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Abstract: College students spend the majority of their day on a cellphone both during school and at home.
Cellphone use during class is related to lower test scores and distraction. Banning cellphones in the
classroom may not be possible nor feasible. The purpose of this study was to assess the students’ perceptions
about offering positive reinforcement for not using cellphones in class and the effects it has on classroom
atmosphere. Results showed that 96% of students felt it was a positive experience and would recommend it for
future courses. The students felt more engaged, focused, and improved concentration. While cellphone
addiction is real and causes distractions, offering positive reinforcement to surrender a cellphone is
suggested to improve classroom atmosphere, attention, and focus.

1. INTRODUCTION

The typical college student spends between eight and ten hours a day on his/her cellphone (Roberts &
Williams, 2016). These students spend the majority of the time texting, followed by email, Facebook,
web browsing, and listening to music. Students describe their phone as a “warm blanket” that helps
them stay connected and not miss an update or “like” (Cohan, 2016). Cohan also reported that
students will reject plans with friends so that they can “stay with their phone” (2016). The cellphone
is less of a phone when the person can play games, shop, watch movies, and access anything in the
world. Obsessive cellphone use is a problem (Roberts & Williams, 2016) and these types of activities
now stretch into the classroom with more than 95% of students reporting using their phone during
class (McCoy, 2013). And why not, students have ready access to a mini-supercomputer to help with
work (Barnwell, 2016). This change from a simple phone to a computer has changed the way we look
at phones in the classroom. This in turn has changed the attitudes toward their use in class.

In the early 2000’s cellphones were banned in over 79% of all classes (K-university), with that
number moving to 69% of teachers supporting the use of phones in class now (Thomas, O’Bannon &
Bolton, 2013). It is now common to have phones across grade levels from middle, high, and
university (Kowalski, 2016). Cellphones and devices bring “meaningful learning opportunities from
anywhere” (Traxler, 2009) and afford the creation of student-centered learning, collaboration, and
assessment (Thomas, K., O’Bannon, B.W., & Britt, V., 2014). Teachers have found that students have
an invested interest in learning about the features of their phone and using this interest helps extend
learning outside of the confines of the class period (Ormiston, 2016). There are multitudes of apps and
programs that allow curriculum materials to be delivered digitally and across platforms that can
differentiate instruction and learning. In addition to these benefits, there are documented barriers.

The downside of phones in the classroom is that they cause distractions. Students who are allowed to
engage on the phones during lectures score between 63-67% less than students who are not allowed to
engage on their phones (Kuznekoff, 2015). There is a growing body of research to support that
allowing phones in the classroom leads to lower grades and GPA (Burak, 2012, Duncan, Hoekstra, &
Wilcox, 2012, McDonald, 2013, & Kuznekoff, 2015). While it would seem that the best approach
would be an outright ban, this would be counterproductive in some areas.

Universities and colleges send emergency messages and bulletins via texts and apps to warn students
of dangerous situations where they must seek shelter. Faculty argue that phones are needed in class
for activities to prepare for their future profession and to become competent in an ever-changing
technology-driven world (Katz & Lambert, 2016). In addition, phones and tablets can help students
organize notes, help with math problems, and reduce the need for heavy paper texts. Mobile devices
allow students to be connected with the professional world around them during lectures. Students
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must also learn how to become tech-savvy, and what that means to their future profession. Limiting
the distraction that cellphones cause in the classroom is a debate that at times seems like polar
opposites (APA, 2017). Punishing the use of a phone in the class may not be advisable either since
taking a cellphone away may cause significantly worse problems than an instructor anticipates. In
recent months, students have become physical with teachers trying to enforce this policy (Song, J. &
Blume, H., 2015) and this type of behavior punishment is not in the best interest of the student nor the
teacher.

Psychologists have repeatedly stated that punishment is not effective in encouraging desired behaviors
(Katz & Lambert, 2016). In addition, merely stating in a syllabus that the use of cellphones is not
permitted can cause the use of the phone to undermine the instructor during the course of the year
(McDonald, 2013). Conversely, many researchers have pointed out that students have become
addicted to their phones (Burak, 2012) and continuously check texts, social media accounts, and web
surf. This can cause anxiety and frustration (Elhai, Dvorak, Levine, & Hall, 2017) when taken away.
Cellphone addiction is a modern phenomenon and must be taken into account when banning their use
in classes. This behavioral disorder means that it is difficult to get students to stop their behavior even
if they know that the phone is a problematic.

Katz & Lambert (2016) studied the use of positive reinforcement, in the form of extra credit, to
promote the use of not using a phone during class. Their study showed that, while correlational,
students’ total test scores were higher when they surrendered their phone. One of the drawbacks of
their study was that student perceptions of not having a cellphone in the class were not evaluated.
While the assumption is that students always want their phone, research has not been clear whether
this is accurate or not (Katz & Lambert, 2016; Gardiner, 2016; Berry & Westfall, 2015). There is
very little doubt that cellphones are distracting and the growing body of literature suggests that
cellphones lower test scores, but what do the students consider? The purpose of this study was to
assess the students’ perceptions about offering positive reinforcement for not using cellphones in class
and effects it has on classroom atmosphere.

2. METHODS

Thirteen university courses participated in the study. Students were instructed that they would receive
additional credit to their course grade (up to 2%) if they chose to put their cellphone in a designated
spot in the room and be unable to access it during the class. Additionally, students who chose to do
this were required to place their phone on airplane mode or power it down completely, so that
“silenced” phones would not distract others when buzzing at the receipt of a text message or email.
When class was over, students could retrieve their phones. Students had the option every class to keep
their phones or place them at the front to earn the extra credit points. This went on each day the class
met, and at the end of the semester, the students were asked to complete a questionnaire about their
experience (see Appendix A).

3. RESULTS

Two-hundred and twenty-eight students completed the questionnaire. Frequency data is presented in
table one and table two for the survey.
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The open-ended responses to the cellphone questionnaire (#7) were recorded and then analyzed.
These reactions yielded four themes. The themes are presented in table 3. Theme one represents the
idea that the students just didn’t care to participate in the extra credit activity of turning in their
cellphone each class time. Theme two represents the student wanting/needing their phone for personal
and/or family issues (e.g., children) or if an emergency arose. Theme three expresses the idea that
participating in the activity would not earn them enough extra credit to help their grade and the
student stopped participating. The final one, theme four, represents that the student just wanted their
phone with them during class to do other things on it.

Table3. Themes of Open Ended Question Responses (#7) to Why Individuals Stopped Surrendering Their Phone
during Class

Theme Representing Concept
1 Did not care any more about the cell phone activity.
2 Needed/wanted their phone for personal/family matters or emergencies.
3 Did not think the extra points would help their grade
4 Wanted their phone to do other things during the lesson.

At the end of the questionnaire, the students were asked to:

“Write an essay related to whether or not you recommend the cellphone activity for future
classes and why. You may include in your essay such things as how you believe it affected the
classroom atmosphere, how it affected you personally, etc. Please provide a detailed
discussion as to why you recommend it or do not recommend it. Your essay may be as long
as you like. Please take your time!”

193 students responded to the essay, and 96% of the responses stated that offering extra credit by
surrendering their cellphone was a positive action and that they would recommend the activity to
future classes. Two themes emerged from the essay for supporting the activity in future courses, and
one theme appeared for not offering the activity in future courses. These themes are presented in table
four.

Table4. Themes for Questionnaire Essay.

Theme Positive Representing Concept
1 Keeps me focused, engaged, and improves concentration.
2 The phone is not a constant distraction to myself or others/class.
Theme Negative Representing Concept
1 Outside responsibilities dictate the need to keep the phone with the student

4. DISCUSSION

This study’s purpose was to determine if offering positive reinforcement (extra credit) to surrender a
cellphone each class would be a positive experience for the student and classroom environment. The
results indicate that students felt that not having a cellphone during class was both positive and
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increased focus, engagement, and improved concentration. The students also felt that not having
cellphones in the class was a positive activity and changed the classroom atmosphere to be more
respectful and focused.

These findings add to the growing body of research that having cellphones in class reduces learning
and leads to lower grades (Katz & Lambert, 2016 & Gingerich & Lineweaver, 2014). While prior
research has documented the correlation between cellphones in class and lower course grades (Katz &
Lambert, 2016), this study showed that not having cellphones in class benefits class climate,
enjoyment, and respectfulness toward the instructor. These qualities all lead to a more beneficial
learning environment that allows the student to engage with other classmates and the instructor. This
type of engagement in the classroom has been lost in the last decade due to distraction (Ellis, Daniels,
& Jauregui, 2010; Gingerich & Lineweaver, 2014) and in this study, the students indicated that not
having cellphones in class increases the positive atmosphere for learning.

Cellphone addiction is a real phenomenon (Gardiner, 2016) that causes distraction and feelings of
anxiety when a person can’t access his/her phone. Offering a positive reinforcement was suggested as
a way that can offset these adverse feelings when surrendering one’s phone (Katz & Lambert, 2016).
The findings of this study support this approach. Students overwhelmingly responded positively and
would recommend it to future classes. This was supported in the opened ended essay question with
96% of the students supporting the activity. However, having a policy in place that allows students
access to their phones to contact baby-sitters or family members when needed is important. It is
evident that cellphones should be limited in classrooms and positive reinforcement offers an
alternative to an outright ban. This study shows that students want a cellphone-free classroom, and
feel strongly that it helps create an environment where class discussion and atmosphere are improved.

APPENDIX A

Circle your answer for each question below.

1. Overall, how do you feel about the cellphone extra credit activity we did this semester?
I loved it

I liked it

I didn’t care one way or the other

It was not a particularly good idea, in my opinion

| hated it

2. Do you feel it had an overall positive effect on the classroom atmosphere in general?
Yes, a big positive effect on classroom atmosphere

Yes, a little positive effect on classroom atmosphere

No

Not sure

3. Indicate how often you participated (in class sessions that you attended).

Every class session

Almost every class session

Most class sessions

Very few or no class sessions

4. Did the class participating in the cellphone extra credit help you concentrate better on classroom
activities?

Yes, | was able to concentrate a lot better in class
Yes, | was able to concentrate a little better in class
No

Not sure
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5. Did you feel the class participating in the cellphone extra credit changed the classroom atmosphere
to be more focused?

Yes, much more focused

Yes, a little more focused

No

Not sure

6. Did you feel the class participating in the cellphone extra credit changed the classroom atmosphere
to be more respectful?

Yes, a lot more respectful

Yes, a little more respectful

No

Not sure

7. Why do you think students stopped putting their cellphones on the front desk before class started
during the last couple of weeks of the semester? (If this question doesn’t apply to your class, skip
this question.)

They thought they had enough extra credit

They had more urgent text messages they were expecting due to it being the end of the semester

They were bored by the activity after the whole semester

Other

8. Would you recommend this activity for future classes?

Yes, it was awesome

Yes, it was good

No

Absolutely not, it was awful
Not sure

ESsAY RELATED TO CELL PHONE ACTIVITY

Write an essay related to whether or not you recommend the cellphone activity for future classes and
why. You may include in your essay such things as how you believe it affected the classroom
atmosphere, how it affected you personally, etc. Please provide a detailed discussion as to why you
recommend it or do not recommend it. Your essay may be as long as you like. Please take your time!
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