
TECHNOLOGY OF CHOICE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
OF MOBILE PHONES IN SCHOOL 

Anita Grigic Magnusson1, Ylva Hård af Segerstad1, Sylvana Sofkova Hashemi2 

1 Department of Applied IT, University of Gothenburg (SWEDEN) 
2 Department of Pedagogical, Curricular and Professional Studies, University of Gothenburg 

(SWEDEN) 

Abstract 
Due to ever increasing digitalisation, both opportunities and challenges are offered by the proliferation 
of laptops and tablets in the classrooms of contemporary schools. The technology provided by school 
is, however, not the only technology available. In Sweden, almost every pupil in secondary school has 
their own mobile phone and schools differ in their approach, from a complete ban to promoting use of 
mobile phones in class. This case study investigates secondary school pupils’ perspective on mobile 
phone use in school: What are their perceptions of mobile phone use during lessons in a 1:1 school 
environment, in which all students have an internet connected laptop provided by the school? Data 
consist of focus group discussions with 13-14 years old pupils. The findings indicate that mobile 
phones were used as a complement to the schools’ laptops or sometimes as the technology that the 
students preferred. Occasionally school assignments required that mobile phones were used during 
lessons and sometimes this was explicitly encouraged by the teacher. The use of mobile phones 
differed depending on if the lesson was challenging or engaging the pupils. The students were further 
concerned about the disruption and disturbance that mobile phones may cause, and voiced a need for 
guidance from teachers. The pupils’ narratives indicate a shift from teacher-centred learning to 
personalized student-centred learning.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In our increasingly digitalised society, both opportunities and challenges are simultaneously offered by 
the proliferation of laptops and tablets in the classrooms of contemporary schools. A recent report 
from the Swedish National Agency for Education show that there are about 1.8 pupils per laptop or 
tablet in Swedish secondary schools [1]. Furthermore, technology provided by the school is not the 
only technology available to the pupils. In Sweden, almost every pupil in secondary school today has 
their own mobile phone [1]. In the age 14-16 there is a 100% holding of mobile phones, and 99% of 
these are smart phones [2]. A report from the European Commission [3] concludes that students bring 
their mobile phones to school no matter if the school supports a use or a ban of mobile phones. The 
presence of mobile phones in schools is increasing and provides pupils with a technology that has not 
been distributed by school. In this way, the mobile phone becomes a technology of choice.  

Mobile phones have not yet been accepted as tools for education and are in general regarded as a 
controversial technology. This puts many educators in the dilemma of struggling with the question 
about the use of pupils’ mobile phones in school. In many countries, this is an ongoing debate [4] and 
negotiation, which has mostly focused on the question of whether mobile phones should or should not 
be used during the school day. In Sweden, the lack of a government policy about the presence of 
mobile phones in school has had the consequence that schools differ in their approach towards pupils’ 
use of mobile phones, ranging from a complete ban to promoting and utilising mobile phones for 
school work.  

This paper addresses the role of mobile phones in the classroom from the perspective of the pupils. In 
the ongoing debate about pupils’ mobile phones in school, many different voices are heard: politicians, 
teachers, researcher, parents and debaters. Surprisingly, the pupils own voices are seldom heard, 
neither in the debate nor in research. Furthermore, previous research on mobile phones in the 
classroom has predominantly been examined in the context of higher education. At present, there is a 
research gap on the perspective of secondary school pupils use of mobile phones in school. 

The purpose of this case study is to investigate secondary school pupils’ reasoning about their use of 
mobile phones in the classroom. The central research question for the present paper is: 
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• What are the pupils’ perceptions of mobile phone use during lessons in a 1:1 school 
environment, in which all pupils have an internet connected laptop provided by school?  

2 RESEARCH BACKGROUND 
The present study investigates pupils’ perspectives of mobile phone use in school in a Swedish 
context. As yet, not many studies specifically focusing on Sweden have been carried out. As schools 
are making major economic investments in digital tools, such as tablets and laptops, digital media has 
become an integral part of Swedish pupils’ school day [2]. More and more schools are choosing to 
invest in a 1:1 school environment, where all pupils are provided with their own tablet or laptop [5]. 
These digital initiatives are made with the hope of impact teaching and learning. As a consequence, 
questions have been raised about the impact for social development and learning [6, 7, 8]. Parallel to 
the school’s digitization, the classroom has become connected through the pupils own smart phones 
[9].  

Research demonstrates that mobile phones support students to engage in educational activities at any 
time and any place [10, 11]. Mobile phones can also be utilized for learning when moving between 
formal and informal learning settings (e.g. in and out of school) [12]. The complexity of the use of 
mobile phones in school is also recognized as a boundary object between school and non- school 
activities [13, 14]. 

In an international context, the use of mobile phones among students has become a popular area of 
research. Much of previous research have focused on students’ mobile phone use with different 
emphasis such as potentially beneficial and/or destructive to school work [15, 16, 17, 18], effects on 
students’ performance [19, 20] and how students use their mobile phones [21, 22]. However, research 
focusing on students’ own perspective is not so common. According to O ́Bannon and Thomas [18] 
mobile phones can be supportive in different ways in the classroom, such as for instance, 
collaboration, creativity and connectivity. However, the study also shows that the mobile phone usage 
in the classroom can be problematic regarding that mobile phones cause disruptions. Cheating, 
texting, sexting and cyber bullying were also some of the backsides. Research also raises the notion 
of mobile phones as a controversial technology in school [23, 24] not yet established in the school 
context. In many countries, a common way to handle the students’ mobile phones in school has been 
to ban them [25, 26]. Many schools have developed policies that prohibit the use of mobile phones in 
the classroom [27]. However, students keep on bringing them to school disregarding the school 
polices and are using them in class [28]. A study made by Garcia [21] showed that the way youth use 
their mobile phones is almost contradictory towards what the adults approve. The study also indicates 
that students and teachers consider the mobile phone use in completely opposite ways, and 
regardless of school rules students establish their own norms for mobile phone use [21]. Students 
perceive mobile phones as less distractive and more appropriate to use in education than faculty 
members do [29]. In Sweden, pupils in secondary school do not seem to acknowledge the problems of 
mobile phones as much as teachers do [30]. The pupils seem to be rather conscious of when it is 
appropriate to use and when not to use their mobile phones [9]. Olin-Scheller and Tanner’s [9] study 
showed that mobile phones are most often used in between assignments. However, from an 
international perspective, there are studies indicating that there seems to be a re-evaluation of the 
mobile phone ban in school [31] and more and more schools are moving towards a Bring Your Own 
Device (BYOD) approach [32, 33]. 

3 EMPIRICAL DATA AND METHODOLOGY 
This case study was conducted to investigate secondary school pupils’ reasoning about their use of 
mobile phones in the classroom. The empirical material was collected through focus group 
discussions, since focus groups as a method is an effective way to provide insights into the sources of 
complex behaviours and motivations [34, 35]. Focus groups also facilitate to study values and 
attitudes and complex phenomena that occur in social interaction [36]. However, using focus groups 
may pose potential risks such as peer effects that could affect the dialogue between the respondents. 
Nevertheless, the benefits of using focus groups to try to identify pupils’ perspective outweighs the 
disadvantages.  

The study was conducted with pupils from one secondary school in the west of Sweden during the 
spring of 2016. The participants, all in grade eight in the Swedish school system (13 – 14 years old), 
had all been provided with an internet connected laptop by the school and they all had a smart phone 
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in their own possession. The participation in the study was voluntary, and all pupils in the two classes 
of grade eight were informed about the study and could then decide whether they wished to participate 
or not. All the participating pupils gave their own informed consent to participate in the study. Since the 
pupils were not old enough to give their written consent all by themselves, their guardians also had to 
approve their participation in a written consent form, in accordance with the ethical codex of the 
Swedish research council [37]. The participants (n=11) were divided into two focus groups (see table 
1, below). The focus group discussions were guided by a moderator, one of the researchers. To 
support the discussion, the moderator was using a discussion guide with open-ended questions [34, 
35, 38]. The questions in the discussion guide were gathered around the following topics: 

1 Mobile phone rules and regulation in school 
2 The usage of mobile phone in school, how, when, and for what purpose 

3 Other considerations about mobile phones in school 

The focus group discussions took place in school during the school day. The focus group discussions 
were audio-recorded, with the pupils’ and their guardians’ informed consent, and transcribed for 
analysis.  

Table 1.  Distribution of participants in the two focus group discussions 

Focus group: Boys Girls Total Participants 

#1 1 5 6 

#2 2 3 5 

Total 3 8 11 

Based on the interview data from the two focus groups, a thematic analysis was used to identify 
patterns and variations in the pupils’ perceptions of mobile phone use in the classroom. The thematic 
analysis was inductive [39], with the aim of identifying themes based on statements related to the 
research question that the interview data revealed. 

4 RESEARCH FINDINGS  
The aim of this study was to investigate secondary pupils’ reasoning about their use of mobile phones 
in the classroom. It is important to note here that the aim is not to investigate what the pupils actually 
are doing with their mobile phones. Using the thematic analysis, six themes of pupils’ perceptions 
emerged. These were: 1. rules and regulation, 2. the use of mobile phones in school, 3. mobile 
phones as a complementary technology, 4. the preferred technology, 5. the required or encouraged 
technology and 6. disruptive technology. The analysis was drawn on a synthesis of the interview 
material from the discussion of the two focus groups with the aim making the pupils’ own voices heard. 
To illustrate findings of specific interest, excerpts from the focus groups are given below. The excerpts 
are translations of the Swedish transcript. The participants in the two focus groups were anonymized 
by giving them numbers, 1 to 11. For each excerpt the number of the focus group is shown. 

4.1 Rules and regulation about the mobile phone in school 
From the focus group discussions, it appeared that the school did not have any common rules 
regarding mobile phone use in school. In fact, the pupils could not remember that any of the teachers 
had talked about potential rules or informed them about how to use the mobile phone in school. The 
pupils claimed that the use of mobile phones during class was the pupil’s own responsibility. In the first 
focus group interview, the pupils had the following discussion:  

Excerpt 1 – focus group interview 1. 

• Pupil 1: So, I think you know it yourself [how to use your mobile phone], mostly, yes,  

• Pupil 6: It is your own responsibility, 

• Pupil 5: There are no specifying rules, you cannot do this and that, it's more like you have some 
vague 

0674



• Pupil 1: We have not talked about what is permitted to do. I think, deep down, you know that 
yes, now it is a lesson and I need to focus on my work now, I'll write on my text or what it is you 
should do, and not to use social media or Snap chat.  

From this discussion, even though the pupils point out that there are no specific rules for mobile phone 
use their discussion indicates that they have a pretty clear idea of acceptable use of mobile phones. 
There was also an implicit agreement between the pupils and the teachers, not to use the mobile 
phone during lectures, or if the teacher had to announce something. 

4.2 The use of mobile phones in school 
The pupils reported differences in use depending on a particular teacher or school subject. What the 
pupils thought of the appropriateness of using mobile phones during lessons was individual and 
mostly dependent on the purpose and content of the lesson. All pupils stated that they did use their 
mobile phones on some occasions during class. The frequency of use differed from pupil to pupil but 
also from lesson to lesson. The most common activities to use their mobile phones for during class 
were to: browse social media, check at the schedule via the learning management system, take 
photos of the blackboard, listen to music, use different tools such as calculator and Google translate, 
(i. e. both for school related and leisure related activities). 

The pupils discussed that their different teachers had diverse demands on the pupils’ 
accomplishments. Moreover, the pupils experienced that the amount of work varied among the various 
school subjects. This affected whether they used their mobile phones and for what purpose. In some 
subjects, the pupils felt that it did not matter if they used the mobile phone for social media or leisure 
activities in parallel with the ongoing school work. If they did not complete a school task on time, they 
would just get more time to finish the task later on.  

Excerpt 2 - focus group interview 1. 

Pupil 6: It is always like this during some lessons, if you are not finished, you just get some 
more weeks, you don’t feel the pressure, you are not stressed in the same way. Then you might 
feel that it does not matter if you sit with your mobile phone for a while, I don’t lose anything, I 
know I will get more time.  

Other subjects had higher demands on the pupils’ performance. This led to that the pupils did not use 
the mobile phones to the same extent, as they felt that they would otherwise lose time that was 
needed for the school work, as excerpt number 3 illustrates.  

Excerpt 3 - focus group interview 1. 

Pupil 3: (…) The science lessons, just as an example, there we are doing something all the 
time, and since we have few science lessons, you know that you will lose time if you pick up 
your mobile phone. 

From the pupils' reasoning, there appears to be some kind of thought behind their use of the mobile 
phone during class. They are aware of the distraction mobile phones can cause and they value the 
pros and cons of usage during a specific lesson that is related to if the lesson is challenging or 
engaging, or the demands from the teacher. 

4.3 Mobile phones as a complementary technology 
The pupils report that mobile phones were used as a complement to the laptop provided by school, on 
many different occasions. A regular occasion was if the pupils had forgotten the laptop at home. Since 
the school was using Google apps for education, everything the pupils needed for school work was 
also available via the mobile phone. As one pupil stated:  

Excerpt 4 - focus group interview 2.  

Pupil 9: If you forget your laptop at home, there is a greater risk that you forget your laptop than 
that you forget your mobile phone, and then it [the mobile phone] becomes a tool instead.  

Sometimes the use of mobile phones also depended on technical difficulties such as when the school 
provided laptop did not function or when the laptop did not connect to the school’s network. With their 
mobile phones, they always have their own internet connection, which they used instead. When the 
laptop was used for school work, the two most common activities to use the mobile phone for were 
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listening to music and browsing for school work related information. Listening to music was expressed 
as a way to gain focus in noisy environments. This was something all of the pupils in the two focus 
groups stated that they used the mobile phone for during lessons. When it came to browsing for 
information, almost all pupils stated that they actually preferred browsing for information on the laptop, 
since the screen was bigger on the laptop then on the mobile phone. However, mostly when they used 
their laptop during lessons and the laptop was used for other programs or open files, it was just easier 
to pick up the mobile phone and do a quick search for the information needed. The following excerpt 
gives us a good illustration of this.  

Excerpt 5 - focus group interview 1. 

• Pupil 3: If it is a program with a lot of logins, and you just have an app on the mobile phone, 
then I just pick up the mobile phone…  

• Pupil 1: yes, it is like when we had programming, then you could not use all, for example the 
apps on the laptop, then you used your mobile phone instead  

• Pupil 6: but also like [the name of pupil 3] said, if I wonder how a word is spelled, then it is 
easier to look it up on the mobile phone, then you can see how it is spelled and you don’t have 
to click between different windows on the laptop. 

To summarize, the reason for and how mobile phones were used as a complementary technology to 
the laptop provided by school, differed among the pupils. However, all pupils reported that they did 
use their mobile phones as a complement. The most common reason was that the mobile phone was 
easier or faster to handle to perform certain tasks needed for their current school work.  

4.4 The preferred technology 
In the two focus groups, on several occasions the pupils discussed the mobile phone as the 
technology of choice, even if they had the laptop available. For instance, connecting to the learning 
management system was much easier via the mobile phone app, especially when the pupils needed 
to check their schedule between the lessons. During language lessons the mobile phone was also to 
prefer, even though the pupils had their laptops with them. To make a quick search for a word, instead 
of waiting for assistance from the teacher, Google translate was easier to use via a mobile phone than 
to pick up and start the laptop. One advantage of using Google translate via the mobile phone was 
that all the searched words were saved. The following discussion gives a glimpse of the pupils 
reasoning about using mobile phones during language lessons. 

Excerpt 6 - focus group interview 1. 

• Pupil 1: I use my mobile phone a lot during language lessons, if you have English and you don’t 
know a word, it is good to get some help on the way 

• Pupil 6: instead of sitting the whole lesson and wait for the teacher 

• Pupil 1: and then the teacher can help another pupil that’s 

• Pupil 6: needs more help  

From the pupils’ discussion about when the mobile phone was the preferred choice, many pupils 
pointed to the flexibility provided by the mobile phone. The following two excerpts give a good 
understanding of the flexibility of mobile phones that the pupils expressed:   

Excerpt 7 - focus group interview 2. 

• Pupil 9: I mean, it is a hundred times more of a hassle to pick up your laptop to search for 
something. I mean, the mobile phone is much more effective to use and it is much faster, it is 
even easier to find the information you need, when you kind of know where to check for it.  

Excerpt 8 - focus group interview 1.  

• Pupil 6: It is much harder to bring your laptop to the math lessons, and to write in your book, we 
have quite tight of space on the desk, you cannot fit with everything. If everyone sits with a 
laptop, plus a big math book and lots of calculate blocks, and the you are supposed to write and 
to enter some numbers on the laptop, it is much easier to just pick up the mobile phone. 

To summarize, in those cases that the mobile phone was the technology of choice, it was mostly 
because the pupils felt that it was more flexible to use their mobile phones, especially regarding the 
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size and the speed compared to a laptop. The pupils are much more used to handling the mobile 
phone. On those occasions that they were supposed to do actions in their school work that they were 
familiar to do in their spare time, on the mobile phone, the mobile phone became the technology of 
choice even in school. 

4.5 The required or encouraged technology 
As we have seen above pupils prefer to use their own mobile phone, even though the school has 
provided the pupils with their own laptop. However, the use of mobile phone in class was not solely 
initiated by the pupils. The pupils expressed that on many occasions the school assignments given by 
the teacher, required mobile phone use during lessons. Sometimes this was explicitly encouraged by 
the teachers, as the following excerpt indicates:  

Excerpt 9 - focus group interview 1.  

• Pupil 2: X [name of the teacher] always says “use the mobile phone as a calculator”, because 
we always have them [the mobile phones] with us to the lessons, this rather than X having to 
get out the usual calculators. 

In the focus group discussions, the pupils mentioned several school assignments that required that 
they used their own mobile phone. It was common that the pupils needed their mobile phones to take 
photos or even video during class. This since the laptop did not have a camera and the school did not 
have external cameras. One example when the pupils used their mobile phone cameras was during 
gym classes. In exercises with complex movements, the teacher encouraged the pupils to video-
record each other with the purpose to watch the video to easily understand how to develop the 
movement. Other examples concerned Swedish classes. The pupils stated that they often got 
assignments where they were supposed to take pictures of different things, for instance flowers in a 
park as a writing inspiration.  

It was not unproblematic that the teachers required or encouraged the mobile phone use during class. 
One problem it caused had to do with the disruption that mobile phones can make, as one pupil 
stated:  

Excerpt 10 - focus group interview 1.  

• Pupil 4: If you are supposed to do something on the mobile phone that the teacher has told you 
to do, then you always end up with sitting with Snap chat or something else.  

Another reflection that was made about that school assignments required use of an own mobile phone 
was given by some pupils in the first focus group as following excerpt shows.  

Excerpt 11 - focus group interview 1. 

• Pupil 5: Sometimes I feel that the school requires that we have a mobile phone (…) to take 
pictures, yes, they [the school] see it like everyone has one. 

• Pupil 1: yes, I also think it feels like they think that everyone has a phone or a smartphone, with 
a camera and that you can download apps like ping pong [the LMS of the school] or other apps 
for school work (…) It's not everyone who has a phone or who has such a phone  

• Pupil 6: however, everyone in our class has it [mobile phone].  

To summarize, the pupils’ statement showed that they did have concerns about that teachers both 
required and encouraged the use of mobile phones for school work. For several reasons, it is not 
unproblematic that pupils are expected to use their own mobile phone during class in different ways. 

4.6 Disruptive technology 
In the focus group discussions, all the pupils expressed concerns about the disruption that mobile 
phones potentially could cause, both at an individual level as in a class context. The distraction that 
mobile phones create was the main issue about having mobile phones in class. The pupils were all 
concerned with that the inappropriate use could create a disturbance in the classroom. According to 
the pupils, the engagement in leisure activities via the mobile phone was very common during lessons. 
Many of the pupils described that it was easy to just pick up the mobile phone and send a text 
message, or just a Snap on occasions when they got stuck in their tasks or did not know what to do 
next in their school work. During lectures, it was very common to see classmates use the mobile 
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phone for leisure activities. However, these were also regular activities regarding to the laptop. 
Another example of when the mobile phone was used for leisure activities during class is presented in 
the following excerpt.  

Excerpt 12 - focus group interview 2. 

• Pupil 9: But if I’m supposed to be honest, sometimes you might not have started with your 
school work, or you haven’t come so far with a task, then it feels like a waste of time to sit with 
your computer, and concentrate and try to work hard. And if you have your mobile phone at 
your desk, maybe you see a message from a friend or you just check the status on social media 
and Snap chat, before you start with the school work. 

The pupils did make a difference between those activities that were disruptive to themselves, such as 
notifications, and those aspects of mobile phone use that could create a disturbance to the whole 
class. Regarding to the disruption that mobile phones could cause, all the pupils talk about the habit of 
looking at the mobile phone as soon as the phone made a noise or vibration. Even if the pupils had 
turned the sound and vibration off, they routinely picked up and looked at the mobile phone. In the 
discussion of what was the most problematic with mobile phones in school, the pupils expressed that it 
was the distraction that made them lose the concentration that was the main issue. Regarding 
disturbance, that was not caused by their own mobile phone, the most disturbing was if some of the 
other pupils had not turned off the sound on the mobile phone. A remark to this is that if some of the 
pupils’ mobile phones rang during class, the teachers did not react. The pupils all talked about that 
they missed guidelines from the teachers, and that they all agreed on that there was a need to get 
help to handle the mobile phone during class. However, a mobile phone ban was not considered as a 
solution to the distraction or disturbance.  

Excerpt 13 - focus group interview 1.   

• Pupil 1: I think they [the teachers] can, maybe it could help us if they reacted when they saw us 
using the mobile phone, they don’t need to say like, just put down your phone 

• Pupil 6: or just take it, 

• Pupil 1: no, just more like, are you doing something important? So that you are reminded, am I 
doing something important that I need for my school work?  

From the pupils reasoning about the mobile phone as a potentially disruptive technology, mobile 
phones are a distraction to both the individual pupil as to their peers. The pupils claim that they need 
some kind of restriction from the teachers to help them handle the distracting activities on the mobile 
phone, or some kind of help to self-control.   

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  
This paper has presented pupils own reasoning about the mobile phone use in class. This was 
conducted through focus group interviews where the pupils’ own voices were heard. The results from 
this case study indicate that the pupils are regularly using their mobile phones during lessons, both for 
school work and leisure activities even though they have been provided with an own internet 
connected laptop. Regarding school related work, the mobile phone was found to be used as a 
complement to the laptop and sometimes the technology that the pupils preferred. Furthermore, it was 
not only the pupils that initiated the use of mobile phones: often the school assignments required that 
mobile phones were used during lessons.  

According to the pupils, there are no explicit rules regarding mobile phone use in school and the pupils 
all agreed that how to handle the mobile phone during lessons is the pupil’s own responsibility. In 
accordance with Olin-Scheller and Tanner’s study [9], the pupils seems to be rather aware of when it 
is appropriate to use their mobile phones. In this case, the pupils did not have common rules, but just 
as Garcia’s study [21] showed, the pupils did establish their own norms for mobile phone use. In 
contrast to a previous study [40] the pupils did not describe any incident of the teachers being 
restrictive or abandoning the usage of mobile phones in class. This study also indicates that mobile 
phone use for leisure activities during lessons appears to depend on if the lesson is challenging or 
engaging the pupils.  

Somewhat surprisingly, the pupils indicate that mobile phones occasionally are required and part of 
some school assignments or that teachers explicitly encourage the use. Hereby, the mobile phones 
become the technology of choice, not only for the pupils but also for the teachers. In effect, BOYD is 
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here used informally. The ever presence of pupils’ mobile phones in school, is perhaps one 
explanation to that the teachers are taking the pupils mobile phones for granted. This can be 
troublesome, as excerpt 10 shows, the pupils often are distracted by social media when they are 
supposed to use mobile phones for school work. The mobile phone in school, as a boundary object, 
appears to open a boundary space between leisure activities and school work [13, 14]. As pupils are 
crossing the boundary between leisure activities and school work, they voice a need to be formally 
supported by the teachers. They are explicitly asking for some guidelines to handle the mobile phone 
use during lessons. 

The pupils’ narratives also indicate that with mobile phones present in the classroom, there is a shift 
from teacher-centred learning to personalized pupil-centred learning. This is not only because of the 
use of mobile phones in the classroom by the pupils, but also what the pupils reveal about the 
teachers, who in some respect, are taking pupils’ mobile phones for granted as tools for school work. 
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