study can assist school 

administrators in understanding how teachers are affected by this behavior, contributing 

to decisions about whether and/or which electronic device policy to implement. 

I begin this chapter with a description of the research problem and its background, 

providing evidence to support its relevance to educational psychology. Also included are 

the purpose, research question, theoretical framework, and nature of the study, followed 

by the study’s operational definitions, assumptions, scope and delimitations, and 
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limitations related to the study’s design and methodology. The chapter concludes with the 

significance of the study as it relates to perceptions of appropriate norms for smartphone 

use during class and implications for electronic device policies 

Background 

With an estimated 5 billion users worldwide, smartphones have become an 

important source of communication, connection, information gathering, and 

entertainment (Taylor & Silver, 2019). Due to their portability, large screens, and access 

to the internet at the ready, smartphones continue to increase in popularity and usability 

as high-tech companies such as Apple and Google compete to create the most user-

friendly, functional device with a sleek, lightweight design (Jeong et al., 2016; Samaha & 

Hawi, 2016). Performing tasks that were once limited to a laptop or desktop computer, 

advancements in cellphone technology have taken work and school on the go, enabling 

users to read articles, work on projects, and send/respond to emails at their convenience 

(H.-T. Chen & Li, 2017; Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; Lopez-Fernandez et al., 2017; Zhang 

et al., 2018). Popularity in smartphone use has spread across 76% of the world’s most 

advanced economies and represents a large number of well-educated, high-earner 

individuals under age 35 (Taylor & Silver, 2019). However, smartphones have become a 

tool for more than just those who wish to work on-the-go; they have also become a 

source of entertainment for managing a child’s behavior (Gottschalk, 2019; Radesky et 

al., 2016; Radesky, Silverstein, et al., 2014; Terras & Ramsay, 2016; Wartella et al., 

2013). In 2001, the American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Education raised 

concerns about the amount of sedentary time children and adolescents were spending on 
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mobile devices as evidenced by an increase in physically unfit and obese children (Harris 

et al., 2018). This led to their recommendation for parents to limit their child’s screen 

time to 1 to 2 hours a day (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013); however, some 

parents admit they do not monitor screen time and have no knowledge of what their 

children are doing while online (Chaudron, 2015). 

Problematic smartphone use among children and adolescents has led to an 

increase in smartphone addiction, as researchers have reported adolescents’ need to 

compulsively check the device, and taking away the device creates a sense of panic or a 

fear of missing out (FoMO; Hartanto & Yang, 2016; Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). This 

FoMO from social activities leaves adolescents with feelings of irritability, anxiety, a 

sense of inadequacy, and low self-esteem (Alt & Boniel-Nissim, 2018). Smartphone 

addiction is related to poor academic outcomes, as students who struggle to limit 

smartphone use during academic tasks tend to earn a lower cumulative grade point 

average (GPA; Hawi & Samaha, 2016; Junco & Cotten, 2012; Samaha & Hawi, 2016). 

This is because diverting one’s attention from course content to a smartphone makes the 

brain shift its attention and interferes with the deep-thinking patterns required for learning 

(Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Loh & Kanai, 2016; Rosen et al., 2013). Not only does 

smartphone addiction increase the likelihood of impaired memory retention, smartphone 

use at night increases the prevalence of sleep deprivation also negatively affecting 

academic performance (Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). Students have admitted that 

their smartphone use is detrimental to their learning (Kelly, 2004; Lepp, Barkley, & 

Karpinski, 2015); however, their perception of these devices as a source of entertainment 
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rewards their use and encourages electronic distractions that are hard to resist (Jacobsen 

& Forste, 2011; Junco & Cotten, 2011, 2012; Karpinski et al., 2013; Kirschner & 

Karpinski, 2010; Rosen et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2012).  

Adolescents’ inability to resist these devices persists in the classroom, as both 

struggling students and high performers multitask with smartphones when they should be 

engaged in their learning (Ravizza et al., 2014; Seibert, 2019). This is likely because 

adolescents, especially early adolescents, overestimate their ability to multitask and end 

up experiencing difficulties with academics (Schlehofer et al., 2010). Not only are 

students responsible for initiating this off-task behavior, they also having the device 

within reach when notifications arrive diverts their attention as well, resulting in missed 

content and weaker test performance (End et al., 2010; I. Kim et al., 2019; McDonald, 

2013). Notwithstanding these findings, students are still given the freedom to have 

smartphones in class, with expectations that they are able to maintain self-control in the 

presence of a device that is highly addictive to same-age peers (Carcelén et al., 2019).  

There is evidence to support the implementation of electronic device policies to 

prevent smartphone distractions and personal use during class; however, some teachers 

prefer not to enforce these policies with older students, believing they should be able to 

regulate their own behavior or learn how to do so with time (Morris & Sarapin, 

2020). For policies to be successful, it is important for both teachers and students to 

become informed of the risks and benefits of permitting smartphone use during class, 

especially as it pertains to excessive off-task behavior (Burns & Lohenry, 2010; 

Celikkalp et al., 2020). Policies that are perceived as strict or discouraging to students are 
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more likely to create negative feelings toward teachers and, as a result, lack compliance 

(Ledbetter & Finn, 2015). Schneider (2018) argued that banning smartphones during 

class is not a reasonable solution and suggested that teachers coach students on how to 

manage their technology use. Whether an electronic device policy exists or not, this study 

offers insight into the experience of smartphone use during class (i.e., for both learning 

and nonlearning tasks) as it relates to teachers’ perceptions of appropriate norms. 

Problem Statement 

With an increasing number of adolescents who carry smartphones throughout the 

school day, use of these mobile devices has become more prevalent during class (Bolkan 

& Griffin, 2017; Gao et al., 2017; Mupinga, 2017). Given that many researchers have 

suggested that multitasking impairs learning due to the inability to engage in deep 

thinking patterns (Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Chin & Brown, 2000; Loh & Kanai, 

2016; Marton & Saljo, 1976; Rogaten et al., 2013; Rosen et al., 2013) and that 

smartphone use increases multitasking behaviors (Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Loh & 

Kanai, 2016; Rosen et al., 2013; Rozgonjuk, Kattago, & Taht, 2018; Rozgonjuk, Saal, & 

Taht, 2018), the intent of this study was to explore how teachers experience smartphone 

use during the classroom learning process. This study differs from previous research in 

that it offers insight into how smartphone use during class, for learning and nonlearning 

tasks, relates to the values that teachers hold for learning in this context. These insights 

are necessary to guide school administrators as they develop electronic device policies 

that align with the values of teachers.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore teacher perceptions of norms for 

smartphone use in the classroom. Using a qualitative approach to better understand 

teachers’ experience of smartphone use in this context, semistructured, open-ended 

interviews were conducted using an interpretive phenomenological qualitative design 

(IPA). The use of IPA helped capture how these stakeholders give meaning to their 

experiences of smartphone use during class. A thematic analysis of data revealed 

similarities and differences in perceptions of classroom norms and yield 

recommendations for classroom policies (see H.-T. Chen & Li, 2017). 

Research Question 

Research question (RQ) – Qualitative: What are teachers’ perceptions of 

classroom norms for smartphone use?  

Theoretical Framework 

To allow teachers the opportunity to share their opinions and viewpoints of 

smartphone use during class, a value-focused thinking framework guided this study. In 

decision making, Keeney (1992) suggested focusing first on the values of the decision 

makers when creating a policy, rather than identifying alternatives to a problem, as the 

driving force. In doing so, stakeholders are better able to create policies proactively that 

align with these values to generate more attractive alternatives. Although Selart and 

Johansen (2011) found that using a value-focused thinking framework results in fewer 

solutions to the problem, this framework limits the quantity of ideas but increases the 

creative and innovative quality of those proposed. Therefore, when establishing 
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appropriate norms for smartphone use during class, the value-focused thinking 

framework was used to develop the interview questions as well as to determine which 

values teachers held regarding (a) smartphone use during class (i.e., this may include 

values related to having or not having access to smartphones) and (b) the implementation 

and enforcement of a school-wide electronic device policy.  

Because identifying stakeholder values is the important first step to the value-

focused thinking process, qualitative research is often used and has been successful in 

developing policies across multiple fields (Bernardo et al., 2018; Dhillon et al., 2018). 

This is because value-focused thinking is often applied in phases, starting by identifying 

why the decision needs to be made, specifying stakeholders’ values as they relate to the 

problem, creating desirable alternatives that relate to the identified values, evaluating 

those alternatives, and selecting the alternative that most closely aligns with stakeholder 

values and meets strategic objectives (Keeney, 1992; Klimaszewski, 2016). Applying 

value-focused thinking to the RQ enabled me to systematically identify what teachers 

considered appropriate smartphone use in the classroom. Results from this study provide 

insights to educational decision makers on how to implement electronic device policies 

that align with the values of this stakeholder. A more detailed explanation of value-

focused thinking is provided in Chapter 2. 

Nature of the Study 

The nature of this study was phenomenological, and I used a semistructured, 

open-ended interview strategy to explore teachers’ perceptions of appropriate smartphone 

use in a high school classroom (see Cuthbertson et al., 2020; Yin, 2003). The context for 



9 

 

 

this study was the school classroom, which allowed data to be collected from teachers 

who experience classroom smartphone use and who have a stake in school policies to 

regulate that use. 

Definitions 

Academic performance: The extent to which students meet academic expectations 

and course outcomes as measured by GPA (Karpinski et al., 2013). 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5): The 5th revision 

of the American Psychological Association’s manual for diagnosing mental disorders 

(Lin et al., 2014). 

Fear of missing out (FoMO): Feelings of apprehension that one’s peers are 

engaging in a rewarding experience without one (Przybylski et al., 2013). 

Multitasking: When one’s attention is divided and nonsequential task switching 

occurs between learning tasks and tasks that are ill-defined (Junco & Cotten, 2012). 

School administrator: A trained professional who evaluates the effectiveness of 

high school faculty and staff and assists with school-wide decisions and policy 

development. 

Smartphone addiction: A form of technological addiction that stems from 

Griffith’s (1996) operational definition of technological addiction as a nonchemical 

behavioral addiction involving the interaction between humans and machines. This is 

similar to the DSM-5 diagnosis of internet addiction, which is considered a substance 

related and addictive disorder (Lin et al., 2014).  
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Student: An adolescent currently enrolled in high school as a freshman, 

sophomore, junior, or senior. 

Teacher: A trained professional who teaches students at the high school level. 

Assumptions 

In the development of this study, I assumed that qualitative research was an 

appropriate methodology for exploring perceptions about smartphone use during class. I 

assumed that semistructured, open-ended interviews would provide teachers an 

opportunity to share their experiences and that participants would feel comfortable 

engaging in this conversation. I also assumed that using IPA would result in rich data and 

that social media would be an appropriate source for recruiting teachers who would be 

serious about participating in the study and who would respond honestly. As the 

researcher and an educator myself, I assumed that I would be able to bracket my 

subjectivity and objectively analyze and interpret the data. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This study was limited to high school teachers, although smartphone use during 

class occurs in middle school as well as college. This sample was chosen over middle 

school teachers, as students in middle school may not have access to a smartphone or, if 

they do, may have tighter restrictions in the classroom. In contrast, college teachers were 

not chosen due to the potential flexibility in electronic device policies, as college students 

are adults and require less structure compared to high school students. Although value-

focused thinking was chosen as the most appropriate framework for this study, theories of 

motivation such as self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Maslow’s 
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hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943) were not considered. Participants were limited to a 1-

hour interview and had access to Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic and social-

distancing guidelines. Qualitative research does not guarantee transferability; however, 

IPA involves an in-depth analysis of the data that ensured that this study maintained 

credibility and validity and can be recreated in other contexts (see Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 

Limitations 

Because I work with students and teachers and engage in discussions with them 

about the use of smartphones during class, I bracketed any personal biases prior to 

starting the study and before analyzing the data. Due to the nature of qualitative research, 

findings were drawn from a small sample and did not represent the broader population 

(see Morrow, 2005). IPA research typically includes a sample of two to 25 participants 

whose in-depth interviews provide a rich, thick analysis of their shared experiences 

(Alase, 2019). This deep analysis enables other researchers to replicate the study, as 

findings are transferable to other contexts with different populations. As the only 

researcher, I limited the number of interviews I conducted but ensured that saturation was 

achieved to enhance the richness of the data collected (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted via Zoom. 

Virtual lighting and camera angles may have limited my ability to note all the significant, 

nonverbal reactions for data analysis. Examples of this include (a) participants sitting too 

close to the computer, limiting the opportunity to detect movements of the hands or shifts 

of the body and (b) inefficient lighting or sitting in front of a window. To address these 
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limitations, I asked participants to sit approximately 3-feet away from their computer and 

asked that they secure a space with adequate lighting. Moreover, conducting interviews 

via Zoom presented the risk of Wi-Fi connectivity issues that may have caused a delay or 

pause in the flow of conversation. This may have also reduced the risk of identifying 

significant, nonverbal reactions or may have limited them from occurring altogether. To 

minimize the risk of Wi-Fi issues, I connected my computer to an ethernet cable for a 

more reliable connection. There were no connectivity issues caused by participants’ Wi-

Fi that resulted in having to reschedule any interviews. 

Significance 

Using semistructured, open-ended interviews, this research filled a gap in the 

literature by exploring teacher perceptions of norms for classroom smartphone use. This 

research was unique in that it provides insight into how smartphone use during class is 

perceived by teachers, as they are responsible for delivering curriculum while also 

managing student behavior. With the popularity of smartphone use, along with the 

developmental immaturity and lack of self-control during adolescence, researchers have 

argued that allowing students access to a smartphone during class creates distractions that 

impair the ability to learn the material (Ali, 2018; Bjornsen & Archer, 2015; Carcelén et 

al., 2019; Hegner & Kommers, 2015; Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; Schneider, 2018; Siebert, 

2019; van Deursen et al., 2015). Adolescents are unable to fully comprehend that 

distractions from smartphones prevent their brains from engaging in the deep learning 

processes necessary in critical thinking and forming meaningful connections (Biggs, 

1987; Chin & Brown, 2000; Warburton, 2003). Uğur and Koç (2015) have argued that 
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students will continue to engage with smartphones during class unless they are in a 

structured setting that removes these distractions altogether, as it is not enough to trust 

that adolescents can control this behavior on their own. 

Insights from this study help school administrators and educational psychologists 

facilitate stakeholder discussion about smartphone use in the classroom. These insights 

may, ultimately, help interested parties develop appropriate classroom norms and a 

direction for school administrators to implement a school-wide electronic device policy 

that aligns with teachers’ values and enhances students’ learning (see H.-T. Chen & Li, 

2017). Specifically, these findings can strengthen administrators’ understanding of the 

role that smartphones play in the classroom (i.e., whether as an intentional tool for 

learning or as an unwanted distraction) and the affect they have on the student-teacher 

relationship when used for nonlearning tasks. Decisions on what to include in an 

electronic device policy should not be made without considering the values of teachers’ 

as they invest time on planning and delivering curriculum to enhance students’ 

knowledge and problem-solving skills. Otherwise, the policy may not align with 

teachers’ need to effectively educate their students as they compete with the adolescent 

desire to shift attention away from learning to their smartphones. Findings from this study 

strengthened that alignment.  

It has been recommended that future studies also collect data on students’ values 

related to smartphone use during class, as policies perceived as too strict are likely to 

create negative feelings and increase noncompliance (Ledbetter & Finn, 2015). Taking 

into consideration the values of both stakeholders ensures electronic device policies 
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support teachers’ need to deliver curricula while considering the values students place on 

having access to smartphones at all times. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 provided details of the background, research problem, and purpose of 

this study and continued with the RQ, theoretical framework, nature of the study, and 

operational definitions. This chapter also provided assumptions made as well as the scope 

and delimitations, limitations related to the research methodology, and significance of 

this study to the field of educational psychology. Chapter 2 will present the literature 

review. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Today, it is inevitable that adolescents will have their smartphones with them 

during school (Mupinga, 2017). This generation is growing up in an era of technology, 

where smartphones have become essential to everyday life as a source of social 

connection, entertainment, and information (Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; Zhang et al., 2018) 

for 95% of adolescents (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Smartphones also offer instant 

gratification each time they are viewed for updates on social media, messaging, and 

gaming applications (Jeong et al., 2016; Kwon, Kim, et al., 2013; Rozgonjuk, Kattago, & 

Taht, 2018). Researchers believe that this psychological gratification reinforces the 

compulsive nature of adolescents’ smartphone use (Lopez-Fernandez et al., 2017; 

Rozgonjuk, Kattago, & Taht, 2018), as evidenced by the 45% now connected to their 

smartphones at a near-constant rate (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Smartphone use has now 

become so problematic that adolescents, a population too developmentally immature to 

exhibit self-control, are rapidly developing increased dependence on their devices (Elhai 

et al., 2017; Rozgonjuk et al., 2016; van Deursen et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2018).  

With attention directed compulsively to the smartphone, students are unable to 

maintain attention in the classroom. This persistent distraction negatively affects student 

engagement and, ultimately, academic performance (Baturay &Toker, 2016; Bellur et al., 

2015; Carrier et al., 2015; Hsiao et al., 2017; Jiang, 2014; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 

2015; Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 2018; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Stavropoulos et al., 2013). 

Each time adolescents succumb to the attentional demands of their smartphones during 

class, memory retention is impaired, as quick shifts in attention between devices and 
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classroom content limit the deep-thinking patterns necessary for learning (Adler & 

Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Loh & Kanai, 2016; Rosen et al., 2013). Especially concerning is 

the relationship between smartphone use and prioritization of academics, such that 

increased focus on one’s smartphone means decreased attention on academic 

performance (Zhang et al., 2018).  

Some students have blamed in-class smartphone use on boredom and poor 

teaching practices (Bolkan & Griffin, 2017); however, many teachers have disagreed 

with students’ reasons for using smartphones during class, and parents have compounded 

the problem by using their own devices to contact their children during the school day 

(Hart, 2019). Adding to the confusion are teachers, students, and parents who share 

similar beliefs that smartphones should be prohibited during class, that electronic device 

policies created by school administrators are rarely followed, and that these policies 

should be implemented more effectively (Gao et al., 2017). The differences in how 

students and teachers perceive school policies suggest a need to acknowledge how each 

stakeholder is affected; otherwise, it may be difficult to reach consensus, negatively 

impacting school culture (Chan & Ross, 2014). Insights into each stakeholder group’s 

beliefs about acceptable classroom smartphone use enables policies to be developed that 

can promote student engagement in their learning. 

The purpose of this study was to describe teachers’ perceptions of school norms 

about smartphone use in the classroom. Using a qualitative approach to address this gap, 

semistructured, open-ended interviews were conducted among high school teachers. A 

thematic analysis of data within and across groups revealed similarities and differences in 
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perceptions of classroom norms and yield recommendations for classroom policies (see 

H.-T. Chen & Li, 2017). 

Establishing the Relevance of the Problem 

Reshaping the way adolescents access and process information, smartphones have 

become a ubiquitous tool that, with the simple tap of the screen, immediately connects 

them to a digital world that holds the answer to any question, access to anyone within 

their social network, and entertainment at the first sign of boredom (Labăr & Ţepordei, 

2019; Zhang et al., 2018). However, there are costs associated with the frequent use of 

these devices, as researchers have discovered changes in adolescents’ cognitive behaviors 

and processes (Loh & Kanai, 2016). The result of easily accessing and scanning 

information, without having to contemplate the meaning and connections associated with 

the content, has shifted learning from practices promoting deep memory retention to a 

shallow mode of information processing that precludes information storage and later 

retrieval (Loh & Kanai, 2016). Also associated with frequent smartphone use is an 

increase in smartphone dependence, resulting in higher levels of depression, anxiety, and 

stress (Elhai et al., 2017). While smartphone dependence is associated with mental health 

(e.g., depression) and emotional concerns (e.g., anxiety and stress), limiting the time 

during which adolescents have access to these devices may result in negative emotions 

such as a FoMO that also impact students’ ability to focus and retain information (Alt & 

Boniel-Nissim, 2018).  

Hartanto and Yang (2016) found that students’ anxiety, when separated from their 

smartphones, has a negative effect on all aspects of executive functioning, including a 
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direct correlation between anxiety from FoMO and weaker academic performance (Rosen 

et al., 2018). Couple this with the increased use of technology in the classroom (e.g., 

podcasts, YouTube), and a paradoxical situation arises whereby the practice of using 

technology to increase student engagement, motivation, and productivity may not apply 

to technology in the form of smartphones; this has resulted in conflicting beliefs from 

stakeholders about appropriate policies for smartphone use in class (Gao et al., 2017). In 

the interest of students’ academic success, stakeholders (i.e., teachers and students) must 

reach consensus on best practices for in-class smartphone use. In this chapter, I present 

the literature search strategy and theoretical foundation for the study. The literature 

review related to key concepts and conclusions will also be provided. 

Literature Search Strategies 

The literature search was comprised of recent peer-reviewed articles, published 

within the last 5 years. Broad searches related to the problem of classroom smartphone 

use were conducted in multidisciplinary databases that consist of academic journals in 

psychology, educational psychology, and information systems and technology, including 

all research methodologies. The primary databases researched included Academic Search 

Complete, Education Source, ERIC, ProQuest Central, and SAGE Journals. 

Key search terms used to develop the literature review were smartphone use, 

media multitasking, academic engagement, academic performance, classroom norms, 

electronic device policies, and school culture. Combined searches such as smartphone 

use + quality of life, smartphone use + academic engagement/academic performance, 

media multitasking + academic engagement/academic performance, smartphone use + 
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classroom norms + electronic device policies + school culture were also conducted in 

various psychology databases (i.e., PsycARTICLES, PsycBOOKS, PsycCRITIQUES, 

PsycEXTRA, and PsycINFO), education databases (i.e., ERIC, Education Source), an 

information technology database (i.e., Computer Science Database) and in the Thoreau 

multidatabase. Supporting research was also gathered from the Pew Research Center, 

National Education Association, and a national survey entitled, “Away for the Day,” an 

initiative developed by the producers of Screenagers: Growing Up in the Digital Age 

(Ruston et al., 2017). To finalize the search, key terms were researched in Google Scholar 

to identify additional articles related to the research topic. 

Theoretical Foundation 

When developing policies that affect multiple stakeholders, a value-focused 

thinking framework was recommended. In education, an environment where every policy 

decision affects teachers and students, administrators should consider the values of each 

stakeholder as they relate to the strategic objective of the organization (i.e., value 

statement); the strategic objective is then used to guide all organizational decisions by 

providing a stable reference point (Keeney, 1992). In secondary education, some may say 

that the strategic objective is to provide students with a quality education in preparation 

for college or a future career. Strategic objects are pursued through policy decisions made 

within the school, which collectively determine the quality of the school’s overall 

performance as it relates to meeting that objective (Keeney, 1992). For example, the 

strategic objective of providing students with a quality education in preparation for 

college or a future career is met by earning the number of credits required to graduate. 
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Earning these credits is affected by factors such as attendance, avoiding infractions such 

as plagiarism, and meeting course expectations, each of which contributes to earning 

these required credits. However, if this strategic objective is not clearly defined and 

communicated by administrators, policy decisions may not align with the strategic 

objective, creating confusion among stakeholders about the purpose of those decisions 

(Keeney, 1992).  

Oftentimes, decision makers gravitate toward an alternative-focused thinking 

approach to problem-solving, allowing their dissatisfaction with a current situation to 

guide them in making the most expeditious choice among alternative options (Keeney, 

1992). These alternatives tend to be well-known, quickly identified, and easily accessible, 

precluding decision makers from generating new alternatives that may be more desirable 

(Selart & Johansen, 2011). In this approach, values are considered only after the 

alternatives are identified and a solution has been determined; however, Keeney (1992) 

argued for a reverse approach whereby alternatives provide a method of achieving the 

desired outcome once values are identified. 

Value-Focused Thinking 

In the value-focused thinking approach to decision making, stakeholders’ values 

are prioritized prior to considering problem-solving options (Keeney, 1992). Values used 

to “evaluate the actual or potential consequences of action and inaction” include ethical 

principles, desired traits, priorities, and attitudes toward risk that, when making decisions 

affecting the organization, should reflect the values of all stakeholders (Keeney, 1992, p. 

6). By placing the values of teachers and students at the forefront of the decision making 
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process, administrators may be more inclined to create an electronic device policy for 

smartphone use during class that aligns with the norms they consider appropriate. 

Although using a value-focused thinking framework may result in fewer solutions to the 

problem, prioritizing stakeholder values increases the creativity and ingenuity of the 

proposed solutions that tend to be more attractive, productive, long-term, and visionary 

(Selart & Johansen, 1992).  

The first step in successfully applying this framework is defining why the 

decision needs to be made (e.g., a problem that often has no clear solution; Keeney, 

1992). This proactively enables decision makers to specify stakeholders’ values, create 

desirable alternatives based on those values, evaluate the alternatives, and then select the 

alternative that aligns with those values and moves the organization toward meeting the 

strategic objective (Klimaszewski, 2016). The primary purpose for thinking about values 

is illustrated in Figure 1; each quality, identified by Keeney (1992), offers a unique 

advantage to making values the first step in the decision making process. 
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Figure 1 

 

Overview of Value-Focused Thinking 

 

Further supporting the importance of making stakeholder values the first order of 

business in the decision-making process, value-focused thinking has been successful in 

policy development across multiple fields (Bernardo et al., 2018; Dhillon et al., 2018). 

For instance, current researchers have investigated the implementation of value-focused 

thinking on policy decisions made within internet commerce firms, a business with a high 

risk of privacy loss among users. Although some firms have instituted policies without 

regard for the privacy concerns of consumers, Dhillon et al. (2018) discussed the 

importance of first understanding the values that individuals attribute to privacy; the 

study’s purpose was to first identify a set of privacy objectives integral to developing a 

set of fundamental objectives (i.e., ends objectives) and means objectives (i.e., which 
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help in meeting those fundamental objectives) for all internet commerce companies to 

consider.  

Dhillon et al.’s (2018) mixed method study was conducted in the following four 

phases: (a) a qualitative analysis of values identified by 52 executives enrolled in a 

continuing education program at a large university in the United States who have 

experience using internet commerce to make personal purchases and have a basic 

understanding of consumer privacy; (b) a quantitative exploratory factor analysis of 

survey responses, based on the 194 subobjectives identified in Phase 1, from 207 

graduate and undergraduate (i.e., seniors) students attending a large public university; (c) 

another quantitative exploratory factor analysis, 4 months later, of responses from the 

same survey but from a different set of graduate and undergraduate students (N = 458) 

from the same university; (d) and a quantitative confirmatory factor analysis, 6 months 

later, administered to another set of graduate and undergraduate students (N = 221) from 

the same university with experience shopping online in the last 6 months. Variables in 

Phase 1 included privacy wishes, problems, and concerns that were then converted to 

fundamental objectives (i.e., objectives that are essential in guiding strategic planning) 

and means objectives (i.e., the means of achieving the fundamental objectives) for Phases 

2 to 4 (Dhillon et al., 2018). Resulting from the study is a validated list of fundamental 

objectives (e.g., maximizing reputation of internet commerce vendor, decreasing spam, 

maximizing the security of personal information) essential for any internet commerce 

organization to consider in information privacy (Dhillon et al., 2018). This study was 

similar to my study in its implementation of a value-focused thinking framework to 
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understand what is important to stakeholders as the first step in the decision making 

process (see Keeney, 1994). 

In another study aimed at developing an appropriate strategy for rating the energy 

performance of secondary schools in Portugal, Bernardo et al. (2018) stressed the 

importance of considering the values of stakeholders in these performance ratings. The 

purpose of this qualitative study was to develop a list of the primary issues that their 

stakeholders feel should be considered when conducting a thorough assessment of a 

school building’s energy performance to assist in the development of policies regarding 

energy efficiency (Bernardo et al., 2018). Having first identified stakeholders’ priorities, 

it was then possible to create a list of fundamental objectives to address their concerns. 

As a result of the study, six fundamental objectives have been developed and structured 

into a value hierarchy; within each of those fundamental objectives are subobjectives that 

identify primary issues to energy performance measurement (Bernardo et al., 2018). 

Similar to the study by Dhillon et al. (2018), this study was relevant to my study in that 

stakeholders’ values, having first been identified, must drive policy decisions; this is 

because each stakeholder group has its own level of expertise that contributes 

fundamental objectives influencing the decision making process (Keeney, 1994).  

Value-focused thinking has also been applied to make decisions within the freight 

transportation system, specifically to address the significant economic impact that occurs 

when cargo shipments are disrupted by natural disasters and manmade events (Tong et 

al., 2015). In one study, Tong et al. (2015) used a 10-step value-focused thinking 

framework to support decision makers in measuring the total value loss when cargo is 
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disrupted by using a numerical cargo value decreasing rate (CVDR, i.e., the rate at which 

cargos’ value decreases in economic and societal value). Based on the fundamental 

objective of assessing the value decreasing rate of disrupted cargo, a value hierarchy was 

created to determine the priorities of the CVDR based on relevant evaluation measures. 

The final CVDR calculates the scores from these evaluation measures including a value-

focused thinking score, enabling decision makers to focus on the most important values 

when rerouting cargo in the event of a disturbance (Tong et al., 2015). This study was 

relevant to my study in its emphasis of core values in the decision making process (see 

Keeney, 1994). 

Furthermore, value-focused thinking has been applied to case studies to address 

issues within a variety of contexts in Brazil (da Silva et al., 2017; Morais et al., 2013). In 

the qualitative study by Morais et al. (2013), value-focused thinking was applied to solve 

three problems in Brazil. In the first case study, decision makers in a Brazilian water 

company were interviewed about their values with the purpose of identifying strategic 

objectives and a hierarchy of corresponding fundamental objectives. The purpose of the 

second qualitative case study was to use value-focused thinking to create alternatives for 

aligning business and information system/information technology (IS/IT) in a Brazilian 

public energy company (Morais et al., 2013). Two CIOs were interviewed, and the 

strategic objective (i.e., IS/IT to support business strategies) was used to develop a 

hierarchy of fundamental objectives. Similar to the first case study, a network of means 

objectives was created along with alternative solutions for addressing this alignment 

problem. Lastly, the purpose of the third and final case study was to identify alternative 
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solutions for adequately disposing of plaster waste generated by civil construction in 

Brazil. After meetings and discussions with representatives from building site companies 

and plaster companies, the strategic objective (i.e., maximize the use of plaster on 

building sites contributing to regional economic development) was used to develop the 

fundamental values. Similar to the first and second case studies, means objectives were 

then derived and alternative solutions were generated. Through the use of value-focused 

thinking, Morais et al. was relevant to my study by providing a systematic way for 

creating decision making alternatives (see Keeney, 1994). 

In a more recent study, da Silva Monte et al. (2017) used value-focused thinking 

to enrich decision making within a water company in Olinda, Brazil by developing a list 

of fundamental and means objectives to create alternative solutions. To that end, a 

representative from the local community and a decision maker at the city’s water supply 

company were interviewed with the aim of generating a list of fundamental objectives 

related to the problems they had previously identified. After identifying means objectives 

for each fundamental objective, the study concluded with a list of alternatives designed to 

enrich the decision-making process within the water supply in Olinda. The application of 

value-focused thinking to identify stakeholders’ priorities used, first, to create a list of 

fundamental and means objectives to, then, guide the development of alternative 

solutions (Keeney, 1994), was precisely what the proposed study aimed to do. 

Similar to these studies, applying value-focused thinking to the present study 

ensured a systematic model was used to identify relevant stakeholder priorities (i.e., 

teachers) as they described appropriate norms for smartphone use in the classroom. Using 
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value-focused thinking to identify fundamental and means objectives, emerging from the 

priorities of teachers, helps shape policy for appropriate use of electronic devices in the 

classroom. Results from the present study serve as a systematic model for educational 

decision makers to follow as problems arise and effective, long-term policies are 

developed. 

Literature Review Related to Key Variables and/or Concepts 

Popularity of Electronic Devices 

Electronic devices are now used to perform many of the tasks that were once the 

exclusive province of desktop and laptop computers. According to Taylor and Silver 

(2019), electronic devices are continuing to grow in popularity with an estimated 5 billion 

users worldwide. A majority of these users own smartphones with 76% living in 

advanced economies, representing a large number of well-educated, high-earner 

individuals under age 35 (Taylor & Silver, 2019). Smartphones have become more 

popular due to their portability and constant connection with other smartphone 

users; these devices are also popular for their large screens and ability to access 

information and entertainment at the ready (Jeong et al., 2016; Samaha & Hawi, 2016). 

With the rapid growth in smartphone use, individuals from one nation are now able to 

connect to the lives of those across the world (Anjomshoa et al., 2017; Demirci, Orhan, et 

al., 2014; Kwon, Lee, et al., 2013). 

Not only are smartphones a source of information but of leisure, increasing life 

satisfaction of their users (Lepp, Li, et al., 2015). They have become an essential tool, 

enabling users to make phone calls, send instant messages and photos via text, keep up 
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with social networking sites, play music, videos, and games, search for directions, read 

and send emails; track and schedule appointments; browse the internet, and receive 

timely notifications on breaking news and weather forecasts (Samaha & Hawi, 2016). In 

other words, smartphones are powerful tools for engaging in any and all activities one 

might wish to do. 

Parental Use and Family Practices 

Electronic devices are increasingly popular among parents (Duggan et al., 2015; 

Hughes & Hans, 2001; Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2016; Smith, 2012; Terras & Ramsay, 

2016; Wellman et al., 2008). In studies comparing parental technology use versus 

nonparental use, researchers have found that technology use is more popular among 

households with children (Hughes & Hans, 2001; Smith, 2012; Wellman et al. 2008), and 

more parents are active on social media than nonparents (Duggan et al., 2015). Parental 

use of technology influences how often their children use technology, especially 

smartphones (Terras & Ramsay, 2016). This relationship is influenced by how much 

parents control/monitor their child’s use of technology determined by factors such as age 

at which the internet was first introduced, how many mobile devices exist in the home, 

and the amount of usable data on their internet plan (Mascheroni & Ólafsson, 2016). 

Parents are able to monitor their child’s online activity from their own devices, restricting 

them from accessing content that is not age-appropriate (Devitt & Roker, 2009; Duggan 

et al., 2015; Hiniker, Schoenebeck, et al., 2016; Livingstone et al., 2015). Parents also 

find electronic devices useful in managing family life (Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016) as 
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well as accessing information on parenting and finding supportive resources (S. Baker et 

al., 2016; Duggan et al., 2015; Dworkin et al., 2013; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016).  

With the popularity of smartphones, working parents struggle to maintain a 

healthy work-life balance given the increased pressure to answer emails and work-related 

phone calls when they should be engaged with their family (Harmon & Mazmanian, 

2013; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016; Sharaievska & Stodolska, 2016). However, not only 

does work become a source of distraction, but the devices themselves are just as 

distracting for adults as for youth (Hiniker, Sobel, et al., 2015; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 

2016), straining relationships within the home (McDaniel & Coyne, 2016). Similar to 

children, adults experience a sense of social pressure to respond immediately to calls or 

text messages (Kildare & Middlemiss, 2017). This often results in the child competing 

for their parent’s attention at times when parents and children used to interact (e.g., 

during play and mealtime; Hiniker, Schoenebeck, et al., 2016; Kildare & Middlemiss, 

2017; Qualcomm, 2013; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2014; Radesky, Kistin, et al., 2016).  

Stupica (2016) found that children are negatively impacted by their parents’ use 

of smartphones, reporting that during baseball and softball games, they ran faster around 

the bases when parents were fully attentive; however, children’s speed around the bases 

decreased and they were more likely to fall when parents were distracted by devices. At 

the park, 57% of parents choose not to use their phones for fear that it will risk the child’s 

safety with 65% of parents fearing their phones will limit their ability to respond quickly 

(Hiniker, Sobel, et al., 2015). Unfortunately, not all parents feel that same way. In the 

same study, Hiniker, Sobel, et al. (2015) argues that some parents believe they can use 
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devices and monitor their child’s safety at the same time yet respond vague or 

defensively when asked to describe the activity their children were engaged in while 

distracted by their phones. 

Smartphone Use to Control Child Behavior 

Parents also use electronic devices to manage their children’s behavior. Not only 

are parents purchasing these devices for their children, they are also enabling their use 

(Terras & Ramsay, 2016). When busy, parents use devices such as tablets and 

smartphones to keep their children occupied; however, their risk of developing attention 

problems, withdrawal tendencies, or lack of impulse control increases as they become 

more dependent on the reward (i.e., dopamine) they received while interacting with the 

device (Gottschalk, 2019; Terras & Ramsay, 2016; Wartella et al., 2013). On the other 

hand, some parents are more likely to offer a device to children who already exhibit these 

difficulties as a way to keep them occupied and avoid interruptions while working, 

making dinner, or engaging with their own devices (Radesky et al., 2016; Radesky, 

Silverstein, et al., 2014). Ultimately, parents model the use of electronic devices for their 

children, whereby the amount of time parents spend on their own devices determines the 

amount of screen time for children 0-8 years (Lauricella et al., 2015). 

Smartphone Use Among Children and Adolescents 

Children under age 5 are quickly drawn to electronic devices as they play with 

toys that function similar to smartphones and computers, developing a specific interest in 

the device’s touchscreen interface (Marsh et al., 2015; Plowman, Stephen, & McPake, 

2010; Plowman, Stevenson, et al., 2012). However, concerns were raised by the 
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American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on Education in 2001 regarding the amount 

of screen time young children are permitted, arguing that too much time on these devices 

results in physically unfit children (Harris et al., 2018). Strasburger et al. (2010) found 

that children spend more time engaged with electronic devices than attending school with 

children ages 8-10 on devices up to 8-hours a day and teenagers spending 11-hours per 

day online (Rideout et al., 2010). Because using an electronic device is a sedentary 

activity, a relationship exists between the excessive screen time and the increase in 

childhood obesity (Falbe, Rosner, et al., 2013; Falbe, Willett, et al., 2014). To promote 

healthy habits, the American Academy of Pediatrics (2013) recommends that parents 

limit their children’s screen time to 1-2 hours a day; however, some parents admit to 

minimal monitoring of screen time and report having no knowledge of what their 

children are doing while online (Chaudron, 2015). 

Smartphone Addiction 

Smartphones are integral to one’s quality of life and to that end, individuals have 

become inseparable from them (Lepp, Li, et al., 2015); users have reported feeling 

panicked at the prospect of being separated from their smartphones (Hartanto & Yang, 

2016). Although the most recent edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-5) does not identify a specific diagnosis for this behavior, it 

does provide criteria for diagnosing a nonsubstance addiction (i.e., Gaming Disorder), 

leading researchers to believe that a diagnosis reflecting excessive smartphone use will be 

included in the next DSM edition (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Pontes & 

Griffiths, 2015; Samaha & Hawi, 2016). The extant literature uses several 
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interchangeable terms to describe the unhealthy symptoms and behaviors related to 

frequent smartphone use: problematic smartphone use (Billieux, Maurage, et al., 2015), 

excessive social media use (Al-Menayes, 2015), proneness to smartphone addiction (D. 

Kim et al., 2014; Rozgonjuk et al., 2016), smartphone overuse (Inal et al., 2015; H.-K. 

Lee, Kim, et al., 2017), excessive smartphone use (J. Chen et al., 2016), problematic 

mobile phone use (Billieux, Van Der Linden, et al., 2007), mobile phone dependence 

(Nikhita et al., 2015), mobile phone addiction (Chóliz, 2010), internet addiction (Kuss & 

Griffiths, 2012; Kuss et al., 2013), and smartphone addiction (Kwon, Kim, et al., 2013). 

Given the number of interchangeable terms used in the literature, smartphone addiction 

was used throughout the study. 

Individuals often use their smartphones to engage in multiple activities, most 

prevalent among them is visiting social networking sites (Jeong et al., 2016; Kuss, & 

Griffiths, 2017; Kwon, Kim, et al., 2013; Rozgonjuk et al., 2016). First, it is important to 

distinguish the difference between social networking and social media. According to 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), social media refers to a broad range of programs that enable 

user-generated content to be shared and for purposes of collaboration with others, 

including collaborative projects such as Wikipedia, virtual gaming worlds, video sharing 

sites such as YouTube, and social networking sites (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). On the other 

hand, social networking includes online communities that enable users to create personal 

profiles, interact with people they know, and connect with others based on shared 

interests (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011). Popular social networking sites include Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat along with popular instant messaging services such as 
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Facebook Messenger, WhatsApp, and WeChat (Statista, 2020). Frequent and habitual 

checking of both social media and social networking sites, along with viewing 

entertainment-related content, increase the risk of developing smartphone addiction 

(Jeong et al., 2016; Kuss et al., 2013; Salehan & Negahban, 2013; Tone et al., 2014). 

Psychopathological Symptoms 

Depending on the onset of symptoms, it may be difficult to distinguish between 

frequent and habitual smartphone use and frequent, nonproblematic use (Kuss & 

Griffiths, 2017). Research suggests that compulsive use of smartphones may increase the 

risk of developing a psychological disorder as it leads to diminished sleep and a decline 

in one’s health and well-being (Beranuy et al., 2009; Demirci, Akgonul, & Akpinar, 

2015; Ha & Hwang, 2014; Y.-K. Lee, Chang, et al., 2014; Thomée et al., 2011). 

However, this relationship is thought to be reciprocal as factors that increase the risk of 

smartphone addiction may also increase levels of perceived stress while perceived stress 

is also found to increase the risk of developing smartphone addiction (Beranuy et al., 

2009; Jeong et al., 2016; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Thomée et al., 2011; Yoo et al., 2014). 

In fact, those with high levels of stress are more likely to develop an addiction to their 

smartphones than those experiencing less stress in their daily lives (Jeong et al., 2016; 

Leung, 2007; D. Li et al., 2010). Researchers have begun to study the phenomenon, 

technostress, which is stress that emerges from feeling overwhelmed by the volume of 

information and communication as a result of owning a smartphone (Ragu-Nathan et al., 

2008).  
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Smartphone addiction has also been linked to emotional stress and low social self-

efficacy (Chiu, 2014). For some, smartphones provide a way to cope with negative 

feelings or relationships at home, especially when children feel neglected or abused by 

their parents (Sun et al., 2019). The distress and anxiety experienced as a result of 

childhood maltreatment is believed to compromise the child emotionally and/or cause 

them to develop a strong desire to maintain frequent communication with others and 

receive reassurance (Billieux, Maurage, et al., 2015; Ehrenberg et al., 2008; Liu et al., 

2020; Pivetta et al., 2019). There is evidence to show that those addicted to their 

smartphones prefer to engage in activities on their devices, gradually isolating themselves 

from physical/offline activities and face-to-face social connections (Jeong et al., 2016; 

Thomée et al., 2011). This isolation may eventually lead to decreased social support and, 

as a result, an increase in loneliness (Jeong et al., 2016; Nie & Erbring, 2000).  

However, feelings of isolation are not just the result of avoiding in-person social 

activities, as the preference for and prevalence of smartphone use over face-to-face 

interaction elicits a sense among users that they are missing out when disconnected from 

these devices. This FoMO may develop into an impulsive need to check social 

networking sites; the more one checks social networking sites, the more opportunities 

missed and/or events to which one was not invited (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). Alt and 

Boniel-Nissim (2018) describe FoMO as a source of compulsive anxiety where 

individuals fear they are missing an opportunity to engage with others or in a desirable 

event. Also characterized by an overwhelming desire to be in multiple places at once, 

FoMO not only presents feelings of irritability and anxiety but may also leave individuals 
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with a sense of inadequacy and low self-esteem, feelings that are significantly heightened 

by social media use (Abel et al., 2016). Recent research suggests a reciprocal relationship 

also exists between envy, FoMO, and smartphone addiction among adolescents (Wang et 

al., 2019). 

Smartphone addiction is related to other poor mental health outcomes such as 

depression, mood changes, dependence, withdrawal, tolerance, and personal or 

professional functional impairment; these symptoms are often experienced by individuals 

who struggle with substance-related addictions (Billieux, Maurage, et al., 2015; Elhai et 

al., 2017; Elhai, Levine, et al., 2016; Ha & Hwang, 2014; Kuss & Griffiths, 2017; Lee, 

2015; Oulasvirta et al., 2012; Roh et al., 2018; Yoo et al., 2014). When users develop an 

addiction to their smartphones, self-control is lost (Jeong et al., 2016; C. Li et al., 2014; 

Özdemir et al., 2014) and time becomes distorted (Young, 2007).  

Not only are the symptoms of smartphone addiction similar to the symptoms of a 

substance-related addiction, but smartphone addiction may also lead to substance abuse 

among vulnerable users such as adolescents (Yoo et al., 2014). This may be due to higher 

levels of sensation seeking (Jeong et al., 2016) as engaging in these addictive behaviors 

releases the chemical dopamine in the brain (Kuss et al., 2013), potentially altering brain 

structure (Kuss & Griffiths, 2012). In recent years, studies have investigated the 

neurological effects on the brain when individuals are addicted to smartphones; much of 

what is understood today comes from magnetic resonance imaging, 

electroencephalography, positron emission tomography, and diffusion tensor imaging 

(Chun et al., 2018; Montag et al., 2016). By examining functional connectivity in various 
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brain regions, evidence suggests that adolescents with smartphone addiction have lower 

white matter integrity in subcortical brain structures (Hu et al., 2017) in addition to 

impaired control of impulsiveness, cognition, reward prediction, and reward 

responsiveness (Chun et al., 2018; van Duijvenvoorde et al., 2016). Adolescents with 

more intense withdrawal symptoms are also found to have higher concentrations of 

cortisol (i.e., stress hormone) than those without symptoms of smartphone addiction 

(Chun et al., 2018). 

Smartphone Addiction and Athletic Performance 

Smartphone addiction is related to poor academic outcomes (Hawi & Samaha, 

2016; Judd, 2014; Karpinski et al., 2013; Rosen et al., 2013; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; 

Thomée et al., 2011; Winskel et al., 2019). Although research suggests that students who 

used smartphones primarily for study-related tasks are less likely to become addicted 

(Jeong et al., 2016), students who struggle to limit smartphone use while studying, but are 

distracted by it nonetheless, risk earning a lower cumulative grade point average (G.P.A.; 

Junco & Cotten, 2012; Samaha & Hawi, 2016). One explanation for this is, when 

engaging with one’s smartphone during academic tasks, the brain quickly shifts its 

attention between the device and course materials, interfering with the deep-thinking 

patterns required for learning (Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Loh & Kanai, 2016; 

Rosen, Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). This is found to be especially true when multitasking 

with social media and text messaging (Junco & Cotten, 2012; Karpinski et al., 2013; 

Rosen, Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). Poor academic performance may also be explained by 

the relationship that exists between smartphone addiction, low achievement motivation, 
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and decreased focus when reading academic texts (Bukhori et al., 2019). Even when 

students approach studying with the intent to learn, when attention is divided between 

course materials and multitasking with social media and text messaging, information is 

not stored nor is it available for retrieval (Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). 

Impact of Divided Attention on Academic Performance 

Smartphones and other electronic devices may produce advantages in the learning 

environment as they are used to research topics on the internet, take notes, and manage 

homework schedules (Godwin-Jones, 2011). However, a number of studies show that 

technology has a negative impact on academic performance (Anand, 2007; Y.-F. Chen & 

Peng, 2008; Chou, 2001; Kubey et al., 2001; Mayer & Moreno, 2003; Samaha & Hawi, 

2016; ul Haq & Chand, 2012; Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). This is due to factors such 

as sleep deprivation from late night technology use (Wentworth & Middleton, 2014), 

increased distractions while studying or completing homework (Junco & Cotten, 2011, 

2012; Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010), and more time spent with devices than academics 

(Fox et al., 2009; Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010; Judd, 2014; Junco & Cotten, 2012; Uzun 

& Kilis, 2019; Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). Self-report studies show that students 

admit that using electronic devices negatively impacts their GPAs (Kelly, 2004; Lepp, 

Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015), but their perception of these devices as a source of 

entertainment rewards their use and encourages electronic distractions that are hard to 

resist (Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; Junco & Cotten, 2011, 2012; Lepp, Barkley, & 

Karpinski, 2015; Karpinski et al., 2013; Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010; Rosen, Carrier, & 

Cheever, 2013; Wood et al., 2012). Evidence of this exists as students who spend more 
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time engaging with electronics each week have lower GPAs (Wentworth and Middleton, 

2014). That said, there are factors other than time spent on electronics that are known to 

predict academic performance (e.g., gender, class standing, smoking habits, academic 

self-efficacy, self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, and high school GPA), and when 

Lepp, Barkley, and Karpinski (2015) controlled for these variables; they found that 

students who used their electronic devices more often have lower GPAs. 

Divided Attention and Cognitive Processing 

In earlier research on attention and learning, Posner (1990) identified two types of 

selective attention: divided attention (i.e., processing two or more stimuli at once) and 

rapid attention switching (i.e., processing one stimulus but switching between that 

stimulus and another at a rapid pace). Wood et al. (2012) argues that rapid attention 

switching takes longer for the brain to process and increases the risk of information being 

lost before it is stored, supporting Junco and Cotten’s (2012) definition of multitasking as 

the occurrence of task switching that divides attention while performing unrelated tasks. 

To better understand how multitasking affects learning, Junco and Cotten (2011, 

2012) and Mayer and Moreno (2003) agree that there are different information processing 

channels necessary for learning (e.g., auditory/verbal and visual/pictorial) and that 

learners have a limited capacity to effectively process multiple cognitive demands. In the 

context of multimedia or smartphone use, there are three types of cognitive demands 

involved in learning: essential processing (i.e., when incoming information is selected, 

organized, and integrated so the brain can make sense of it), incidental processing (i.e., 

processing information that is not required for learning the material), and representational 
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holding (i.e., holding information in one’s working memory; Q. Chen & Yan, 2016; 

Mayer & Moreno, 2003). For example, students use (a) essential processing as they read 

a text to make sense of the material, (b) representational holding to associate the content 

with prior knowledge, holding it in their working memory as they transfer the content to 

their notebooks, and (c) incidental processing when they become distracted by their 

smartphones (Q. Chen & Yan, 2016). This incidental processing may consume more 

capacity than the brain can handle, resulting in cognitive overload (Q. Chen & Yan, 

2016; Junco, 2012b; Junco & Cotten, 2012; Mayer & Moreno, 2003). When instant 

messaging, one’s attempt to minimize cognitive overload through shortening strategies 

such as text-speak (i.e., ‘ic’ instead of ‘I see’) actually uses more cognitive resources than 

spelling out each word (Head et al., 2012).  

Mayer and Moreno (2003) propose a theory for reducing cognitive load in 

multimedia learning as examined by five cognitive overload scenarios along with 

solution(s) for each scenario. Each solution is based on 12 years of research conducted at 

the University of California, Santa Barbara. Mayer and Moreno’s (2013) theory is based 

on evidence supporting the limited capacity of the visual and auditory channels of the 

brain, as well as the notion that meaningful learning does not occur when a substantial 

volume of cognitive information is processed in either or both of these channels at any 

given time. In multimedia presentations, they identify nine ways to reduce cognitive 

overload. For example, there is (a) the modality effect (e.g., when on-screen text is 

present at the bottom of the screen that explains an animation presented at the top, the 

text should be narrated rather than presenting it on the screen), (b) the segmentation 
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effect (e.g., when a presentation is rich in both content and visual information, 

presentations should be segmented and learners should be able to control when to 

transition to the next screen), (c) the pretraining effect (e.g., when a presentation is rich in 

both content and visual information, prior instruction should be given to prepare students 

for what they are about to learn), and (d) the coherence effect (e.g., when a presentation 

includes material that is both essential and information that is interesting but extraneous, 

the extraneous material should be excluded to preserve cognitive resources; Mayer & 

Moreno, 2003). These findings were relevant to the current study in that Mayer and 

Moreno’s (2003) theory for reducing cognitive load supports the notion that visual and 

auditory distractions increase cognitive load and impair learning. 

Researchers disagree on whether it is possible to attend to more than one task at a 

time (Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). Firat (2013) believes that multitasking often 

occurs because individuals intend to complete two or more tasks effectively, whereas 

engaging in continuous partial attention (i.e., maintaining partial attention to multiple 

sources with the aim of not missing any incoming information) negatively impacts 

students’ ability to focus and retain information. Some researchers believe that 

multitasking impairs performance but can be overcome when dual-task skills are 

developed (Meyer & Kieras, 1997; Schumacher et al., 1999); however, Wood et al. 

(2012) argues that repeated practice of dual-task skills has no positive affect on 

performance. In a quantitative study, Wood et al. (2012) examined the impact of 

multitasking through various digital technologies (i.e., laptops for Facebook searches, 

communicating via email/instant messenger, and smartphones for texting) over the course 
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of three lectures, measuring how this behavior affects learning outcomes among 145 

university students. Performance across groups was compared by a paper-and-pencil 

control, word-processing notetaking only control, and a natural use control (i.e., allowing 

students to use technology as they typically would during class), resulting in seven total 

conditions (i.e., texting, email, instant messaging, Facebook, Natural Technology Use, 

Word-Processing only, paper-and-pencil (Wood et al., 2012). Results of the study show 

that (a) students in all distraction groups performed worse on a learning assessment than 

those without distractions; (b) students in the natural technology use condition who chose 

not to engage with technology outperformed those who used technology during class; (c) 

students using Facebook, email, and instant messaging engaged in off-task activities 

beyond what was assigned in the study, and although the email group engaged in more 

multitasking than those in the instant messaging group, email was not detrimental to their 

performance; and (d) increased practice with multitasking (i.e., throughout the three 

lectures) did not improve performance, suggesting that individuals cannot improve 

multitasking performance over time (Wood et al., 2012). Relevant to the current study, 

these findings provided evidence that in-class multitasking with technology impairs 

academic performance, regardless of whether students practice multitasking behaviors 

(Cain & Mitroff, 2011; Carrillo & Subrahmanyam, 2014; Marois & Ivanoff, 2005; Mayer 

& Moreno, 2003; Monsell, 2003; Ophir et al., 2009; Wood et al. 2012) and that 

multitasking is detrimental to the learning process (Bowman et al., 2010; Burak, 2012; 

Ellis et al., 2010; Hawi & Samaha, 2016; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Strayer et al., 2011; 

Uzun & Kilis, 2019; Wentworth & Middleton, 2014).  
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More specifically, studies on multitasking have examined the impact that 

technology has on deep and surface approaches to learning (Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 

2018). According to Marton and Saljo (1976), a deep approach to learning occurs when 

the learner exhibits control over the learning process. Integral to the deep approach lies 

an intrinsic interest in learning the material, seeking to find meaning in the content and 

relating it to prior knowledge (Biggs, 1987). Students who use a deep approach are found 

to have more advanced skills in organization, critical thinking, independent and creative 

thinking, identifying causal relationships, and expression of thoughts and ideas (Chin & 

Brown, 2000; Rogaten et al., 2013; Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 2018; Warburton, 2003). In 

contrast, a surface approach to learning occurs when students study only what is 

necessary to fulfill the minimum requirements (Biggs et al., 2001; Marton & Saljo, 

1976). This often includes rote learning of only the material that students will be asked to 

reproduce; few connections will be made between the content and prior knowledge, 

resulting in poor academic performance (Biggs et al., 2001; Rogaten et al., 2013).  

Rozgonjuk, Saal, and Taht (2018) conducted a quantitative study to examine the 

relationship between (a) problematic smartphone use and social media use during class 

and (b) deep and surface approaches to learning, as well as whether social media use 

during class mediates this relationship among 415 Estonian college students. Variables 

include general socio-demographics (i.e., age, gender, and native language), the extent to 

which students engage in deep or surface approaches to learning, frequency of social 

media use during class, and frequency of smartphone addiction symptoms (i.e., tolerance, 

positive anticipation, cyberspace-oriented relationships, withdrawal, and physical 
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symptoms); results show that all variables are interrelated, with (a) higher levels of 

problematic smartphone use associated with less commitment to deep learning and (b) a 

positive relationship between frequent social media use during class and surface learning 

(Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 2018). These findings were relevant to the current study in that 

students who engaged in smartphone use during class limited their ability to engage in the 

deep learning necessary for academic success.  

This is supported by Junco and Cotten (2012) who, in their quantitative study, 

examined the effect that multitasking with information and communication technologies 

(ICTs; i.e., online search engines unrelated to schoolwork, Facebook, email, instant 

messaging, text messaging, and talking on smartphones) has on the G.P.A. of 3,866 

college students. The study measured frequency of general ICT usage, frequency of 

multitasking through ICT during school work, internet skills, high school G.P.A., and 

level of parental education, and produced the following results relevant to the proposed 

study: (a) frequent use of all ICTs occurred during school work except instant messaging, 

(b) performing internet searches was the most popular multitasking activity, (c) Facebook 

and texting during school work had a negative effect on overall G.P.A. (Junco & Cotten, 

2012). Similar to the proposed study, these findings suggested that engaging with one’s 

smartphone during schoolwork, specifically through Facebook and text messaging, 

impeded students’ ability to achieve deep, meaningful, learning.  

In a quantitative study by Junco and Cotten (2011), self-reports of 4,491 U.S. 

college students were examined to better understand if instant messaging (i.e., through 

AOL, MSN, Facebook, etc.) during homework affects homework completion. Variables 
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included frequency of instant messages sent during schoolwork, engaging in off-task 

activities on the computer/internet (e.g., playing games, browsing the internet) while 

instant messaging, and engaging in off-task activities not on the computer/internet (e.g., 

talking on the phone, watching television) while instant messaging (Junco & Cotten, 

2011). Results show that (a) students often use instant messenger to multitask even 

though they report this behavior is detrimental to their schoolwork and (b) multitasking 

through instant messenger while completing homework or engaging in 

noncomputer/noninternet activities impedes homework completion (Junco & Cotten, 

2011). These findings were relative to the current study in that students reported engaging 

in multitasking although they believed it is detrimental to their learning, suggesting they 

had difficulty regulating this behavior when devices were present. Also, multitasking 

through instant messenger, which primarily occurs through smartphone and social media 

apps today, impaired completion of school-related tasks and should not be permitted 

during class. 

Multitasking with electronic devices was also linked to deficits in executive 

functioning (Martín-Perpiñá et al., 2019). Executive functioning is the brain’s ability to 

plan, organize, and prioritize as well as to develop and complete goals (Lezak, 1982) and 

are distinguished by three primary functions: working memory (i.e., temporarily storing 

and manipulating incoming information), cognitive flexibility (i.e., adapting to new 

cognitive demands and situations), and inhibitory control (i.e., the ability to identify and 

resist irrelevant information; Badaley, 2003; Diamond, 2013; Miller & Cohen, 2001; 

Murphy et al., 2017; Ophir et al., 2009; van der Schuur et al., 2015). During early 
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adolescence, executive functions and self-regulation are still developing, resulting in a 

weaker ability to resist the urge to multitask (Baumgartner, van der Schuur, et al., 2017). 

Students who heavily multitask while completing homework are found to have difficulty 

with planning and making decisions, have weaker response inhibition, are more restless, 

and have difficulty following social rules (Martín-Perpiñá et al., 2019). Multitasking 

during homework is also found to result in difficulty staying focused, weaker working 

memory skills, and increased task switching (Baumgartner, Weeda, et al., 2014; Cain et 

al., 2016; Gioia et al., 2002). 

Impact of Classroom Smartphone Use on Academic Performance 

Although there is a robust literature available on how smartphones impair 

learning, researchers continue to advocate for their use in the classroom as a learning tool 

(Aljaloud et al., 2019; Bolatli & Korucu, 2020; Boldizsár, 2018; Cabero-Almenara et al., 

2019; Dunn et al., 2012; Jiménez-Crespo, 2015; Kenwright, 2009; C.-C. Lee, Hao, et al., 

2019; Martínez-Garrido, 2018; Nicolas & El-Aly, 2018; Pinter & Cisar, 2019; Rana & 

Dwivedi, 2017; Scheidet, 2003; Shadiev et al., 2015). To start, some researchers support 

the use of smartphone apps during class to make independent learning more enjoyable for 

students (Burgess & Murray, 2014; Golding et al., 2012; Mifsud et al., 2013). Rather than 

using index cards to create traditional flashcards, apps such as Flashcards +, Quizlet, and 

Study Blue enable students to access a deck of flashcards during in-class study sessions 

or breaks from instructional activities (Burgess & Murray, 2014; Golding, et al., 2012). 

Students were also found practicing vocabulary, mathematics, and general problem-

solving skills through video game apps during small-group breakout sessions (Mifsud et 
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al., 2013; Sandford & Madill, 2007; Tao et al., 2009). Teachers also used Augmented 

Reality (AR) in the classroom as a tool for examining 3D visual structures and models in 

courses such as architecture, engineering, science, and medicine to improve student 

motivation, engagement, and overall academic performance (Cabero-Almenara et al., 

2019; Fonseca et al., 2014; Martin-Gutierrez, 2011). However, although there are many 

smartphone apps designed for studying, students are not using them as effectively as 

when studying with traditional methods. For example, flashcard apps are believed to be 

more convenient than carrying a stack of flashcards, yet they are accessed less frequently 

because they drain the phones’ battery life or students forget the flashcards exist or shift 

their attention to more entertaining apps when the app is in use (Burgess & Murray, 

2014).  

Before smartphones became a prevalent tool for learning, teachers used hand-held 

devices called clickers to enable students to immediately answer questions, complete 

instructor evaluations, and record attendance, thus improving attendance and classroom 

participation (Kenwright, 2009). Both students and teachers favor clickers for the 

immediate feedback and active collaboration they provide (Aljaloud et al., 2019; Dunn et 

al., 2012; Rana & Dwivedi, 2017) as well as the student’s ability to answer questions 

anonymously (Fallon & Forrest, 2011). Today, smartphones are used as modern-day 

clickers through apps such as Kahoot!, also enabling them to answer questions 

anonymously as the class prepares for an upcoming assessment (C.-C. Lee, Hao, et al., 

2019). Smartphones have also replaced clickers in their ability to log attendance through 

apps such as B here (Pinter & Cisar, 2019) and are used to assist students in their 
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language learning through the ability to translate unfamiliar words at the ready (Jiménez-

Crespo, 2015). To reduce the cognitive load, English language learners will use their 

smartphones during class to understand the meaning of a specific word; this helps them to 

understand the context of the discussion (Boldizsár, 2018; Nicolas & El-Aly, 2018; 

Shadiev et al., 2015).   

Smartphones are also used by teachers for nontraditional instructional practices 

such as flipped classrooms and designing web-based curricula (Bolatli & Korucu, 2020; 

Scheidet, 2003). These practices enable students to access learning material such as 

videos or interactive games outside of class, providing a more enjoyable way to learn and 

practice content prior to the next class (Bolatli & Korucu, 2020). These practices increase 

the likelihood of students achieving mastery as the learning activities are self-directed 

and customized to each student’s level of understanding (Scheidet, 2003). 

Smartphones as Distractions During Class 

Although smartphones are becoming more prevalent in the classroom, researchers 

continue to find evidence to suggest that the risk of being distracted during class 

outweighs the benefit of trying to engaging students through technology (Ali, 2018; 

Bjornsen & Archer, 2015; Carcelén et al., 2019; Celikkalp et al., 2020; Flanigan & 

Kiewra, 2018; Glass & Kang, 2019; Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Hashmi et al., 2019; 

Hyland et al., 2015; I. Kim et al., 2019; Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; McDonald, 2013; Ng & 

Nicholas, 2009; Pan et al., 2018; Prasad et al., 2017; Safar & AlKhezzi, 2013; Schneider, 

2018; Siebert, 2019; Swartzwelder, 2014). Oftentimes, students struggle to pay attention 

for an extended period of time, resulting in fidgeting, doodling, or speaking out of turn 
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during lectures (Kercood & Banda, 2012). When the need to move during class is 

combined with the distracting nature of a smartphone, students are more likely to engage 

in what Flanigan and Kiewra (2018) call cyberslacking (i.e., using mobile devices to 

engage in nonlearning activities during class or while completing homework). Although 

both struggling students and high performers multitask with their smartphones during 

class, students who struggle the most academically are more likely to engage in 

cyberslacking, falling even further behind in their learning (Ravizza et al., 2014; Seibert, 

2019). This is likely because adolescents, especially early adolescents, overestimate their 

ability to multitask and experience difficulties with academics (Schlehofer et al., 2010). 

Although they anticipate receiving lower grades as a result of these distractions (Elder, 

2013), in the moment, students still engage in multitasking behavior during class (Duncan 

et al., 2012).  

Not only are students responsible for initiating this off-task behavior, having the 

device within reach when notifications arrive diverts their attention as well, resulting in 

missed content and weaker test performance (End et al, 2010; I. Kim et al., 2019; 

McDonald, 2013). Although some researchers argue that media multitasking does not 

reduce comprehension of the lecture material, per se, test performance suffers when 

students are missing content in their notes and unable to retain the information because 

their attention was divided (Demirbilek & Talan, 2018; Glass & Kang, 2019; Junco, 

2012a; Mayer & Moreno, 2003). In fact, multitasking during class is a stronger predictor 

of low-test scores than a student’s intellectual ability (Ravizza et al., 2014) and 
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negatively impacts test performance regardless of student sex or GPA (Bjornsen & 

Archer, 2015).  

Notwithstanding these findings, students are still given the freedom to have 

smartphones in class, with expectations that they are able to maintain self-control in the 

presence of a device that is highly addictive to same-age peers (Carcelén, et al., 2019). 

Even if technology is encouraged as a learning tool, teachers should be aware that off-

task behavior is more likely to occur during class when students have access to their 

smartphones than when using laptops (McGloin et al., 2017). Current research suggests 

that students engage with their smartphones for at least 25% of the class, with distractions 

occurring every three to four minutes for a duration of approximately one minute at a 

time (I. Kim et al., 2019). Teachers who allow their students to engage with mobile 

technology during class are not providing the optimum environment for learning that is 

expected from schools (Demirbilek & Talan, 2018). Unless teachers place regulations on 

in-class smartphone use or students develop better self-regulation skills, smartphones are 

going to continue to be a distraction (Wei et al., 2012). 

Policies for Regulating Smartphone Use in the Classroom 

With evidence to support the integration of technology in the classroom and a 

robust literature suggesting smartphones impair learning, it is important to consider 

electronic device policies to prevent distractions and personal use during class (Martín-

Perpiñá et al., 2019). For policies to be successful, it is important for all stakeholders to 

become informed of the risks and benefits of permitting smartphone use during class, 

especially as it pertains to excessive and off-task behavior (Burns & Lohenry, 2010; 
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Celikkalp et al., 2020). Teachers recognize the importance of incorporating technology 

for pedagogical use (i.e., as a tool to engage students and enrich the learning experience) 

yet become frustrated and express disappointment in students’ lack of respect for others 

when discussing the interference of smartphones in the classroom (Morris & Sarapin, 

2020). Unregulated use of smartphones during class has become increasingly 

problematic, supporting the need for electronic device policies in schools (W. Baker et 

al., 2012; Burns & Lohenry, 2010; Campbell, 2006; End et al., 2010; Flanigan & Kiewra, 

2018; Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Karlins et al., 2012; Morris & Sarapin, 2020; 

Siebert, 2019; Tindell & Bohlander, 2012; Uğur & Koç, 2015). Not surprisingly, many 

teachers agree that policies are necessary to help students avoid the constant distractions, 

task-switching, and cyberslacking that occurs when smartphones are present, thus 

strengthening the students’ ability to delay gratification and regulate their behavior 

(Flanigan & Kiewra, 2018; Morris & Sarapin, 2020; Stephens & Pantoja, 2016). 

However, policies that are perceived as strict or discouraging to students are more likely 

to create negative feelings toward teachers and, as a result, students will not comply 

(Ledbetter & Finn, 2015). Researchers believe this is especially true with electronic 

device policies, as students tend to be more accepting of smartphone use during class 

than teachers (W. Baker et al., 2012).  

In contrast, when smartphones are used inappropriately and become distracting to 

one’s peers, those who are distracted would like to see teachers enforce stricter penalties 

(Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Roberge & Gagnon, 2014; Stachowski et al., 2020). 

However, this does not apply to their own distracting behavior as student beliefs about 
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electronic device policies depend on how often they observe others engage with their 

devices and not themselves (Cho & Lee, 2016). Sadly, teachers are also guilty of 

distracting students as they receive incoming text messages or phone calls while they are 

teaching (Burns & Lohenry, 2010). Perhaps, this explains why some students perceive 

teachers more favorably when smartphone policies are established (Roberge & Gagnon, 

2014), believing the course is more valuable and the teacher is more competent and 

caring than teachers who permit smartphone use (Finn & Ledbetter, 2013; Lancaster, 

2018; Morris & Sarapin, 2020).  

Although electronic device polices are effective in preventing academic 

dishonesty and improving academic performance (Karlins et al., 2012; Morris & Sarapin, 

2020; Redner et al., 2020; St. Gerard, 2006), Schneider (2018) argues that banning 

smartphones during class is not a reasonable solution and suggests that teachers coach 

students on how to manage their technology use. Even when policies are in place, 80% of 

students report using smartphones for off-task behavior (i.e., at least once per class) 

believing that this is acceptable (Morris & Sarapin, 2020). Oftentimes, students perceive 

smartphone policies as ineffective (Berry & Westfall, 2015), especially when teachers 

have difficulty enforcing them (Stachowski et al., 2020). Some teachers prefer to not 

even enforce policies with older students, believing they should be able to regulate their 

own behavior or learn how to do so with time (Morris & Sarapin, 2020). 

What Is at Stake for Stakeholders 

Uğur and Koç (2015) argued that students will continue to use their smartphones, 

even if distracting their peers, until administrators are willing to establish school-wide 
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policies and ban smartphone use altogether. Morris and Sarapin (2020) found that 77% of 

teachers surveyed wish to enforce electronic device policies to the extent that 91% 

created their own without the help of their department or administration; as a result, some 

of these policies were ambiguous and lacked clarity. Yet, instead of encouraging teachers 

to ban smartphones (i.e., knowing that they are ubiquitous and will likely be used 

whether or not a policy is in place), researchers suggest that teachers should help students 

learn how to use these devices productively as part of the curriculum (Morris & Sarapin, 

2020). This would require teachers with little training and/or who are uncomfortable with 

technology integration to reinvent their teaching practices, a process that will take time 

and require professional development and support from administration (O’Bannon & 

Thomas, 2015). However, college professors and employers argue that today’s young 

adults simply cannot resist their smartphones, engaging with them in meetings and job 

interviews, behaviors that are reinforced when not challenged during school (Kinman, 

2015; Not-So-Smartphones, 2015). Parents also play an important role in educating 

students on how to use technology appropriately, as parents often perceive smartphones 

as a tool for safety and feel comfortable knowing their children can be reached at any 

time (“Cell phones,” 2005). This is why administrators should consider the role that 

technology plays in the everyday lives of today’s young generation and include teachers 

and students in the development of policies involving smartphone use during class 

(Bragdon & Dowler, 2016; Kinman, 2015). 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Smartphone use has now become so problematic that adolescents are rapidly 

developing increased dependence on their devices (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Elhai et al., 

2017; Rozgonjuk et al., 2016; van Deursen et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2018). Updates on 

social media, messaging, and entertainment applications instantly attract their attention, 

reinforcing the compulsive nature of adolescents’ smartphone use (Jeong et al., 2016; 

Kwon, Kim, et al., 2013; Lopez-Fernandez et al., 2017; Rozgonjuk, Kattago, & Taht, 

2018). During the school day, increased attention to their smartphones inhibits the ability 

to maintain attention in the classroom, negatively affecting engagement and overall 

academic performance (Baturay &Toker, 2016; Bellur et al., 2015; Carrier et al., 2015; 

Hsiao et al., 2017; Jiang, 2014; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015; Rozgonjuk, Saal, & 

Taht, 2018; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Stavropoulos et al., 2013). This is due to rapid shifts 

in attention between devices and classroom content, limiting the ability of adolescents to 

learn the material (Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; Loh & Kanai, 2016; Rosen et al., 

2013). However, teachers and students do not always agree on what is considered 

appropriate in-class smartphone use, signaling a need for school administrators to enact 

and/or enforce electronic device policies (Gao et al., 2017). Because it may be difficult 

for these administrators to reach a consensus on the most appropriate solution, it is 

important that they seek feedback from teachers as a primary stakeholder who is affected 

by smartphone use in the classroom; otherwise, school culture may be negatively affected 

(Chan & Ross, 2014). 
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Major sections of this chapter include details of the research design such as the 

RQ, central concepts of my study, and rationale for using an IPA. Also included are the 

role of the researcher, the recruitment process, data collection procedures, and plan for 

analysis. Issues of trustworthiness are also discussed. 

Research Design and Rationale 

Research Question 

RQ – Qualitative: What are teachers’ perceptions of classroom norms for 

smartphone use? 

Central Concept of the Study 

The central concept of this study was smartphone use during class. It is not 

uncommon for adolescents to carry smartphones with them throughout the school day 

and become increasingly distracted by these devices during class (Bolkan & Griffin, 

2017; Mupinga, 2017). Although a number of teachers and students have agreed that in-

class smartphone use impairs learning (Gao et al., 2017), students continue to engage in 

this behavior (Rozgonjuk et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2018). This may be due to the 

absence of a school-wide electronic device policy, teachers’ discomfort or exhaustion 

with trying to enforce electronic device policies without administrator support, or that 

teachers simply permit students to access to their smartphones during class (Gao et al., 

2017). 

Rationale for Use of IPA Design 

Yilmaz (2013) suggested that qualitative research is especially effective for 

educational researchers who wish to understand the meaning of an academic program or 
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policy from the perspectives of stakeholders. Among the approaches to qualitative 

research, the most appropriate tradition for this study was IPA. IPA explores topics that 

are not widely understood through the first-person experiences of participants (i.e., 

phenomenology), their interpretation of those experiences (i.e., hermeneutics), and how 

participants make sense of that phenomenon as a result of their interpretations (i.e., 

idiography; Cuthbertson et al., 2020). IPA enables researchers to collect information that 

is subjective and driven by conversations with participants (Rudestam & Newton, 2015).  

IPA was used to represent how participants understand and give meaning to their 

beliefs of appropriate smartphone use during class. Among the various qualitative 

research traditions, grounded theory was not chosen because building a theory 

inductively from the data collected was not the aim of this study. Likewise, ethnography 

was inappropriate because the data were not gathered in a participant’s or social group’s 

natural environment, and neither narrative inquiry nor case study traditions were 

appropriate because my aim was to understand the perspectives of teachers rather than 

deeply examining the life of an individual narrator or the impact of a particular situation 

or event (see Rudestam & Newton, 2015). According to Engward and Goldspink (2020), 

the researcher uses IPA to uncover the meaning that participants ascribe to a particular 

phenomenon. 

Role of the Researcher 

IPA allows the researcher to maintain an active role throughout the study. This 

level of engagement is important for gathering, analyzing, and interpreting the stories 

being told by participants during qualitative research (Engward & Goldspink, 2020). To 
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ensure my interview questions were valid and aligned with the focus of the study, I 

requested feedback from content and methodology experts prior to seeking institutional 

review board (IRB) approval. Once IRB approval was granted, my role was to invite 

participants to tell their stories about smartphone use during class through unstructured, 

open-ended interviews. I not only conducted these interviews, I recorded and transcribed 

them verbatim, documenting significant nonverbal cues such as sighs, laughter, and 

hesitation. It was my job to follow up with participants to ensure that the transcripts were 

accurate prior to analyzing their content. After reviewing the data multiple times for 

emerging themes, I provided a final write-up of my analysis to participants to confirm my 

interpretation aligned with their stories. As the researcher, I was also responsible for 

ensuring that all research documents and participant information was secured in a locked 

cabinet from the start of the study until they are destroyed 5 years later. 

Ethical Issues and Biases 

To avoid any ethical issues and biases, I secured IRB approval before seeking 

informed consent from teachers. Participants were recruited via social media from 

schools other than my workplace to ensure that no personal or professional relationships 

existed. Because I work with students and teachers and engage in discussions about use 

of smartphones during class, I bracketed my subjectivity prior to starting the study and 

before analyzing the data. 
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Methodology 

 This section describes the methodology of my study, such as how participants 

were selected, how interview questions were designed, and details of my plan for data 

analysis. 

Participant Selection Logic 

Below is a description of how participants were selected for my study.  

Population 

The target population consisted of high school teachers in the United States. 

Sampling Strategy 

To align with IPA’s objective to understand the meaning behind participants’ 

lived experiences (Engward & Goldspink, 2020), I purposively selected those who taught 

high school and had a personal connection to smartphone use in the classroom. Although 

I had enough teachers agree to participate, I planned to use a snowball strategy to attract 

more participants through word of mouth, if necessary (see Alase, 2017). 

Participant Criteria 

I recruited teachers who had a direct experience with smartphone use during class. 

Participants taught and carried smartphones with them throughout the school day. This 

direct experience is necessary in IPA research, as the aim is to understand the personal 

experiences of participants in a given context (Engward & Goldspink, 2020). 

Sample Size and Rationale 

The sample size of a qualitative study using IPA may include two to 25 

participants to provide a deep analysis of their shared experiences related to the study’s 
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focus (Alase, 2019). Creswell (2014) recommended conducting approximately 10 

interviews. Because of the small sample size in qualitative research, findings cannot be 

generalized to the larger population (Alase, 2019). 

Procedures for Recruitment 

Participants were recruited via social media sites such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and 

Instagram. My request included a call for participants who taught high school and carried 

a smartphone with them throughout the day. Teachers who either commented on my post 

or sent a direct message expressing interest received a private message from me stating 

that I would contact them directly from my Walden email address; I then emailed them 

an overview of the study’s purpose and procedures along with a copy of the informed 

consent. When consent was received from teachers, I scheduled a one-hour virtual 

interview (i.e., via Zoom) with each of them. 

Instrumentation 

To gain an understanding of participant norms for appropriate smartphone use 

during class, I conducted semistructured, open-ended interviews. Because the aim of IPA 

is to use a smaller sample size to provide rich descriptions of participant experiences, 

reaching saturation relies on the quality of these interview questions (Alase, 2017). 

Therefore, each open-ended question was written to enable participants to respond with 

their own words or phrases, a process that may have felt more like a conversation than an 

interview (see Qualitative, 2020). My committee members (both content and methods 

experts) verified that the interview questions were sufficient to solicit the desired 
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participant information. The interviews took place virtually, via Zoom, and consisted of 

two central questions and five to seven subquestions (see Appendix A). 

Interview Guide 

1. Describe your experiences with smartphone use during class. 

a. Describe how you interact with your smartphone during class.  

b. Describe how others interact with their smartphones during class.  

c. What feelings arise when you imagine not having access to your 

smartphone during the school day?  

d. Describe how smartphone use affects learning.   

e. Describe how much teachers compete with smartphones during class.  

f. Describe how smartphone use affects the student-teacher relationship. 

2. Describe the electronic device policy at your school. Subquestions included 

a. (If a policy exists) Describe how this policy is enforced at your school. (If 

no policy exists) Describe how some individuals might try to enforce an 

electronic device policy at your school. 

b. Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects you during class.  

c. Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects others during class. 

d. (If a policy exists) Imagine if your school eliminated their electronic 

device policy. What feelings arise? (If no policy exists) Imagine if your 

school suddenly had an electronic device policy. What feelings arise? 

e. Describe what you believe to be an effective electronic device policy. 
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Procedures for Data Collection and Debriefing 

Interview questions were designed by me and were written to avoid 

probing/leading questions or bias. All interviews took about 1 hour. At the start of each 

interview, I used an interview protocol guide (see Appendix B) suggested by Creswell 

(2013) to maintain organization throughout the session. After welcoming the participant 

and providing a brief description of the study and research process, I explained that the 

interview was designed to be completed in a single session and no follow-up interviews 

were needed. I also reminded participants that their responses would remain confidential 

and that they could exit the study at any time without penalty. I asked if I could record 

the interview and explained that participants would receive a copy of their transcript to 

review for accuracy and then another after completion of my analysis. Next, I proceeded 

with the recorded interview, which consisted of semistructured, open-ended questions to 

guide the conversation. I made note of any significant, nonverbal reactions, such as long 

pauses, eye rolls, or laughter, for data analysis. 

Once the interviews were complete, I thanked interviewees for their participation 

in the study and provided time for them to make any additional comments they wished to 

include (i.e., that were forgotten during the interview). I also provided time to answer 

questions they had about the interview or research process. Before leaving, I reminded 

participants that they would receive a copy of the transcript upon its completion and then 

another after I have analyzed their responses. 
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Data Analysis Plan 

After interviews were complete, I transcribed them verbatim and, along with my 

notes from each interview, immersed myself in the data. However, to ensure the analysis 

reflected participants’ lived experiences, I first bracketed my preconceptions by 

describing my own experiences working with teachers and students related to smartphone 

use during class (see Alase, 2017). This was especially important due to my role as a high 

school educator, as I work with students on developing strategies for avoiding 

distractions and improving self-regulation skills. Once bracketing was complete, I 

listened to each recording as I read through its transcript, familiarizing myself with the 

content (i.e., from the transcript as well as my interview notes) while documenting my 

initial interpretations along with any contradictions. This first level of analysis involved 

documenting emerging themes from the transcripts as they related to smartphone use 

during class. This included repeated words or phrases to narrow the lengthy responses 

often generated from open-ended questions (see Alase, 2017). An example of a word or 

phrase related to smartphone use during class is “frequent texting.” The second level of 

analysis involved reading and rereading the transcripts, looking for thematic structures 

relating to smartphone use during class, and extracting content that was rich in detail or 

was contradictory. Statements related to smartphone use during class were then organized 

into categories. Examples of such statements from teachers included “frequently looking 

at smartphone” or “smartphone use permitted during class.” The data were analyzed a 

third time to identify convergent and divergent themes. This occurred by prioritizing 

statements directly related to smartphone use during class while also discovering those 
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that were less relevant. I knew that saturation was reached when no new themes emerged 

from continued review of the data (see Alase, 2017). Once all themes and interpretations 

were analyzed, I provided a written analysis to each participant to ensure it accurately 

reflected their experience. Participants also received a summary of the findings at the 

completion of the study. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

 To ensure overall trustworthiness of my study, I developed a plan for maintaining 

credibility, dependability, confirmability, and ethical procedures.  

Credibility 

Below is a description of how I planned to ensure credibility throughout my 

study.  

Member Checking and Triangulation 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) explained that member checking is a necessary 

technique for establishing confidence in the truth of a qualitative study’s results. 

Therefore, I followed up with participants to ensure my findings reflected what they had 

intended, and that no researcher bias influenced the analysis; participants were given a 1- 

to 2-page summary of the key findings and requested that it be reviewed for accuracy 

(see Kornbluh, 2015; Morrow, 2005).  

Triangulation also ensured internal validity of the study. According to Amankwaa 

(2016), triangulation occurs when multiple sources corroborate the findings to identify 

inconsistencies in the data ensuring that the analysis is comprehensive and thorough. 
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Triangulation occurred when my interpretation of the data was compared to reviews from 

participants and from a colleague who is a licensed school psychologist. 

Validity 

In qualitative research, validity is achieved by prolonged contact with participants 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This prolonged contact helped me provide an accurate account 

of my participants’ experience with smartphone use during class (see Spiers et al., 2018). 

To achieve this level of contact, I conducted semistructured, face-to-face, virtual 

interviews due to COVID-19. Although virtual, I was still able to achieve the same goals 

as if the interviews were conducted in-person. 

Transferability 

Findings are transferable if they are applicable to other contexts. However, due to 

the small sample size and subjectivity inherent in qualitative research, generalizations 

cannot be made (Morrow, 2005). Although transferability was not guaranteed, I provided 

a thick description of the study’s methodology, results, and analysis to encourage other 

researchers to make their own comparisons and replicate the study if desired. 

Dependability and Confirmability 

Audit Trails 

One way to establish dependability (i.e., reporting consistent findings that can be 

repeated) and confirmability (i.e., results that reflect the views of the participants and not 

the researcher) is through an audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An audit trail consists of 

a transparent description of the study’s methodology, results, and analysis from start to 

finish (Amankwaa, 2016). This also includes a detailed explanation of the research design 
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and how it was implemented, participant recruitment procedures, interview questions and 

protocol, emerging themes or categories, process for data analysis, and all raw and 

reported data. As suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985), an inquiry audit was conducted 

by an independent to evaluate the process and findings for accuracy and to determine if 

my interpretations and conclusions reflected the data. 

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity occurs when researchers maintain objectivity throughout the research 

process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I established reflexivity through a process called 

bracketing, whereby all researcher assumptions, subjectivity, and biases were noted and 

placed aside prior to conducting interviews. Reflexivity may also occur during the 

research process through a reflexive journal, in which researchers reflect on their own 

values and interests as it relates to the study’s methodology, logistics, and decisions that 

are made (Amankwaa, 2016). 

Ethical Procedures 

Once IRB approval was granted, I began recruiting participants through social 

media (i.e., LinkedIn, Facebook, and Instagram). Participation was voluntary and no 

direct solicitation occurred. To ensure participants’ privacy, I asked them to send a 

private direct message, including their personal email address, if they were interested in 

participating and wished to receive more information. Those who responded to my social 

media post expressing interest first received a consent form from my Walden email 

address outlining the study’s purpose and procedures, steps for maintaining 

confidentiality, a description of the voluntary nature of the study, and any potential risks 
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and benefits for participating. The consent form clearly explained that participants may 

withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. I also informed them that, although 

the interview questions were not intended to be upsetting in any way, I would 

immediately address any issues that arose along with a list of referrals for support 

services, if needed.    

To ensure that participants remained anonymous, each were assigned an 

alphanumeric identification code to be used throughout the process. Signatures were not 

required on consent forms; returning the consent form indicated consent to participate 

and provided permission for interviews to be recorded. Participants received a transcript 

of their interview for review to ensure all identifiers had been removed. Hard copies of 

data were stored in a locked file, and digital copies of data were stored on an external 

hard drive that was used solely by me. This hard drive was only used for this study and 

was stored in the same locked file. I used the same password-protected computer to 

transcribe all interviews and, once the study was complete and findings had been 

disseminated, the data were stored in the locked file. All data will remain locked in the 

cabinet for five years and then destroyed. 

Summary 

Chapter 3 included details of the research design and rationale for using an IPA 

approach to explore teacher perceptions of appropriate norms for smartphone use during 

class. The role of the researcher, process for recruiting participants, data collection 

procedures, and a plan for data analysis were also included. This chapter also discussed 
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how I addressed issues of trustworthiness throughout the research process. Chapter 4 will 

present the results of the study, including any themes that emerged during data analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Results  

The purpose of this study was to explore teacher perceptions of appropriate norms 

for smartphone use during class. High school teachers were asked about their experience 

with smartphone use in the classroom through semistructured, open-ended interviews, 

using an IPA research design. To gain insight into teachers’ perceptions of classroom 

norms for smartphone use, I aimed to capture teachers’ experience with both student and 

teacher smartphone use during class. In this chapter, I discuss the setting, demographics, 

and procedures for data collection and analysis. Adjustments made to achieve 

trustworthiness are presented as are detailed results. The chapter closes with a final 

summary of the results and an introduction to Chapter 5. 

Setting 

The study was conducted in Ohio. All interviews took place via Zoom video 

conferencing software due to COVID-19 and nationwide social distancing guidelines. 

These interviews were held in my home or work office with no violations of participants’ 

privacy or rights to confidentiality, as doors were locked, and computer volume kept at a 

minimum or headphones were used. The use of Zoom enabled participants to select a 

private location for interviews, and no identifying information was mentioned by me 

during the interview to maintain participant privacy. Recordings of each interview were 

stored on my locked, personal computer. 

Demographics 

The population of interest was high school teachers in the United States who had 

experience with smartphone use during class. Participants were recruited through social 
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media, specifically through Facebook and LinkedIn. Eight interviews were conducted 

with teachers from three U.S. states, including Ohio, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina. 

Three participants were male and five were female, with representation from five public 

schools and three private schools. Six participants taught in the humanities, and one 

taught in the STEM field. An alphanumeric code was assigned to each participant by 

order of informed consent received. 

Brief Summaries of Participants 

• P1 was a female social studies teacher from a public school in Ohio.  

• P2 was a male social studies teacher from a public school in Ohio. 

• P3 was a male English teacher from a public school in Ohio. 

• P4 was a male social studies teacher from a public school in Ohio. 

• P5 was a female STEM teacher from a public school in Pennsylvania. 

• P6 was a female English teacher from a private school in Ohio. 

• P7 was a female history teacher from a private school in North Carolina. 

• P8 was a female English teacher from a private school in North Carolina. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected solely by me via face-to-face interviews on Zoom. This 

videoconferencing software enabled interviews to remain socially distant per COVID-19 

protocols. Five participants conducted their interviews at home while three chose to 

participate from their classrooms. I conducted five interviews in my office at work and 

three in my home office, each of which was secured for privacy. The interviews took 

place over an 8-week period, as some participants were on summer vacation during data 
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collection. Interviews ranged from 30 to 45 minutes and were recorded by Zoom and 

saved as each participant’s ID code. These recordings were then uploaded to a folder in 

Google Drive for each participant; folders were labeled with participants’ ID. I 

transcribed the recordings into individual Google Docs, removing all identifiers, and then 

printed each transcription to be proofread against the original recording. During 

proofreading, errors caused by distortion in the Zoom recording were corrected on the 

printed transcript and then edited on its corresponding Google Doc. Printed copies of 

transcriptions were stored in a locked file in my home until editing was complete and 

then emailed to participants to ensure accuracy. Once approved, all printed copies were 

destroyed. Digital copies of transcriptions were downloaded into a PDF file and saved to 

my password-protected laptop. These PDF files were also uploaded into ATLAS.ti for 

coding. All Google Drive folders and Docs were saved to an external drive and then 

deleted. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using the computer aided qualitative data analysis system, 

ATLAS.ti. Each transcription was uploaded as a separate document; initial impressions 

were noted as comments and included as first-cycle codes. Also included as first-cycle 

codes were key quotations from transcriptions along with corresponding codes using 

Saldaña’s (2021) value coding method to identify participant attitudes, beliefs, and 

values. According to Saldaña, attitudes describe how participants think or feel about 

something/someone, beliefs describe what participants personally think or feel to be true, 

and values describe what participants think or feel is important. Codes identified in each 
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code group were labeled as A (attitude), B (belief), or V (value) prior to naming the code. 

Value coding was selected to align with this study’s theoretical framework (i.e., value-

focused thinking) and to address the RQ (i.e., teachers’ perceptions of classroom norms 

for smartphone use; Keeney, 1992). All codes were entered into ATLAS.ti. Attitudes, 

beliefs, and values were developed as provisional codes to provide a structure for the 

remaining codes. The code group electronic device policy/distribution was also created, 

as one interview question asked about the schools’ electronic device policy; some 

responses were factual and did not fit in the attitude, belief, or value categories (see 

Figure 2). However, considering the electronic device policy/distribution of devices to 

students was important in understanding its role in participants’ attitudes, beliefs, and 

values about smartphone use during class.  

Code networks were created in ATLAS.ti to visualize the codes/subcodes and to 

identify redundant codes in need of merging or codes that were assigned in error, which 

were eliminated. This process resulted in 15 initial codes and 24 subcodes. Once first-

cycle coding was complete, a second round of coding condensed data even further until 

saturation was achieved. To consider the role that electronic device policy/distribution of 

devices played in participants’ attitudes, beliefs, and values, the emerged codes electronic 

device policy and school distributes device were linked to codes A: Administration 

support and V: Classroom management to assist with this interpretation (see Figures 3 

and 4). A second example of a code linked to another is the code V: Classroom 

management, which is linked to the codes A: Administrator support, A: Colleague 
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support, and A: Parent support and are present in the attitudes and values network trees 

(see Figures 3 and 4). Figure 5 shows the network tree for the beliefs code group. 

Figure 2 

 

Electronic Device Policy and Distribution of Devices to All Students 
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Figure 3 

 

Teacher Attitudes About Smartphone Use During Class 
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Figure 4 

 

Teacher Values Related to Smartphone Use During Class 

 

 

Figure 5 

 

Teacher Beliefs About Smartphone Use During Class 
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Once network trees were created, I phenomenologically themed the data by 

interpreting what participants believed smartphone use during class is and what it means 

(Saldaña, 2021). To draw these interpretations, I analyzed each network tree for patterns 

and connections. I then explored how the codes and subcodes in the attitudes, beliefs, 

values, and electronic device policy/distribution code groups wove together to determine 

how they interrelate and work together holistically, thus extracting thematic statements. 

This process enabled me to make code-woven assertions that captured participants’ 

perceptions of appropriate norms for smartphone use during class. Participants also 

discussed the influences that make enforcing these norms easier or more difficult; 

therefore, these influences were also incorporated into the final thematic statements. 

Categories 

The final list consisted of four code groups: attitudes, beliefs, values, and 

electronic device policy/distribution. Within these groups were 11 codes: A: 

administrator support, A: colleague support, A: parent support, B: student use: 

unnecessary, B: student use: permitted, B: teacher use: hypocritical/unnecessary, B: 

teacher use: appropriate, V: classroom management, V: relationships with students, 

electronic device policy, and school distributes device. The following 10 subcodes were 

also created: within B: student use: permitted were subcodes B: teachers “pick battles,” 

B: smartphone use permitted although they are addicting and negative for learning, B: 

student use: no other device and B: smartphones as useful technology; within B: teacher 

use: appropriate was the subcode B: teacher use for communication; within V: classroom 

management were subcodes V: classroom management: norms and classroom 
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management: COVID-19 and within electronic device policy were subcodes smartphone 

policy: teacher discretion, smartphone policy: no smartphones, and smartphone policy: 

lenient or nonexisting. 

Definitions for the codes groups attitudes, beliefs, and values were adopted from 

Saldaña (2021), while the remaining code group (i.e., electronic device 

policy/distribution), codes, and subcode definitions were derived from participants’ 

narratives and current knowledge and entered as comments in ATLAS.ti. The final list of 

code groups, codes, subcodes and definitions were exported as an Excel spreadsheet and 

formatted for MS Word, as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

 

Code Groups and Codes 

 
Code group Code type Code/Subcode Definition 

Attitudes: 

How participants 

think or feel about 

something/someone 

relating to 

smartphone use 

during class. 

Code A: Administrator 

support 

Teacher thinks/feels that administrators 

should provide support for teachers 

when trying to manage smartphone use 

during class. 

 

Ex: “So, a large group of us went to 

administration last year and asked for a 

more strict cellular phone policy this 

year.” 

 Code A: Colleague support Teacher thinks/feels that colleagues 

should support one another to provide 

consistency for students, 

 

Ex: “…I know that our staff is very 

inconsistent in enforcing it, and I think 

that has a lot to do with it as well.” 

 Code A: Parent support Teacher thinks/feels that parent support 

is needed to enforce policies. 

 

Ex: “A lot of times I'll get a ding in my 

room and I'll be like, “Who is it?” And 

they'll be like, “I'm sorry.” And they'll 

get their phone out and “Oh, it’s my 

mom.” 

Beliefs: 

What participants 

personally think or 

feel to be true about 

their experiences 

with smartphone use 

during class. 

Code B: Student use: 

Unnecessary 

Teacher believes student smartphone 

use is unnecessary during class. 

 

Ex: “I think a lot of things I'll hear from 

kids is I'll say, ‘Just because you use 

your cell phone all the time or you're 

able to be on your phone and then 

you're in class listening…’, they're 

always like, ‘I’m such a good 

multitasker. Like, I could do this.’ And 

I'm like, ‘No, you really can’t. I know I 

can’t. If I'm on my phone, I know for a 

fact I have no clue what you're 

saying.’” 

 Code B: Student use: 

Permitted 

Teacher believes that smartphones 

should be permitted during class. 

 

Ex: “And in the beginning, especially 

because they're seniors, I'm like, “Hey, 

if you do need to...if your boss calls 

you or sends you a text or, you know, 
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your coaches, whatever, like, that's 

OK.” 

 Subcode B: Teachers "pick 

battles" 

Teachers believe they have to "pick 

their battles" when enforcing student 

smartphone use during class. 

 

Ex: “…I have found that...over the 

year, like I said, it's just not worth the 

battle, in my opinion.” 

 Subcode B: Smartphone use 

permitted although 

they are addicting and 

negative for learning 

Teacher permits students to use 

smartphones, even when 

acknowledging that smartphones are 

addicting and have a negative impact 

on learning. 

 

Ex: “But negatively, I feel like it's a 

distraction a lot of the time. They’ll say 

they're going to hurry up and check 

this, but it ends up being 10 minutes, 20 

minutes, 30 minutes.” 

 Subcode B: Student use: No 

other device 

Teacher believes that smartphones are 

helpful when other devices die or are 

not available. 

 

Ex: “So I could see a situation where 

occasionally a kid would want to check 

the document on their phone, on 

Google Drive, if their Google, if their 

Chromebook was not working or they 

didn’t have their Chromebook. So that 

would be a place where I wouldn't have 

any problem with it.” 

 Subcode B: Smartphones as 

useful technology 

Teacher believes that smartphones are 

useful when their technology (e.g., 

apps) enhance student projects and 

overall learning. 

 

Ex: “…we did a big newscast project 

this past year when students work in 

small groups and they got to record a 

news broadcasting segment, each 

student had a topic that they had to 

cover and one group got really creative 

and actually used the TikTok app 

because it could record in small 

segments and they could push it all 

together. And this app edited it for 

them. And they could use a green 

screen because I think the app embeds 

different kinds of backgrounds or other 

things that you don't get from other free 

applications on an iPad or on a 
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computer. That was really cool. Like it 

was one of the best presentations I had. 

Like, “Use TikTok.” And so they 

couldn’t use their iPads for that. They 

had to use the phone and it worked 

perfectly.” 

 Code B: Teacher use: 

Hypocritical/unnecess

ary 

Teacher believes own smartphone use 

during class is hypocritical and 

unnecessary during class. 

 

Ex: “I'm not on it when they're in here, 

because I think that's kind of 

hypocritical that if they're not supposed 

to have it out and using it, then I try not 

to use it.” 

 Code B: Teacher use: 

Appropriate 

Teacher believes there are appropriate 

times to use own smartphone during 

class. 

 

Ex: “I check it often, I have it on.” 

 Subcode B: Teacher use for 

communication 

Teacher believes own smartphone is 

useful for communication. 

 

Ex: “Now, I will say with COVID, that 

has been helpful because kids are like, 

‘Oh, I'm quarantined, like, I need to go 

to the office.’ I'm like, ‘Well, I guess 

that is timely and helpful.’” 

Electronic device 

policy/distribution: 

Details about 

schools’ electronic 

device policy or 

distribution of 

electronic devices to 

students. 

Code Electronic device 

policy 

Details about schools’ electronic device 

policy. 

 

Ex: “My first reaction is, I get kind of 

nervous because if it's not written down 

anywhere, like in a handbook or in 

some type of policy book, we have 

some very creative students and parents 

and community members who would 

kind of abuse that. ‘Where does it say 

that?’ I know that I would have a 

couple of kids that would literally be on 

their cell phones the whole class, 

period, and they wouldn't pay attention, 

because ‘Where does it say that I'm not 

allowed to have a cell phone? It doesn't 

say that I have to have it in my locker.’ 

So that, my first reaction is that would 

make me nervous because there's 

nothing, there's no guideline for us to 

go with.” 

  

Subcode 

Smartphone policy: 

Lenient or nonexisting 

Schools’ electronic device policy is 

lenient or a policy does not exist. 
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Ex: “Honestly, I don't even know if 

there is an explicit policy…” 

 Subcode Smartphone policy: 

No smartphones 

Schools’ electronic device policy does 

not permit the use of smartphones 

during class. 

 

Ex: “They weren't supposed to have it 

their person. It was either supposed to 

stay at home, in their car or in their 

locker.” 

 Subcode Smartphone policy: 

Teacher discretion 

Schools’ electronic device policy 

enables teachers to enforce 

smartphones during class if desired. 

 

Ex: “In our school, it is a ‘no cell phone 

policy unless teachers allow students in 

the class to use them.’’ 

 Code School distributes 

device 

Participants’ school distributes 

electronic device to all students to use 

in the classroom. 

 

Ex: “I think what our school is doing is 

pretty positive, especially because our, 

our district kind of encourages it by 

handing out Chromebooks to students 

free of charge.” 

Values: 

What participants 

think or feel is 

important relating to 

smartphone use 

during class. 

Code V: Classroom 

management 

Participant believes that classroom 

management is an important value as a 

teacher. 

 

Ex: “I still have students sometimes 

have them out, and I've also gotten a 

little older and more confident in my 

classroom management. And so I think 

I have a little more confidence in 

following through on that...on that rule 

of not having smartphones out.” 

 Subcode V: Classroom 

management: Norms 

Participant believes that setting 

classroom norms is important when 

managing student smartphone use 

during class. 

 

Ex: “If you set the norms, you're not 

competing against them. Make it, if you 

make it loosy goosy and you say, ‘Hey, 

you know, I'm only going to say 

something about your phone if it's a 

concern’ or ‘You can take your phone 

out when you're done with your work.’ 

No, I would never say that. I just think 

that's a good idea because then I think 

you are competing. And I don't want to, 
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I don't want a kid to hurry through her 

work because she wants to get her cell 

phone out.” 

 Subcode V: Classroom 

management: COVID-

19 

Describes classroom management 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Ex: “It was just a situation where, I 

guess COVID had kind of taken over. 

And as a teacher, you start to like, 

figure out what you're going to argue 

about and what not as far as 

technology, because the technology 

was just overtaking the class because it 

was COVID.” 

 Code V: Relationships with 

students 

Participant believes that the teacher-

student relationship is an important 

value as a teacher. 

 

Ex: “I think given your relationship 

with the students, if it's a strong one, I 

think it empowers you.” 

 

 

 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

 Trustworthiness was maintained through credibility, dependability, 

confirmability, and ensuring all procedures followed ethical guidelines as described 

below.  

Credibility 

The following explanation describes how credibility was achieved throughout the 

study. 

Member Checking 

As stated by Lincoln and Guba (1985), to establish confidence in the accuracy of 

a qualitative study’s results, member checking is necessary to ensure the data reflect only 

the participants’ truth untainted by the researcher’s interpretation of their experience. 

Once interviews were complete, participants were asked if they were comfortable with 
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their responses and if they had concerns about their responses being included in the 

study. Participants also received a copy of their transcriptions via email, along with a 1- 

to 2-page summary of the key findings, to confirm their accurate representation of their 

experience (Kornbluh, 2015; Morrow, 2005). 

Triangulation 

Triangulation occurs when multiple sources corroborate the findings to identify 

inconsistencies in the data, a process that ensures the trustworthiness of findings 

(Amankwaa, 2016). To gain a deeper understanding of teacher perceptions of smartphone 

use during class, triangulation was first achieved by interviewing participants from three 

U.S. states who teach multiple subject areas and represent both public and private high 

schools. My interpretations of the data were then reviewed by a colleague who is a 

licensed school psychologist to confirm the accuracy of each analysis. 

Validity 

To ensure validity in the study, an IPA research design was chosen and 

semistructured, open-ended interviews were conducted with high school teachers who 

had experience with smartphone use during class. Transcriptions were recorded and 

reviewed multiple times throughout the coding process, allowing for an in-depth analysis 

of the data. This design, methodology, and sample were necessary in accurately 

answering the RQ. 

Transferability 

This study explored teacher perceptions of appropriate norms for smartphone use 

during class. Participants interviewed were high school teachers who taught humanities 
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or STEM courses in Ohio, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina public and private schools. 

Data were collected from eight participants, limiting the generalizability of the findings 

to the same grade levels, subject areas, and locations due to the small sample size and 

subjectivity inherent in qualitative research (Morrow, 2005). 

Dependability and Confirmability 

An audit trail, including all transcripts, codes, coding groups, networks, and 

memos were recorded in ATLAS.ti (ATLAS.ti, 2021). This audit trail is easily accessible 

through a specific file in ATLAS.ti and is available for review. Also included in the audit 

trail are recordings from each Zoom interview. These interviews were conducted using 

the same interview protocol and questions. To bracket researcher bias during the study, 

personal reactions from interviews were documented on each Interview Protocol Guide 

(see Appendix B) and in a reflexive journal. This journal also included a list of ways in 

which participants mentioned smartphones were used during class, transforming the 

phenomenon from one I have personal experience and views toward to a tool that serves 

different purposes to different people. Some of these purposes include social interaction, 

games and entertainment, learning apps/videos, and quick communication for both 

emergencies and nonemergencies. Contents of the reflexive journal were reviewed prior 

to each interview, review of the transcripts, and interpretation of the data to remove 

researcher bias in an attempt to focus, objectively, on practical uses for smartphones 

during class. 

Results 

RQ1: What are teachers’ perceptions of classroom norms for smartphone use?  
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Six themes emerged from the data. These themes offered insight into the 

complexity of what teachers perceive to be appropriate, as factors such as administrative 

support, classroom management, the student-teacher relationship, to name just three, 

influenced participants’ experiences. 

Theme 1: Discrepancy Between Teacher Beliefs About Student vs. Their Own 

Smartphone Use During Class 

A common theme that emerged from the data is teacher/participants’ use of their 

own smartphones during class. Although some said they were hypocritical to use when 

students cannot use theirs, others felt it was appropriate as parents and responsible adults.  

P1 shared, 

I keep it out on my desk, charging only because if, and I know that you don't 

know the dynamics of my family, but my husband teaches three doors down, and 

one of my daughters is in fifth grade at my school, and the other is in first grade at 

my school. 

Similarly, P2 explained,  

It's right next to me the whole time. I have it plugged in right next to me the 

whole time. I probably glance at it maybe once during the class, just to kind of, I 

don't know, I have two little kids. And I'm always just kind of like, I don't know if 

it's like the dad side of me that I'm always, like, on alert. Like, nothing's happened 

to them, right? OK, all right. You know, and if something happens with my wife, 

I'm nervous about that too. So, I usually check like once during class. 

P3 also commented, 
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And I'll say this, my kids never, my students never say to me, you're on your 

phone all the time. I mean, I'm not on it all the time. Or their, or they'll never say, 

well, how come you can check your text and we can't text or check ours? And, I 

would just say, well, I’m a dad. That's what I would say. 

Moreover, P4 stated, 

But to me, the personal and the professional really blend together like, OK, I'm, 

doing school stuff outside of my contracted hours, on my own device, on my own 

internet. But, so I don't feel a whole lot of guilt about, like, sending my wife a text 

in the middle of the day about, like, who's going to pick up the kids or whatever. 

Theme 2: Some Teachers Believe Smartphones Can Be Useful in the Classroom 

Although some teachers identified student smartphone use as unnecessary during 

class, they were still believed to be useful at times. Some participants discussed their use 

in sharing resources, accessing information at the ready, and as a backup device when 

other devices were unavailable. 

P4 shared,  

Now once again, I think, still some utility. So, I do…some QR code stuff. I do 

some like photo scavenger hunt stuff. All that's really useful to do with cell 

phones just because it's a really useful tool. I've had students like record stuff for, 

like, an interview, so once again trying to get the best utility of it as I can. 

Similarly, P5 explained,  

I think that the phones actually would be encouraged under my guidance to be 

used in the classroom during the instruction, because I think that if we're always 
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talking about individualizing education, and this whole generation is the cell 

phone user, so why not use that technology and get them engaged in the 

instruction, if that's the means? 

P7 also commented, 

P7: So, I also find that, sometimes, it's faster for them because we have iPads, too. 

Sometimes it's almost faster and easier for them to do quick research on, let's say 

we're talking about content where...I'm teaching world history and, oftentimes, 

kids will come across a word or phrase that they're unfamiliar with that wasn't in 

the reading. I didn't define it in class. It may not be relevant to the historical 

context of what we're covering, but it is important for them to understand other 

stuff. I mean, I'd rather them look it up really quickly than ask 15 questions about, 

like, what does the word process mean? I'm like, go look it up. That's far quicker. 

Subtheme: Smartphone Technology Enhances the Learning Process  

Smartphone technology, such as apps and recording/conferencing capabilities 

were some ways in which smartphones enhance student learning and project 

development.  

P2 shared, 

They have the answer to any question they want at their fingertips and I mean, it's 

happened before…we're talking about something that I don't know the answer to, 

I’ll tell somebody, Hey, Google, what is the minimum price for a gift tax...just 

stuff like that…and just little things I don't know the answer to, right off the top of 
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my head, I just ask one of them to Google it and it's, boom, it's done. We can 

move on and everybody knows the right answer. 

Similarly, P3 explained, 

I'm aware of some survey apps that you can give your kids. You can ask some 

questions and get some immediate feedback through a number of different survey 

apps. I try to use those. 

P5 also commented, 

And, so, when you wanted to include a student at home in a lab group…and then 

all of a sudden a bunch of kids would be absent and they would be online that you 

didn't anticipate would be online. And then you had to spend all this time before 

the instruction reassigning the groups. And it was not user friendly to make new 

groups on the fly. It took a long time. So at some point I gave up making the 

groups and I just allowed them to include their peer if they had an iPhone over 

FaceTime. So they would have the student right there looking at the experiment as 

it was being conducted. And they would watch the experiment and the reaction. 

Moreover, P7 stated, 

We did a big newscast project this past year when students work in small groups 

and they got to record a news broadcasting segment, each student had a topic that 

they had to cover, and one group got really creative and actually used the TikTok 

app because it could record in small segments, and they could push it all together. 

And this app edited it for them. And they could use a green screen because I think 

the app embeds different kinds of backgrounds or other things that you don't get 
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from other free applications on an iPad or on a computer. That was really cool. 

Like it was one of the best presentations I had. Like, use TikTok. And so they 

couldn’t use their iPads for that. They had to use the phone and it worked 

perfectly. 

Subtheme: Smartphones Are Useful When Alternate Devices Lose Power or Are 

Unavailable 

Although some participants do not permit smartphones during class, some do 

identify these devices as useful when alternate devices are not charged or are left at 

home. P1 explained, “We had some kids that were doing stuff, like, if the Chromebook 

had died, they would do their work on their phone.” 

P2 shared, 

So, if a student's Chromebook is dead or let's say, just, they forgot it somewhere, 

they are able to access their cell phone to do their assignment. Because everything 

we do, or everything I do is through....we use the Google Suite just like I'm sure 

many other schools use Google Suite. So they, if they, obviously most of them, 

most of the phones have the capability of using Google Docs and Google Slides 

or something like that. So they can, actually, just not even miss a beat and use 

their cell phone right in class and follow along with what we're doing, what we're 

doing, or even submit assignments and everything like that. 

Similarly, P3 explained, 

Well, I do like it because, I have to say, you know, the technology this year is 

Zooming which has been enough, but there have been years where kids will have 
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their documents in their Google Drive and they're on their phone, and so I'm an, 

I'm a language arts teacher. I'm, I constantly have papers that I'm grading or that, 

or that they have received back from me all through Google classroom. Almost 

every one of those documents is saved in their Drive. So I could see a situation 

where occasionally a kid would want to check the document on their phone, on 

Google Drive, if their Google, if their Chromebook was not working or they 

didn’t have their Chromebook. So that would be a place where I wouldn't have 

any problem with it. 

Finally, P6 shared, “Every now and then I'll have a kid who cannot remember a 

computer. And so they have to do things on their phone. That's the only time I really 

allow the phone.” 

Theme 3: Teachers Believe They Have to “Pick Their Battles” Regarding 

Smartphone Use During Class 

When describing their experiences with managing student smartphone use, 

teachers have expressed a need to “pick their battles”, conflicted on whether enforcing 

the electronic device policy was part of their job. 

P1 shared, 

They had less respect when I was inconsistent with it, then if I would have just 

been a phone Nazi from the very beginning. But sometimes I feel like, is that 

really my job? You know, like, in the big scheme of things, if the student comes 

in and he's not on it and he only has it on his book, on the floor, do I need to make 

a big deal out of it? So sometimes it's just really hard. It's really hard. 
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Similarly, P4 explained, 

So, I bought one of those, like, door things, kind of like hang and they are like a 

phone time out as a way to be like, hey, man, I told you, you don't get it. I try to 

use, in general, with classroom management…a three strikes and you're out 

approach. Like a verbal, and a verbal, and then, OK, now we need to have some 

sort of consequence. 

Teachers were also conflicted on whether it was worth enforcing the policy, as 

doing so disrupts instruction. For example, P1 said, 

I feel like it takes away from the academics, because if I'm policing phones, if I'm 

lecturing about the Berlin Wall or whatever, and the student’s got a cell phone, I 

got to stop doing what I'm supposed to be doing to tell him to put the phone away. 

So that takes me away from my primary role, which is to be an educator. 

P4 explained, “And I tried to implement that with phones, but it was just so hard because, 

like, at a certain point I asked myself, how much time am I going to spend sort of trying 

to police?” In addition, P7 commented, “Over the year, like I said, it's just not worth the 

battle, in my opinion.” 

Theme 4: Teachers Feel They Need Support From Administrators, Colleagues, and 

Parents 

Teachers shared the common attitude that support was necessary when enforcing 

the electronic device policy, including support from administrators, colleagues, and 

parents. 

P1 shared, 
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My first reaction is, I get kind of nervous because if it's not written down 

anywhere, like in a handbook or in some type of policy book, we have some very 

creative students and parents and community members who would kind of abuse 

that. Where does it say that? I know that I would have a couple of kids that would 

literally be on their cell phones the whole class, period, and they wouldn't pay 

attention, because where does it say that I'm not allowed to have a cell phone? It 

doesn't say that I have to have it in my locker. 

Similarly, P2 explained,  

We could, as a school, just have a blanket policy. So, either I'm going to have to 

adapt and say, OK, absolutely no cell phones, or the other teacher is going to have 

to adapt and say, OK, well, I guess you can use your cell phone now, just as long 

as I don't directly need your attention. 

P3 also commented,  

Well, the teachers would have to enforce it in their own classroom and then in the 

hallway...again, they're all over the hallway now. So, we would have to be told by 

our administrators that, look, we're cracking down. People have complained, there 

are issues. We would have to be coached through that with our administrators. 

Moreover, P4 stated,  

I think that parents and coaches just text their kids with, or at least some, with no 

issue of like, oh, I might be interrupting their learning or like, this might distract 

them. 

P8 also explained, 
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It’s a rule that, like, sounds black and white and very simple, but I don't think it's 

enforced that way. And I wish more teachers would be stricter so that I didn't feel 

quite as much like a lone wolf...and I don't think I'm as much of a lone wolf as 

they say that I think as far as enforcement. 

Subtheme: Teachers Need to Feel Supported by Administrators When Enforcing 

Smartphone Policy  

Support was desired from administrators as the decision makers and developers of 

school-wide policies. Teachers felt they needed administrators to support them when they 

enforced the policy in their classrooms. 

P2 shared,  

I do know that if the teacher does have a have a strict no cell phone policy, that 

our administration does back that teacher in, in saying, hey, look, you know, your 

teacher says no cell phones, you can't have a cell phone. 

Similarly, P3 explained,  

I don't think I'd care much what the policy has to be as long as the teacher has 

some control in his or her classroom. And so as long as if I felt the kid was in 

violation of my own classroom rules, if I could get the kind of support I needed 

from the administration, then I'd be OK. 

Moreover, P4 stated, “So, I do think if there was better district-level guidance...” 

P5 also commented,  

They were hit or miss in supporting the teachers, so in that circumstance, they did 

back me up because I had stressed that I was a new teacher. I was concerned 
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about the actual scene. Talk went throughout my other students in my other 

classes had heard about the incident. And so everybody was pretty much watching 

to see what was going to happen, to see if I was just blowing smoke or if I was the 

real deal. So, I had told the administration, as an older teacher, even though I was 

a first-year teacher, I insisted that there was some type of consequence for this. 

Similarly, P6 shared,  

I would have a conversation with the kid at the end of class and say, here's why I 

took your phone. Here's what I want you to understand. I'm not doing it just to be 

a jerk. I'm doing this because you're learning is important to me, et cetera. If it 

happened again the next day, then I don't feel that I have a support system at my 

school. So I probably wouldn't do anything, just handle it on my own. 

P8 also commented,  

And my policy is, the third strike I take the phone and give it to our dean/assistant 

principal, and I take it to his office. And depending on this situation...or 

depending on the time of day, so say it's in the morning I'll tell the student, you 

can pick this up from the dean at lunch; or if it's the end of the day, I'll ask you to 

get it after school. And I send him an email. 

Subtheme: Teachers Need to Feel Supported by Colleagues and Parents When 

Enforcing Smartphone Policy  

Teachers also identified the need to feel supported by colleagues in their efforts to 

enforce the electronic device policy and provide consistency for students.  

P1 shared,  
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It just becomes super inconsistent for the student. And so as a teacher, you're 

going to get a very inconsistent result from all your students unless you have that, 

that sort of blanket application of how you're going to use the technology. 

Similarly, P2 explained, 

 …we have a teacher who gets mad if they can see their cell phone in their pocket. 

And I'm like, it's in their pocket...why are you picking fights like this? Like you're 

getting them all mad and then they come to my class angry. Thanks a lot. It's not 

really helping the general cause out here. 

Support was also desired from parents who text their children during the school 

day. Teachers also desire support from parents when electronic device policies are 

enforced during class. 

P1 shared, 

But then a lot of parents don't seem to understand how distracting it is. A lot of 

times I'll get a ding in my room, and I'll be like, who is it? And they'll be like, I'm 

sorry. And they'll get their phone out and, oh, it’s my mom. So, one time I even 

posted something on Facebook saying, parents don't text your kids in class. You 

know they're not supposed to have a phone. You shouldn't be texting them. Half 

the time, it's their parents contacting them. 

Similarly, P3 explained,  

I know the teachers will say a lot when they threaten to take a phone away or tell 

the kid to put a phone away. Well, I got a text from my mom. I got a text from my 

dad. Well, your mom or dad knows where you are, and they also know they 
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should not be texting. Yeah, so that really doesn't cut a lot of, that doesn't help me 

out here when they have that excuse. But I'm not sure the answer. 

Subtheme: School-Issued Electronic Devices Support Teachers’ Efforts in Enforcing 

Electronic Device Policy During Class  

Teachers from schools that distributed devices to all students (i.e., Chromebooks 

and iPads) felt that these devices made it easier to enforce the electronic device policy in 

their classrooms. 

P2 shared, 

I think what our school is doing is pretty positive, especially because our, our 

district kind of encourages it by handing out Chromebooks to students free of 

charge. 

Similarly, P3 explained,  

I think that it might be fun if there were things we could do on their cell phone 

that were academic, but I think in general, we can do all those things on their 

Chromebook anyway, and so it would just sort of a gimmick. 

P7 also commented,  

…the kids are required to have their iPads with them every single day, it is 

supposed to be charged, it is supposed to be accessible. And really, they're 

supposed to use that as their main tool of everything. I mean, they were literally 

encouraged to even write notes and take tests on their iPads to the best of their 

ability or on another app. 
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Theme 5: Teachers Value Classroom Management 

A common theme discussed during interviews was the importance of classroom 

management. Although no interview questions addressed classroom management, 

specifically, it was often expressed as an important value to participants. 

P2 shared, 

I've always kind of had a policy, like, in my class where if I am…like, direct 

teaching…if we're going over a set of notes or if we're having, like, a discussion 

on something, that I require the cell phones to be put away. 

Similarly, P6 explained, 

I would have a conversation with the kid at the end of class and say, here's why I 

took your phone. Here's what I want you to understand. I'm not doing it just to be 

a jerk. I'm doing this because you're learning is important to me, et cetera. 

P7 also commented,  

I just make a comment at the beginning of the school year that says, hey, guys, 

like, I'm not going to sit here and take your phones away. However, I'm going to 

tell you there is an appropriate time to use that. There's inappropriate times. And 

so, if you'll just give me your attention and give me your respect when I'm up in 

the front of the room… 

Subtheme: Teachers Feel Classroom Management Is Necessary When Enforcing 

Electronic Device Policy  

Classroom management was discussed in terms of enforcing electronic device 

policies in the classroom. Teachers expressed ways in which they manage student 
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smartphone use and, collectively, believe classroom management is most effective when 

enforced consistently.  

P1 shared, 

Whereas a teacher across the hall, she was on it, like, all the time, you know? And 

so they didn't risk it in her class because they knew they were going to get busted 

in my class. It was kind of like a gamble because they didn't know if I was going 

to enforce it or not. And that really kind of opened my eyes, too, because I'm just 

like, yeah, I have to either, I'm either all in or all out, you know? 

Similarly, P3 explained,  

If you set the norms, you're not competing against them…if you make it loosy 

goosy and you say, hey…I'm only going to say something about your phone if it's 

a concern or you can take your phone out when you're done with your work. No, I 

would never say that. I just think that's a good idea because then I think you are 

competing. And I don't want to. I don't want a kid to hurry through her work 

because she wants to get her cell phone out. 

P4 also commented, “But I also try to build in times where they are allowed to use their 

phone. So, I do like a question of the day to take attendance and sort of build classroom 

culture and get to know students.” 

Moreover, P5 stated,  

I guess it would depend on the teacher's ability to manage the class. If you were a 

strong...discipline is not an issue in my class. It's just not. I think you build that 

rapport and you have that respect that's just a given. 
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P6 shared,  

If you have a clear policy and the kids understand it and they see that it is 

enforced, they feel safer, they feel like they can just engage in their learning, 

knowing that none of the other kids...that there's something happening on social 

media during class that they aren't part of right now. 

P8 also stated, “I still have students sometimes have them out, and I've also gotten a little 

older and more confident in my classroom management.” 

Subtheme: Teachers Feel Their Classrooms Are More Difficult to Manage Because 

of Smartphones  

As a result of the popularity of smartphones and number of adolescents who carry 

them throughout the school day, teachers feel it is now more difficult to manage their 

classrooms and student use of these devices. 

P1 shared, “And so, we have kids that were doing TikToks in class. We had kids 

who were watching Netflix in class.”  

Similarly, P4 explained,  

But the policing has become really hard…so I bought one of those, like, door 

things you kind of like hang, and they are like a phone time out as a way to be 

like, hey, man, I told you, you don't get it. I try to use, in general, with classroom 

management, sort of like a three strikes and you're out approach. Like a verbal, 

and a verbal, and then, OK, now we need to have some sort of consequence. 

P6 also commented, “I would find kids like having them, you know, under their desks 

when they think I can't see them or in their laps. When they think I can't see them.” 
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Moreover, P8 stated, “So, in some ways, it's gotten harder to enforce because they 

become more of an ingrained part of culture.”   

Theme 6: Teachers Value Their Relationships With Students 

Building relationships with students was also an important value for teachers. 

While some participants felt that permitting students to use smartphones was a form of 

trust that strengthens the student-teacher relationship, others discussed students’ need for 

boundaries and structure in the classroom. 

P3 shared, “And in the beginning, especially because they're seniors, I'm like, hey, 

if you do need to...if your boss calls you or sends you a text or, you know, your 

coaches, whatever, like, that's OK.” 

Similarly, P5 explained,  

I think that....if you create boundaries of when it's acceptable and when it's not 

and you, as a teacher, show that you're trying to incorporate it and meet that 

generational need into your curriculum, then I think your relationship with the 

students is much more positive. If you walk in and it's automatic, no cell phone, I 

don't think it's as positive. 

P6 also commented,  

I did do the thing where you make all the kids, like, put their cell phones, you 

know, on your desk or something during class. And I don't know, I never really 

was comfortable with that because I just, I don't know, I don't like to do things 

that imply mistrust unless someone gives me a reason to mistrust them. 

Moreover, P7 stated,  
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I'll say, you know what, we’ve got five minutes left of class. Do what you want. I 

always tell them, I'm like, you're going to have time eventually to respond. Like, 

just wait it out. You're going to be fine. They're going to be fine. They're in class, 

too. So, I think for me it really, more than anything, it's very much about that 

building of the relationship, building the trust and respect between the two parties. 

Summary 

This study addressed teacher perceptions of appropriate norms for smartphone use 

during class. Eight high school teachers from Ohio, Pennsylvania, and North Carolina 

were interviewed. Most participants taught humanities while one taught STEM. 

Interviews took place via Zoom due to national social distancing guidelines set to 

mitigate the spread of COVID-19.  

Six themes emerged from the data. The first theme identified a discrepancy 

between how teachers feel about students using their smartphones during class and how 

they feel they should use their smartphones while teaching. This was often due to being a 

parent and being able to communicate with one’s family during the day to ensure they 

were safe.  

P1 claimed,  

I keep it out on my desk, charging only because if, and I know that you don't 

know the dynamics of my family, but my husband teaches three doors down, and 

one of my daughters is in fifth grade at my school, and the other is in first grade at 

my school. 
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P2 also commented, “I have it plugged in right next to me the whole time. I probably 

glance at it maybe once during the class, just to kind of, I don't know, I have two little 

kids.” P3 would be comfortable sharing with students their reason for using the device if 

asked: “Or they'll never say, ‘Well, how come you can check your text and we can't text 

or check ours?’ And, and I would just say, ‘Well, I’m a dad’, that's what I would say,” 

while P4 believed the amount of time working after hours balances the time spent texting 

during the workday:  

I'm doing school stuff outside of my contracted hours, right, on my own device, 

on my own internet. But, so I don't feel a whole lot of guilt about, like, sending 

my wife a text in the middle of the day about, like, who's going to pick up the kids 

or whatever. 

Participants also believed there were benefits of using smartphones during class to 

enhance learning. An example of this is the use of a smartphone to quickly answer 

content-related questions as explained by P2, “They have the answer to any question they 

want at their fingertips,” while P3 used a smartphone app to quickly collect information 

from students: “You can ask some questions and get some immediate feedback through a 

number of different survey apps.” Participants also identified smartphones as helpful 

when teaching hybrid during COVID-19, with P5 allowing them “to include their peer if 

they had an iPhone over FaceTime. So, they would have the student right there looking at 

the experiment as it was being conducted. And they would watch the experiment and the 

reaction.” Smartphones were also beneficial when other electronic devices were not 
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charged or were left at home, as P2’s students would “not even miss a beat and use their 

cell phone right in class and follow along with what we're doing.” 

Participants believed they had to “pick their battles” regarding smartphone use 

during class, with P1 asking, “Is that really my job?” Or, after trying to implement a shoe 

rack for students to place phones in at the start of class, P4 shared, “it was just so hard” 

and asking oneself, “How much time am I going to spend sort of trying to police?” After 

trying to enforce smartphone use during class, P7 came to the realization that “it's just not 

worth the battle,” with P1 having to stop what they were “doing to tell him to put the 

phone away. So that takes me away from my primary role, which is to be an educator” 

Participants felt they needed support from administrators, colleagues, and parents 

in enforcing electronic device policies. Regarding support from administration, some 

participants, like P4, felt they needed “better district-level guidance” with P6 expressing 

“I don't feel that I have a support system at my school.” However, P8 felt supported when 

enforcing their policy against smartphones and comfortably telling students, “You can 

pick this up from the dean at lunch.” Support from colleagues was also important in 

enforcing the electronic device policy, as participants, such as P1, worried about getting 

“very inconsistent results from all your students unless you have that, that sort of blanket 

application of how you're going to use the technology.” Parent support is important when 

enforcing the electronic device policy as well, as P3 had to explain to students that 

“…your mom or dad knows where you are, and they also know they should not be 

texting.” However, P7 felt supported when schools issued electronic devices to all 

students, as it was clear that “they're supposed to use that as their main tool of 
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everything,” reducing the chance that students will try to use their smartphones during 

class. 

A fifth theme that emerged from the data was the value participants placed on 

classroom management. P6 believed that students benefit from structure by stating, “If 

you have a clear policy and the kids understand it and they see that it is enforced, they 

feel safer, they feel like they can just engage in their learning.” Other participants, such as 

P4, tried to “build in times where they are allowed to use their phone,” understanding that 

students are drawn to their phones when told they cannot access them. As some 

participants get older they become “more confident in my classroom management,” as 

stated by P8, while P3 believed that, at any age, “If you set the norms, you're not 

competing against them.” P4 explained, “As popularity in smartphone use increases, 

“policing has become really hard,” with P8 stating that smartphones have “become more 

of an ingrained part of culture.” Participants also value their relationships with students, 

with P5 explaining,  

If you create boundaries of when it's acceptable and when it's not and you, as a 

teacher, show that you're trying to incorporate it and meet that generational need 

into your curriculum, then I think your relationship with the students is much 

more positive.  

P3 believed that upperclassmen should be given more freedom, “especially because 

they're seniors” with P6 also explaining they “don't like to do things that imply mistrust 

unless someone gives me a reason to mistrust them.” Moreover, P7 stated, “It's very 
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much about that building of the relationship, building the trust and respect between the 

two parties.” 

Ultimately, there is no simple answer for what teachers perceive to be appropriate 

norms for smartphone use during class. Regardless, if the electronic device policy is 

clearly defined and does not permit smartphone use, is determined by the teacher’s 

discretion, or is lenient or nonexistent, teachers need to feel supported by administration 

and parents and the policy needs to be consistently enforced by colleagues to be effective. 

Otherwise, the student-teacher relationship may be negatively impacted, and teachers 

may begin “picking their battles” to regain a trusting relationship. 

Chapter 5 addresses interpretations of these results as they relate to the value-

focused thinking framework. It will also provide strengths and limitations of this study. 

Recommendations for future research will also be discussed as a means creating positive 

social change. 



104 

 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to explore teacher perceptions of appropriate norms 

for smartphone use during class. The study addressed a gap in the literature by providing 

insight into how in-class smartphone use is perceived by teachers, as they are responsible 

for delivering curricula while also managing student behavior. Although researchers have 

argued that students’ access to a smartphone during class creates distractions that impair 

the ability to learn (Ali, 2018; Carcelén et al., 2019; Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; Siebert, 

2019), the increased popularity of smartphone use, integration of technology in the 

classroom, and relaxed electronic device policies make smartphone use difficult to 

enforce (Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Morris & Sarapin, 2020).  

The choice of qualitative research was appropriate for capturing teachers’ 

experiences with student smartphone use during class along with their own interactions 

with smartphones while teaching. IPA was used to understand how participants make 

meaning of their experiences, and data were collected through semistructured, open-

ended interviews to explore participants’ perceptions of appropriate smartphone use in a 

high school classroom (see Cuthbertson et al., 2020; Yin, 2003). 

Summary of Key Findings 

Six themes emerged from the data. First, there was a discrepancy between teacher 

beliefs about student versus their own smartphone use during class. Although participants 

who prohibited students from using smartphones during class believed it was hypocritical 

to engage with their own devices, some who are parents felt the need to have their 

smartphones handy in case of an emergency. Further, many teachers believed that 
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smartphone use was unnecessary during class, but felt they were useful for sharing 

resources, accessing information at the ready, and as backup devices when students’ 

primary devices were unavailable. Most participants reported having to “pick their 

battles” when managing student smartphone use during class, conflicted as to whether it 

was worth stopping class to remind students to put their smartphones away and, if they 

did, risking potential backlash from students and parents. Also, participants wondered if 

continuously enforcing the electronic device policy should even be a requirement of their 

jobs or if administration should have stricter policies in place that do not interfere with 

classroom instruction. Participants believed that support from administrators, colleagues, 

and parents was necessary in their efforts to manage off-task smartphone use, with those 

working at schools that issue electronic devices to all students feeling more confident in 

their ability to enforce electronic device policies. This school-wide program sets a norm 

for all students, as they are expected to have these devices charged and ready for class 

and serve as the primary device during instruction. All participants valued classroom 

management and felt that the increased popularity of smartphones make managing their 

classrooms more difficult, stating that managing students’ smartphone use was most 

effective when policies were consistently enforced. All participants also valued their 

relationships with students, with some believing that permitting student smartphone use 

was a way to provide trust and strengthen the student-teacher relationship, while others 

discussed building trust by enforcing students’ need for boundaries and structure in the 

classroom. 
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Interpretation of Findings 

Research Question 

Teachers’ perceptions of classroom norms for smartphone use were explored 

through participants’ firsthand experiences. Using the value-focused thinking framework, 

both student and teacher smartphone use was explored from the perception of the 

participant responsible for meeting curricular standards while managing classroom 

behavior. The interpretation of findings is organized by theme, with the fifth and sixth 

themes identified as participant values per Keeney’s (1992) value-focused thinking 

framework and Saldaña’s (2021) value coding method. 

Theme 1: Discrepancy Between Teacher Beliefs About Student vs. Their Own 

Smartphone Use During Class 

Although Burns and Lohenry (2010) argued that teacher smartphone use may 

distract students during class, participants still felt the need to have their devices 

available. In this study, participants’ classroom smartphone use depended on family 

dynamics, such that being a parent had an influence on whether their devices were used 

to communicate during class and/or remained on their desks. Some participants who 

prohibited student smartphone use felt it was hypocritical to engage with their own 

devices, exhibiting feelings of discomfort in knowing they should model appropriate 

classroom behavior. These findings support Burns and Lohenry, who found that teachers 

are also guilty of responding to incoming text messages or phone calls while teaching. 

Some participants justified their use as a means of balancing the amount of time spent 

working after hours. For instance, P4 stated, “I'm doing school stuff outside of my 
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contracted hours, on my own device, on my own internet…so I don't feel a whole lot of 

guilt about, like, sending my wife a text in the middle of the day.” As suggested by Cho 

and Lee (2016), these findings may impact whether students comply with electronic 

device policies after observing the way others engage with their devices. Most 

participants who are parents felt it was necessary to have access to these devices during 

class, providing a sense of comfort in knowing their families were safe. P3 explained, 

“Or they’ll never say, ‘Well, how come you can check your text and we can’t text or 

check ours?’ And I would just say, ‘Well, I’m a dad.’” These findings further research by 

Ruiz-Palmero et al. (2019), who recommended training for teachers on the implications 

of their own smartphone use during class. 

Theme 2: Some Teachers Believe Smartphones Can Be Useful in the Classroom 

Although Demirbilek and Talan (2018) argued against the use of mobile 

technology during class, most participants believed smartphones would enhance student 

learning. These findings contradict previous researchers who argued that the risk of 

smartphone distractions outweighed the benefits as even those who did not permit these 

devices agreed that they can be useful when other devices are not available (Ali, 2018; 

Carcelén et al., 2019; Celikkalp et al., 2020; Flanigan & Kiewra, 2018; Glass & Kang, 

2019; Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Hashmi et al., 2019; I. Kim et al., 2019; Labăr & 

Ţepordei, 2019; Pan et al., 2018; Prasad et al., 2017; Schneider, 2018; Siebert, 2019). 

Thus, two subthemes also emerged: smartphone technology enhances the learning 

process and smartphones are useful when alternate devices lose power or are unavailable.  
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When school-issued devices were left at home or uncharged, participants relied on 

students’ smartphones as a means of following along with the lessons, continuing their 

research, or completing and submitting assignments. Google Docs and Google Slides 

were discussed multiple times as useful when students must use their smartphones during 

class, as work is automatically saved and can be accessed on any electronic device. 

Consistent with Godwin-Jones (2011), participants in this study discussed the utility of 

smartphones for sharing course resources, using QR codes to record attendance and 

restroom breaks, enabling students to access information at the ready, or as a more 

efficient tool for completing in-class projects. P2, who supported smartphones as a 

learning tool, believed that “they have the answer to any question they want at their 

fingertips and…we can move on and everybody knows the right answer.”  However, 

these participants’ feelings contradicted McGloin et al. (2017), who cautioned teachers 

about allowing students to use smartphones during class, finding that off-task behavior 

was more likely to occur with these addictive devices than with laptops.  

Notwithstanding studies arguing that smartphones impair learning, findings from 

this study support researchers who have advocated for their use during class as a learning 

tool (Aljaloud et al., 2019; Bolatli & Korucu, 2020; Boldizsár, 2018; Cabero-Almenara et 

al., 2019; Dunn et al., 2012; Jiménez-Crespo, 2015; Kenwright, 2009; C.-C. Lee, Hao, et 

al., 2019; Martínez-Garrido, 2018; Nicolas & El-Aly, 2018; Pinter & Cisar, 2019; Rana 

& Dwivedi, 2017; Scheidet, 2003; Shadiev et al., 2015). Many participants engaged 

students with learning apps and mobile websites, with the aim of increasing student 

interest and achieving mastery. For example, because TikTok enables students to edit 
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their work and use a green screen, P7 shared that the group who used TikTok created 

“one of the best presentations I had.” However, some teachers prohibit smartphone use, 

yet find these devices useful when other devices are unavailable. P6 commented, “Every 

now and then I’ll have a kid who cannot remember a computer. And, so, they have to do 

things on their phone. That’s the only time I really allow the phone.” These findings 

support research by Burgess and Murray (2014), Godwin-Jones (2011), Golding et al. 

(2012), Mifsud et al. (2013), and Scheidet (2003). 

Theme 3: Teachers Believe They Have to Pick Their Battles 

Due to the frequency of student smartphone use during class, participants in this 

study felt they had a difficult time deciding whether to stop instruction to address off-task 

smartphone behavior. Most participants agreed that multitasking with smartphones 

impedes learning (see Kelly, 2004; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015), and students have 

a hard time resisting smartphone distractions (Hawi & Samaha, 2016; Jacobsen & Forste, 

2011; Junco & Cotten, 2011, 2012; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015; Karpinski et al., 

2013; Kirschner & Karpinski, 2010; Rosen et al., 2013; Thomée et al., 2011; Winskel et 

al., 2019; Wood et al., 2012). However, some participants wondered to what extent it was 

their job to frequently address student smartphone use during times they are busy 

delivering curriculum. P4 explained trying “to implement that with phones, but it was just 

so hard because, like, at a certain point I asked myself, how much time am I going to 

spend sort of trying to police?”  and when contemplating whether to enforce the 

smartphone policy P7 decided that “over the year, like I said, it’s just not worth the battle, 

in my opinion.” Like previous research, most participants discussed students’ inability to 
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retain information when engaging with smartphones during instruction, with some 

participants fearing that addressing this behavior may impair the student-teacher 

relationship and others believing that administration is responsible to impose penalties for 

students who refuse to follow school-wide policies (see Adler & Benbunan-Fich, 2013; 

Junco & Cotten, 2012; Karpinski et al., 2013; Loh & Kanai, 2016; Rosen et al., 2013). 

These remarks supported Morris and Sarapin (2020), who found that while 77% of 

teachers wished to enforce electronic device policies, 91% of teachers who work in 

schools that permit smartphone use felt they had to create their own policies without the 

help of their department or administration. 

Theme 4: Teachers Feel They Need Support From Administrators, Colleagues, and 

Parents 

The following three subthemes also emerged: (a) teachers need to feel supported 

by administrators when enforcing smartphone policy, (b) teachers need to feel supported 

by colleagues and parents when enforcing smartphone policy, and (c) school-issued 

electronic devices support teachers’ efforts in enforcing electronic device policy during 

class. Consistent with findings by Flanigan and Kiewra (2018), Morris and Sarapin 

(2020), and Stephens and Pantoja (2016), most participants in this study tried to enforce 

the electronic device policy in their classrooms but desired more support from 

administrators, colleagues, and parents in their efforts to prevent students from 

succumbing to the constant distractions that occur when smartphones are present. Given 

the history of research arguing against media multitasking and its detriment to 

information storage and retrieval, participants who prohibited smartphone use had a 
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difficult time understanding the lack of support received when enforcing the policy in the 

classroom (see Cain & Mitroff, 2011; Carrillo & Subrahmanyam, 2014; Marois & 

Ivanoff, 2005; Mayer & Moreno, 2003; Monsell, 2003; Ophir et al., 2009; Wood et al. 

2012), as well as its impairment to learning (Bowman et al., 2010; Burak, 2012; Ellis et 

al., 2010; Hawi & Samaha, 2016; Samaha & Hawi, 2016; Strayer et al., 2011; Uzun & 

Kilis, 2019; Wentworth & Middleton, 2014). Participants in the current study expressed 

frustrations toward administrators’ lack of (a) clarity in defining the electronic policy in 

the handbook, (b) district-level guidance in how to effectively enforce the policy, (c) 

consistency in supporting their efforts to enforce the policy, or (d) administrative support 

in general.  

Participants in the current study agreed with Uğur and Koç (2015), who argued 

that student smartphone use during class will continue until administrators are willing to 

establish school-wide policies and ban smartphone use altogether. Regardless of research 

suggesting that the simple presence of a smartphone makes its use irresistible to 

adolescents, some participants still provided students the freedom to practice self-control 

(see Carcelén et al., 2019). I. Kim et al. (2019) and Wei et al. (2012) also found that 

students engaged with smartphones for at least part of class time, arguing that these 

devices will continue to be a distraction unless teachers regulate their use during class. 

Most participants were employed at schools that issue every student an electronic device, 

such as an iPad or Chromebook, to be used during class. Participants from these schools 

felt supported by the presence of these school-issued devices, as they made the electronic 
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device policy easier to enforce because students were clear about what they should be 

using during class.  

In support of Hart’s (2019) findings that parents compound the problem of student 

smartphone use by contacting their children during the school day, participants also felt 

that parents exacerbated off-task smartphone behavior. Some participants felt parents had 

little to no regard of how distracting their communication with students was during class 

time; however, cellphone contact with their children may have been influenced by 

parents’ perception that smartphones are a tool for communication and safety (see “Cell 

phones,” 2005). Regardless, these parent-driven excuses for students’ off-task 

smartphone use left participants frustrated, expressing difficulty in bringing students’ 

attention back to their learning. Participants also reported the importance of colleague 

support in enforcing electronic device policies, believing that teachers’ inconsistency 

creates confusion and a lack of structure for students. P1 asserted, “It just becomes super 

inconsistent for the student” and that “you’re going to get a very inconsistent result from 

all your students unless you have that, that sort of blanket application of how you’re 

going to use the technology.” Previous studies also found that teachers believe these 

policies are useful in minimizing the constant distractions, task-switching, and 

cyberslacking students experience when having access to their smartphones, 

strengthening students’ ability to delay gratification and regulate their behavior (Flanigan 

& Kiewra, 2018; Morris & Sarapin, 2020; Stephens & Pantoja, 2016). These findings are 

also supported by Burns and Lohenry (2010) and Celikkalp et al. (2020), who argued that 

administrators should inform all stakeholders of the risks and benefits of smartphone use 
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during class, especially as it pertains to excessive and off-task behavior. Providing an 

understanding of these risks may encourage administrators to enforce the blanket 

electronic device policies desired by participants in this study to minimize inconsistencies 

among colleagues and encourage parents to limit contact with students during class time. 

Theme 5: Teachers Value Classroom Management  

The fifth and sixth themes were identified as participant values. Saldaña’s (2021) 

value coding method was used to identify these values and aligned with this study’s 

theoretical framework (i.e., value-focused thinking; Keeney, 1992). Interpretations of 

these findings are organized by theme. There were also two subthemes: Teachers feel 

classroom management is necessary when enforcing the electronic device policy and 

teachers feel their classrooms are more difficult to manage because of smartphones. 

Although no interview questions addressed classroom management, this was often 

discussed by participants as a key factor in their effort to minimize off-task smartphone 

use. Even when enforcing electronic device policies, participants felt that the increased 

popularity of smartphones added a layer of difficulty when managing their classrooms, as 

students were often caught using their devices for nonlearning activities, thus supporting 

the argument that off-task smartphone use during class continues to be increasingly 

problematic (see Flanigan & Kiewra, 2018; Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Morris & 

Sarapin, 2020; Siebert, 2019). Although participants recognized the value of 

incorporating technology for pedagogical use, they became frustrated and disappointed in 

students’ lack of respect when engaging with their smartphones during class, findings 

that were similar to Morris and Sarapin (2020). During instruction, participants 
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frequently caught students engaging with smartphones under their desks; more overt off-

task behavior often took place during independent work time as students watched Netflix 

or created Snapchats and TikToks. P6 stated, “I would find kids like having them, you 

know, under their desks when they think I can’t see them or in their laps.”  Similarly, P1 

commented, “We have kids that were doing TikToks in class. We had kids who were 

watching Netflix in class.” This frequent engagement with entertainment and social 

media apps impaired students’ work completion, findings that support the argument that 

students have difficulty regulating behavior (Junco & Cotton, 2011) and demonstrating 

effective executive functioning skills (Martín-Perpiñá et al., 2019) in the presence of 

smartphones.  

Understanding that classroom management is difficult to achieve without setting 

clear expectations at the start of the school year, most participants communicated norms 

on what they expected, in hope to minimize off-task smartphone behavior. 

P7 explained, 

I just make a comment at the beginning of the school year that says…I'm not 

going to sit here and take your phones away. However, I'm going to tell you there 

is an appropriate time to use that. There's inappropriate times. And so, if you'll 

just give me your attention and give me your respect when I'm up in the front of 

the room. 

Although expectations were discussed at the start of the year, participants still had a 

difficult time managing student smartphone use, inconsistently enforcing the electronic 

device policy during class. These findings support claims by Berry and Westfall (2015) 
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and Stachowski et al. (2020) that students perceive policies as ineffective when teachers 

have difficulty enforcing them.  

Some participants also supported Morris and Sarapin (2020) and Schneider’s 

(2018) belief that teachers should coach students on how to effectively manage 

smartphone use, choosing not to ban these devices from class and use these off-task 

behaviors as opportunities to help students understand boundaries. 

P6 stated, 

If you have a clear policy and the kids understand it and they see that it is 

enforced, they feel safer, they feel like they can just engage in their learning, 

knowing that none of the other kids...that there's something happening on social 

media during class that they aren't part of right now. 

However, as Schlehofer et al. (2010) found, participants in this study also 

witnessed a sense of overconfidence from students in their ability to effectively multitask 

during class. Thus, some participants thought that a more beneficial method for coaching 

students on appropriate smartphone use was to set aside specific times for them to check 

their devices. These built-in smartphone breaks minimized students’ off-task smartphone 

use as well as the tendency to fidget, doodle, or speak out of turn that often occurs when 

students are forced to pay attention for extended periods of time (Kercood & Banda, 

2012). Similar to Morris and Sarapin’s (2020) findings, most participants in this study 

expected older students to regulate their smartphone behavior.  
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Theme 6: Teachers Value Their Relationships With Students 

As with Theme 5, participants were not directly asked to describe the importance 

of the student-teacher relationship in managing smartphone use during class. However, 

they frequently discussed the need to build and maintain positive relationships with their 

students, identified as the second key value. Regardless of the electronic device policy, 

some participants felt that permitting smartphones during class implied that students were 

trusted and respected, oftentimes wondering if it was necessary to force students to keep 

smartphones out of sight if they were practicing self-control. These findings support 

Carcelén et al. (2019) who found that teachers allowed students to have smartphones in 

class with the expectation that they would maintain self-control and avoid engaging with 

these highly addictive devices. Some participants worried that enforcing the policy 

jeopardized the student-teacher relationship, supporting previous findings indicating that 

teachers whose policies were perceived as strict or discouraging were viewed 

disfavorably by students (Ledbetter & Finn, 2015), especially policies that limited use of 

electronic devices (W. Baker et al., 2012): 

P5 shared, 

 I think that....if you create boundaries of when it's acceptable and when it's not 

and you, as a teacher, show that you're trying to incorporate it and meet that 

generational need into your curriculum, then I think your relationship with the 

students is much more positive. If you walk in and it's automatic, no cell phone, I 

don't think it's as positive. 
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Some participants felt that permitting smartphones during class implied that 

students were trusted and respected, while those who prohibit their use were trying to 

build trust by providing structure and boundaries. The latter finding supports Roberge 

and Gagnon (2014) who found that enforcing smartphone policies results in teachers 

being perceived as more favorably as they perceive the teacher as caring and their courses 

as valuable (Finn & Ledbetter, 2013; Lancaster, 2018; Morris & Sarapin, 2020; Roberge 

& Gagnon, 2014). Other participants shared this belief and prohibited in-class 

smartphone use to provide structure and help students feel safe and cared for. Providing 

this structure also supports previous studies that encouraged teachers to enforce stricter 

electronic device policies to limit distractions for peers of those who inappropriately use 

smartphones during class (Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Roberge & Gagnon, 2014; 

Stachowski et al., 2020). On the other hand, Morris and Sarapin (2020) found that some 

participants preferred not to enforce electronic device policies with older students to help 

them learn how to regulate their behavior. Regardless, these findings suggest a need to 

acknowledge how teachers, as one stakeholder, are affected by in-class smartphone use 

prior to developing an electronic device policy and to avoid negatively impacting school 

culture (Chan & Ross, 2014). 

Limitations 

This study included several limitations. As with qualitative research, findings do 

not represent the broader population due to the small sample size (Morrow, 2005). As the 

only researcher, I was limited in the number of interviews I was able to conduct 

throughout the duration of this study. COVID-19 limited the ability to interview 
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participants in person, which made it difficult to determine all significant, nonverbal 

reactions. Conducting interviews via Zoom also presented some Wi-Fi connectivity 

issues, which interrupted the flow of the conversation with some participants. It was also 

impossible to ensure participants chose a private space in which to conduct interviews. 

Participant demographics, such as age or specific courses taught, were not collected, 

which would have enriched the data by exploring the experience of classroom 

smartphone use among participants of different ages teaching a variety of courses. 

Recommendations 

Findings from this study yield several recommendations for further research. 

First, it is recommended that this study is recreated using in-person interviews to avoid 

limitations caused by conducting interviews via Zoom. To generate similarities and 

differences in values among different stakeholders, similar studies on perceptions of 

appropriate norms for smartphone use with parents, students, and administrators using the 

value-focused framework are recommended. These results would serve as a foundation 

for developing an effective school-wide electronic device policy that aligns with the 

community’s values. Students are an important stakeholder, because policies perceived as 

too strict are likely to create negative feelings and increase noncompliance (Ledbetter & 

Finn, 2015). Administrators are an important stakeholder, as it would be beneficial to 

understand the support provided for teachers as they enforce the school’s electronic 

device policy along with challenges administrators face when there is pushback from 

parents.  
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Because parents are also a key stakeholder in supporting school-wide policies, it 

is recommended that future research explores their expectations when texting children 

during the school day. For example, it will benefit all stakeholders to understand if 

parents expect their children to respond immediately to messages or if they expect them 

to only read and respond during authorized times. Knowing this may lessen the pressure 

that (a) students feel when parents call or text, (b) teachers feel when students use 

parents’ texts as an excuse to engage with their smartphones, and (c) administrators feel 

about supporting teachers who enforce electronic device policies during class. Further 

research is also needed to solicit students’ attitudes toward teacher smartphone use during 

class when these devices are prohibited; this research would enhance understanding of 

the impact teacher behavior has on students’ motivation to abide by electronic device 

policies. Although participants’ justification for using their smartphones was to be 

available in case of an emergency, these results may inform teachers of the 

counterproductive effect that their smartphone use has on classroom management and the 

student-teacher relationship. 

Implications 

As a result of this study, one implication for positive social change is an 

understanding that a school’s electronic device policy does not alone suffice in the 

classroom. Teachers have a variety of experiences with student smartphone use, some 

who appreciate these devices for their utility and others who believe they have no 

purpose in the classroom. These findings suggest that administrators engage in 

discussions with teachers to develop norms across faculty, either as a whole group, by 
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department, or by grade level. Otherwise, teachers may continue to feel a lack of support 

from their colleagues, negatively impacting the academic environment. If funds are 

available, providing students with iPads, Chromebooks, or other school-issued devices 

decreases smartphone use during class and provides more structure and consistency to 

technology-rich classrooms.  

Results from this study can inform parents of the challenges teachers face when 

they communicate with their children during class, knowledge that would be beneficial 

for administrators to share at beginning-of-year parent information sessions. These 

findings also educate administrators on the value that teachers place on classroom 

management and positive student-teacher relationships, enabling them to develop clear 

policies that limit ambiguity and decrease teachers’ feelings of having to “pick their 

battles” during instruction. Further, these findings suggest that administrators provide 

training for teachers on how to coach students to use smartphones appropriately. This 

training may include classroom activities (e.g., attendance, question of the day activities, 

etc.), that can be incorporated into the class and satisfy students’ need to engage with 

their devices. It may be beneficial for teachers to build in short breaks during class to 

check devices and satisfy students’ compulsion to remain connected. Although this study 

focused on smartphone use during class, findings are applicable to other policies that 

relate to classroom management or the student-teacher relationship and should be 

considered by administrators. 
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Conclusion 

This qualitative study explored high school teachers’ perceptions of appropriate 

norms for in-class smartphone use. Using the value-focused thinking framework, six 

themes emerged from the data, two of which were identified as participant values. 

Despite the benefits of having access to smartphones for the purpose of utility and 

pedagogical use (Morris & Sarapin, 2020), current research warns teachers that the risks 

of allowing students to engage with their devices outweighs the benefits (Celikkalp et al., 

2020; Gutiérrez-Puertas et al., 2020; Hashmi et al., 2019; Labăr & Ţepordei, 2019; 

Siebert, 2019). Not only do adolescents overestimate their ability to multitask (Schlehofer 

et al., 2010), they are unable to maintain attention because of the compulsion to check 

their smartphones during class (Baturay &Toker, 2016; Hsiao et al., 2017; Rozgonjuk, 

Saal, & Taht, 2018; Samaha & Hawi, 2016).  

Regardless of a school’s electronic device policy, there is a lack of consistency in 

how colleagues enforce smartphone use in their own classrooms, leaving those who wish 

to limit smartphone use worried that the student-teacher relationship will be negatively 

impacted. Parent communication with students during class compounds this problem, as 

students are often caught engaging with their devices to respond to a parent phone call or 

text. However, teachers who are parents share in this desire to communicate with their 

families, as most of them have their own smartphones at the ready in case of an 

emergency.  

Participants expressed a desire for administrator support through district-wide 

training on managing smartphones during class, as well as enforcement of a blanket 



122 

 

 

electronic device policy that is not based on teacher-discretion; however, other 

participants wished for a policy that enables them to have control of their own 

classrooms. Participants also expressed a need to feel supported by colleagues in their 

efforts to manage smartphone use, experiencing increased difficulty when colleagues do 

not enforce electronic device policies consistently. This may be due to school-wide 

policies that are based on teacher-discretion or teachers with different philosophies who 

wish to make classroom policy autonomously. Without this policy written in a student 

handbook, participants worried that students would push back and, if consequences for 

continued smartphone use were enforced, teachers fear they would not be supported by 

administrators. Having a documented policy also provides participants with common 

language when asking parents not to text students during class time.  

The two themes that emerged as participant values, teachers value classroom 

management and teachers value their relationships with students, were difficult for some 

to achieve due to the constant pressure to police smartphone use during class, time that is 

taken away from classroom instruction. In fact, some participants posed questions as to 

whether it is even their jobs to police smartphone use. Further, participants were nervous 

about not enforcing these policies, some of which questioned their ability to effectively 

manage their classrooms. However, participants also know that, by not addressing these 

behaviors, students will continue to engage in media multitasking which is linked to 

deficits in executive functioning (Martín-Perpiñá et al., 2019), preventing the deep 

learning necessary to retain information (Rozgonjuk, Saal, & Taht, 2018). Administrators 

have an opportunity to support their teachers by engaging in discussions about their 



123 

 

 

values and developing electronic device policies that not only align with the school’s 

faculty culture but prevent students from becoming distracted by their devices to ensure 

they receive a quality education. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Interview Guide 

1. Describe your experiences with smartphone use during class. 

a. Prompt: Describe how you interact with your smartphone during class. 

b. Prompt: Describe how others interact with their smartphones during class. 

c. Prompt: What feelings arise when you imagine not having access to your 

smartphone during the school day. 

d. Prompt: Describe how smartphone use affects learning. 

e. Prompt: Describe how much teachers compete with smartphones during 

class. 

f. Prompt: Describe how smartphone use affects the student-teacher 

relationship. 

2. Describe the electronic device policy at your school. 

a. Prompt: (If a policy exists) Describe how this policy is enforced at your 

school. (If no policy exists) Describe how some individuals might try to 

enforce an electronic device policy at your school. 

b. Prompt: Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects you during 

class. 

c. Prompt: Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects others during 

class. 

d. Prompts: (If a policy exists) Imagine if your school eliminated their 

electronic device policy. What feelings arise? (If no policy exists) Imagine 
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if your school suddenly had an electronic device policy. What feelings 

arise? 

e. Prompt: Describe what you believe to be an effective electronic device 

policy. 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol Guide 

Title of Study: Teacher Perceptions of Appropriate Norms for Smartphone Use During 

Class  

Date: 

Time of Interview: 

Place: via Zoom 

Interviewer: Tara Morrin 

Interviewee: 

Position of Interviewee: 

Description of Study: The purpose of this study is to better understand teacher 

perceptions of smartphone use during class. 

Pre-Interview Information and Questions: 

• This interview is designed to be completed in a single session and no follow-up 

interviews will be needed.  

• Your responses will remain confidential and you may exit the study at any time.  

• May I record the interview?  

• You will first receive a copy of your transcript to review for accuracy and then 

another after the completion of my analysis.  

Interview Questions: 

1. Describe your experiences with smartphone use during class. 

a. Prompt: Describe how you interact with your smartphone during class. 

b. Prompt: Describe how others interact with their smartphones during class. 
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c. Prompt: What feelings arise when you imagine not having access to your 

smartphone during the school day. 

d. Prompt: Describe how smartphone use affects learning. 

e. Prompt: Describe how much teachers compete with smartphones during 

class. 

f. Prompt: Describe how smartphone use affects the student-teacher 

relationship. 

2. Describe the electronic device policy at your school. 

a. Prompt: (If a policy exists) Describe how this policy is enforced at your 

school. (If no policy exists) Describe how some individuals might try to 

enforce an electronic device policy at your school. 

b. Prompt: Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects you during 

class. 

c. Prompt: Describe how this policy (or lack of policy) affects others during 

class. 

d. Prompts: (If a policy exists) Imagine if your school eliminated their 

electronic device policy. What feelings arise? (If no policy exists) Imagine 

if your school suddenly had an electronic device policy. What feelings 

arise? 

e. Prompt: Describe what you believe to be an effective electronic device 

policy. 

Post-Interview Information and Questions: 
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• Thank you for participating in my study! Your participation will help me 

understand teacher perceptions of smartphone use during class. 

• Are there any additional comments that you would like to include (i.e., that were 

forgotten during the interview)?  

• Do you have any final questions?  

• As a reminder, you will receive a copy of the transcript upon its completion and 

then another after I have analyzed the data. 
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