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Mobile devices have become a staple in the lives of millions. The affordability, variety of 

options, mobility, and ease of Internet access have created the opportunity for both children and 
adults to carry mobile devices daily. Mobile devices include cellular phones or iPod Touch units. 
For the purpose of educational use, the type of cellular phone used would need to be a smart 
phone with Wi-fi access. This availability of mobile devices creates an opening for educational 
systems to adopt such devices as learning tools in a variety of ways. For the past few years, 
schools around the world have been developing ways to use mobile devices as educational tools. 
My research will focus on academic achievement experienced by schools that use mobile 
devices as educational tools in the classroom. This means they allow students to use mobile 
devices as a tool to help them meet an educational goal. Specifically, I intend to focus on the 
ways in which schools use mobile devices to enhance their lessons and how these mobile devices 
impact academic success as determined by standardized test scores. 

 
Perspectives

While many schools are beginning to allow student use of mobile devices, perspectives 
on the issue of using mobile devices in the classroom are still quite varied, even within schools 
that allow them. There are educators who stand firm to the belief that mobile devices don’t 
belong in the classroom. At Roanoke College, Professor Nazami made a show of proving this to 
students by smashing one student’s cell phone when it rang. Although he later admitted it was 
planned with the student, he stands firm to his assertion that it is not the role of educators to 
entertain students and that these devices are merely distractions that take from a student’s ability 
to think critically (Freedman, 2007). Teachers who did incorporate mobile devices in their 
classroom also commented on the challenges of these devices. Teachers in Victoria who used 
iPod Touch devices in their classrooms for a year commented on how much time it took to learn 
how to best use the devices, how much time it took to plan lessons utilizing the devices, that the 
devices caused a great pedagogical change, and their biggest challenge was that technical issues 
could often ruin an entire lesson (Murray & Sloan, 2008). A teacher in North Carolina had 
similar problems when her students used the iPod Touch devices. She noted that from time to 
time she encountered wireless connection issues and students’ work would be lost (Taber, 2010). 
Another disadvantage of mobile devices is that they may open doors for students to cheat and it 
is possible that they could create a gap between the technologically savvy and those who are not 
(Corbell & Valdes-Corbell, 2007). Wallace echoed many of these sentiments and added that 
mobile devices could be used inappropriately by students, so schools would have to prepare for 
ways to prevent such use (Wallace, 2011).

However, there are many proponents of mobile device use in the classroom who 
point to the benefits of student engagement, accessibility, and lesson variety to name a few. One 
article points out that other advantages include the ability to collaborate on many levels, use for 
distance learning, increase student-teacher interaction, the low cost per unit, and the ability to 
provide instant feedback to name a few. This study also found that mobile devices provided 



increased motivation and engagement of students (Stav, Nielson, Hansen-Nygård, & Thorseth, 
2010). It was found that due to the many models of phones, they are inexpensive enough that 
even many students from low-income homes have one. Many families use cell phones as their 
only form of access to the Internet because they cost less than computers (Wallace, 2011). From 
a teacher’s perspective, the use of mobile devices in class has changed lessons on a daily basis. 
Taber has her students use their iPod Touch units at the beginning of each class for a warm up 
activity that provides her with instant feedback about each student’s understanding. She says that 
the iPod Touch warm ups have replaced her old method of having students write in journals that 
she would have to collect and read (Taber, 2010). Teachers and students from Victoria reported 
that the students felt increased motivation, were highly engaged, confident, independent, and 
excited about school (Murray & Sloan, 2008). Many parents are also on board with using mobile 
devices for learning. A 2010 study found that 62% of parents said they would buy their children 
mobile devices if they knew they would be used for educational purposes. The same survey also 
found that high school students’ access to smart phones has more than tripled since 2006 (Eisele-
Dyrli, 2011). One article even noted that discipline problems were lessened as soon as the school 
allowed mobile devices and students were more engaged in learning (Grimes, 2009). In fact, it 
was found that the academic gap between special education students and those who are not 
special education was lessened.  The practicality, accessibility, and ability to collaborate are the 
features of mobile devices that were echoed by many researchers as being some of the strongest 
reasons to use them as educational tools in the classroom. As well as the productivity and 
motivation that students who have been studied using the devices displayed (Swan, Van’t Hooft, 
Kratcoski, & Unger, 2005). According to Shuler, the many benefits of mobile devices make 
them something that all schools should be implementing. However, she notes that the U.S. lacks 
the same sort of organizational structure or general leadership when it comes to mobile learning 
that Asia and Europe have. She states that such leadership is needed to make mobile learning a 
success in the U.S. (Shuler, 2009). Although some researchers were able to find drawbacks to 
using mobile devices as educational tools, even those researchers tended to point out the 
overwhelming benefits that such devices can have on student learning and engagement. The 
research largely stated that mobile devices are effective learning tools that allow all students to 
engage with the curriculum in a unique, collaborative manner. In regards to academic 
achievement, each of these features lends itself to academic achievement, especially the high 
engagement and enthusiasm about lessons when using mobile devices. 

 
Pedagogy
 

Recently, mobile devices have become gradually more accepted in schools. However, the 
approaches to how schools have used these devices varies greatly. Yet, all have the same goal in 
mind, to enhance educational achievement through the use of mobile devices. At Mary Passage 
Middle School in Virginia students are allowed to use their cell phones in class. The cell phones 
are used for a variety of activities including blogging, calculating math problems, and test 
review. For one class review, students responded to 70 review questions using text messaging on 
their cell phones in under an hour (Grimes, 2009). At Culbreth Middle School in North Carolina, 
teacher Megan Taber described how her school has given every student in the middle school an 
iPod Touch to use both in school and at home. She has said that these units have changed the 
way she teaches. The most useful program to her at this point is having her students type their 
responses into a Google form survey that instantly tells her if they understand the question or 



not. This allows her to know if she can move on or if she needs to re-teach a concept instantly 
(Taber, 2010).

Although the last two examples were both middle schools, it has been shown that mobile 
devices can be used to advance learning at any age level. In one study of college students in a 
physics class, researchers tested how mobile devices could be used as student response systems 
to replace clickers. The reason they were looking to replace the clickers was because the Wi-fi 
capabilities of mobile devices made distance learning possible as well. They found that the 
mobile devices were a good replacement and students reported increased motivation and 
engagement in lectures (Stav et al., 2010). In three primary schools in Victoria, mobile devices 
were used for interaction in blogs, podcasts, and web pages (Murray & Sloan, 2008). The 
method in which teachers with Project K-nect approached teaching with mobile devices was a bit 
different from the rest. The goal of Project K-nect was to see if giving at risk students mobile 
devices to use at home and at school would increase their academic success. Teachers would 
introduce a mathematical topic briefly and then it would be up to the students to work together, 
using their mobile devices, to create videos explaining the mathematical concept and post it to a 
class blog so others could learn from them. They also used instant messaging to collaborate on 
class assignments. The results proved successful. Students in the program scored 20% higher on 
standardized tests than students who did not use mobile devices in the classroom. It is clear that 
the use of mobile devices changed the way these students learn and resulted in great academic 
achievements in just one year (Project Tomorrow for Digital Millenial Consulting, 2010).

One article that examined mobile learning in the classroom discussed the pedagogical 
implications of mobile learning. The biggest change that may be caused is the role of teachers as 
mobile devices become a common classroom occurrence. They assert that teachers will change 
from being “transmitters of knowledge” to becoming “facilitators of learning.” Furthermore, 
lessons will be more individualized and collaborative (Corbell & Valdes-Corbell, 2007). 
Roschelle was also concerned with the pedagogical implications of learning using mobile 
devices. He was interested in studying if these devices were a “pedagogical success” or just a 
passing educational trend. He studied classroom response systems, participatory simulations, and 
collaborative data gathering. He found that mobile devices provide an unprecedented opportunity 
for students to learn collaboratively and to access instant information. However, he felt more 
research needed to be done over time to determine specific classroom goals for mobile device 
use (Roschelle, 2003). The pedagogical approaches to teaching with mobile devices are vast and 
open doors for teachers to create individualized and collaborative lessons for students. 
 
Assessment
 

Although mobile learning is still a relatively new educational phenomenon, there has 
been a variety of research done on the topic. The studies done vary by goal of the study and 
demographics studied, but all provide insight into how mobile learning impacts the education 
system and the potential for academic achievement. 

Taylor studied how effective mobile devices were in the classroom and how they were 
evaluated. She noted that at the time of her study, no formative evaluations for analyzing the use 



of mobile devices in the classroom had been created. The goal of her study was to understand the 
learning opportunities, the impact on the way people performed learning tasks and their social 
interactions, and how each of these are changed by technology. Using a socio-cognitive method, 
she found that mobile learning does strongly allow for collaboration, but on-going research over 
time is needed to develop a full formative evaluation for how mobile devices are used in the 
classroom (Taylor, 2004). Similarly, Park thought that mobile learning needed to be analyzed 
and categorized as a way to properly study the effects of mobile learning in education. He 
created categories using transactional distance theory and added a component that took into 
account individualized and social learning aspects.  The categories Park came up with were: type 
1-high transactional distance and socialized mobile learning activity (HS), type 2- high 
transactional distance and individualized mobile learning activity (HI), type 3- low transactional 
distance and socialized mobile learning activity (LS), and type 4- low transactional distance and 
individualized mobile learning activity (LI) (Park, 2011). These categories allow mobile learning 
to be more goal-oriented towards a certain type of learner and could help future researchers 
create the type of formative evaluation that Taylor was calling for. 

Students’ perceptions of learning and engagement are also important when analyzing 
academic success using mobile devices. Moura and Carvalho found that 69% of students who 
had the opportunity to engage in mobile learning agreed that using mobile phones in the 
classroom were good for learning and the other 31% were indecisive on the matter. All of their 
data results proved that the majority of students found the addition of podcasts on their mobile 
devices were positive additions to the classroom. To complete their study, they had students 
complete an array of activities using the mobile devices including: listening to literature, finding 
videos online, voice recording, writing, reading, and more. They collected data using two 
questionnaires with open and closed ended questions and a Likert scale. They also found that 
73% of students reported that mobile devices gave them motivation for school activities and 73% 
also reported that a major benefit of the devices was the ability to access information at all times 
(Moura & Carvalho, 2009).

One study that strongly shows the correlation between academic achievement and mobile 
learning was done by Project K-nect. As referenced earlier, Project K-nect looked at how mobile 
learning could impact academic achievement in schools with at risk students. The study focused 
on 78 students and four teachers who participated in the program between August 2009 and 
January 2010. The evaluation team collected data through classroom observations, focus groups, 
interviews, and video collection. It was found that after one year of using mobile devices in the 
classroom, test scores were 20% higher than students who did not participate in the program at 
the same school and were 30-40% higher than others in the same district. Furthermore, over   of 
the students who participated in the program, which was highly math based, are now interested 
in taking additional math courses. 85% of students also reported feeling more successful in math 
and 94% stated that the mobile devices helped them gain confidence in their abilities in math 
(Project Tomorrow for Digital Millenial Consulting, 2010). Similarly, when looking at data from 
Culbreth Middle School, the school mentioned earlier where Megan Taber works, there was a 
6.4% increase in test scores between the time before students had iPod Touch units in the 
classroom and 2009-2010, the first year students had access to the iPod Touch units on a 24/7 
basis (“State,” 2011).
 
 

In closing, it is clear that mobile learning is an educational phenomenon that has become 



more accepted in schools every day. The topic of mobile learning is quite broad and can be 
viewed and applied in many different ways. For my purposes, I used the information provided by 
the authors to learn about what mobile learning is, the varying viewpoints on the topic, the ways 
that teachers use mobile devices for effective learning, and finally, studies that have been done 
already that provide information about how mobile devices can be studied for their effects on 
academic achievement. From the information given, it is clear that researchers have found 
benefits of mobile devices beyond just academic achievement that would need to be considered. 

One thing that I noticed in all of my research was that not many studies have been done 
researching the actual academic impact of mobile devices. Most of the research talked about the 
intrinsic benefits like increased motivation, engagement, and interest, but very few provided 
evidence of actual academic achievement based on standardized test scores. In approaching my 
research, I would continue to look at Culbreth Middle School, whose test scores I reported on 
earlier, and look at more subject specific test results and how teachers specifically utilized the 
iTouch units by subject. Such information would provide evidence for others considering using 
mobile devices of the benefits of mobile devices when measured using standardized tests. 
Although there are undeniable challenges when it comes to incorporating mobile devices in the 
classroom, the academic and motivational benefits seem to outweigh the drawbacks.
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This article examines the statistics and uses of children with cellular phones as well as the 

benefits and drawbacks of using cell phones in an educational setting. A 2011 study found that 
90% of children ages 14 to 17 own a cell phone and that they are developing an identity attached 
to their cell phones. Some of the benefits of using cell phones in schools include the widespread 
adoption of them, ubiquitous access and spaced learning, and the support they provide for 
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