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Abstract
 Despite widespread agreement that some restrictions are necessary, especially for younger 
children, the COVID pandemic has imposed new conditions where digital interaction is strongly 
encouraged or mandated to minimise disease transmission.  In these circumstances, several 
broad pragmatic guidelines for the use of mobile phones are proposed to: (a) promote (both 
in educational and home settings) more selective and responsible use of mobile devices; (b) 
minimise avoidable distractions and reduce time lost or wasted; (c) encourage and enable direct 
social interactions; and (d) still take advantage of these technologies, for remote communication 
and accessing relevant information when necessary, to achieve positive learning outcomes.
 Part of the growing debate about impacts of digital devices on learning relates to mobile phone 
usage.  Amid heightened concerns about standards of literacy and numeracy, educationalists in 
a number of countries have identified distraction / interruption / lack of concentration / cyber-bul-
lying and other health problems, as issues associated with phone use in schools.  This paper 
briefly summarises the challenges and implications of unrestricted phone use, and compares or 
planned strategies, formulated to alleviate perceived problems in traditional educational settings. 
Keywords : student mobile usage, addictive problems, technological literacy, 

Problems of Online Communication :  
re-assessing mobile phone usage among young people during  

the COVID pandemic in Thailand and other countries.



89
วารสารนิเทศศาสตรปริทัศน์ ปีที่ 26 ฉบับที่ 2 (พฤษภาคม - สิงหาคม 2565)

บทัคัด้ย่อ
 แม้วิ�าผู้้้เก้�ยวิข้้องกับการัส่�อสารัส�วินใหญ�จัะเห็นพรั้องต้องกันวิ�า การัใช้้โทั้รัศัพทั้์ม่อถื่อข้องเด้็กเล็ก
โด้ยเฉพาะนักเรั้ยนช้ั�นปรัะถืมควิรัม้การัใช้้อย�างจัำากัด้ แต�เน่�องจัากการัรัะบาด้ข้องโรัคโควิิด้-19 ทั้้�ได้้ก�อให้
เกิด้เง่�อนไข้ใหม�ในการัติด้ต�อส่�อสารั  ส�งผู้ลให้การัส่�อสารัผู้�านส่�อดิ้จัิทั้ัลได้้รัับการัสนับสนุนและส�งเสรัิมเป็น
อย�างมากเพ่�อช้�วิยลด้การัแพรั�กรัะจัายข้องโรัค จัากสถืานการัณ์โรัครัะบาด้น้� องค์กรัหรั่อหน�วิยงานต�าง ๆ 
ได้้กำาหนด้และเสนอแนวิทั้างในการัปฏิิบัติซึ่้�งเป็นปรัะโยช้น์ท้ั้�เก้�ยวิข้้องกับการัใช้้โทั้รัศัพท์ั้ม่อถ่ืออย้�หลาย
ปรัะการั อาทิั้ (ก) ส�งเสริัมให้ม้การัใช้้อุปกรัณ์เคล่�อนท้ั้� (ทัั้�งในสถืานศ้กษาและทั้้�บ้าน) อย�างม้
ควิามรับัผู้ดิ้ช้อบและควิรัพจิัารัณาในการัเลอ่กรับัข้�าวิสารัใหม้ากข้้�น (ข้) ลด้การัถืก้รับกวินและลด้การัเสย้เวิลา 
(ค) ส�งเสรัมิใหม้ก้ารัตดิ้ต�อส่�อสารัทั้างเครัอ่ข้�ายสงัคมออนไลนโ์ด้ยตรัง; และ (ง) เพ่�อสามารัถืใช้ป้รัะโยช้นจ์ัาก
โทั้รัศัพทั้ม์อ่ถ่ือในการัส่�อสารัทั้างไกลและการัเข้า้ถ้ืงข้อ้มล้ข้�าวิสารัท้ั้�จัำาเปน็ เพ่�อให้การัเรัย้นร้้ัสำาเร็ัจัไปได้ด้้ว้ิยด้้
 อย�างไรัด้็ตาม ได้้ม้การัอภิปรัายแสด้งควิามคิด้เห็นเก้�ยวิกับผู้ลกรัะทั้บข้องการัใช้้อุปกรัณ์ด้ิจิัทั้ัล
ในการัเรั้ยนการัสอนกันอย�างกวิ้างข้วิางข้้�นเรั่�อย ๆ โด้ยเฉพาะอย�างยิ�งปรัะเด้็นการัใช้้โทั้รัศัพทั้์ม่อถื่อ
ในข้ณะกำาลังเรั้ยนข้องนักเรั้ยน ทั้�ามกลางควิามกังวิลนักการัศ้กษาเก้�ยวิกับมาตรัฐานข้องการัร้้ัหนังส่อ
และการัคำานวิณ  ซึ่้�งนักการัศก้ษาหลายจัากปรัะเทั้ศได้ร้ัะบุถื้งปัญหาต�าง ๆ  ได้้แก� ควิามใจัลอยฟุ้งซึ่�าน/ การั
ถ้ืกขั้ด้จังัหวิะหรัอ่รับกวินการัสอน / การัข้าด้สมาธิ/ิ การัถืก้กลั�นแกล้งในโลกไซึ่เบอร์ั รัวิมทั้ั�งปัญหาด้า้นสุข้ภาพ
ต�าง ๆ  วิ�าล้วินเป็นผู้ลท้ั้�เก้�ยวิข้้องมาจัากมาจัากการัใช้้โทั้รัศัพท์ั้ม่อถ่ือในโรังเรั้ยน บทั้ควิามน้�จั้งแสด้ง
ข้้อม้ล ควิามคิด้เห็นและสรัุปให้เห็นถื้งผู้ลกรัะทั้บข้องการัใช้้โทั้รัศัพทั้์ในช้ั�นเรั้ยน อก้ทั้ั�งการันำาเสนอแนวิทั้าง
ซึ่้�งได้้จััด้ทั้ำาข้้�นในรั้ปแบบแผู้นกลยุทั้ธ์ิ เพ่�อบรัรัเทั้าปัญหาด้ังกล�าวิในสภาพแวิด้ล้อมการัศ้กษาแบบด้ั�งเด้ิม  
คำาสื่ำาคัญ : การัใช้้ม่อถ่ือข้องนักเรั้ยน  ปัญหาการัเสพติด้โทั้รัศัพทั้์ม่อถื่อ ควิามรั้้ทั้างเทั้คโนโลย้, 

Background and Recent Changes
 Everyone, at some time, has said to a family member, friend or partner something like ‘Pay 
attention to what I’m telling you !‘ or ‘Listen to what I’m saying !‘ or ‘Do you understand what I’ve 
said ?’  But this frustrating situation is becoming more common, with so many people distracted, to 
varying degrees, by mobile phones.  In educational settings – where continued concentration is so 
necessary and essential, this has become a major problem – to the extent that bans or restrictions 
have been planned or implemented in a number of countries (Khalil, 2019 ; Selwyn, 2019b).  From 
my own experience in undergraduate teaching in Thailand, I have found it necessary to frequently 
remind students at regular classes to switch off their phones, so that classes are not disrupted 
unnecessarily.
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Common problem and altered pandemic priorities
 Mobile or smartphone ‘ addiction ‘ has been recognised as a very common problem, for all 
age groups, for some years; there is a huge literature on the topic, including many books on the 
subject of how individuals might ‘ break the habit or ‘ overcome the addiction ‘!  Although this 
question of overuse or addictive smartphone behaviours is important in many situations, it is 
actually just one aspect of a more general debate about the impacts of modern communications 
technologies on peoples’ ways of acquiring knowledge and learning.
 Since the introduction of the Internet the priority has been to facilitate rapid dispersal and 
access to the most recent and apparently directly relevant information (Bilmanoch, 2007).  But 
this pre-occupation with the speed of gathering data has, in combination with other increasing 
demands on time, reduced the time available for reflection and analysis as well as the capacity 
to develop a thorough understanding – which has major implications for education (Bennet and 
Bennet, 2008; Watson, 2020).  These trends and impacts, associated with the Internet and other 
recently developed mobile devices, have been debated for some years; however, the COVID 
pandemic has forced a re-assessment of the ways in which communication technologies can be 
utilised – especially in the health and education sectors.
 Since early 2020, management of the global COVID pandemic has imposed major changes 
on the development and use of mobile digital devices.  These changes (discussed in the ‘ Newer 
Approaches and Implications ’ section below), while necessary at present, may not be permanent 
and may exacerbate some of the problems mentioned above; however, they also confer benefits 
by enabling remote solutions and outcomes for both educational and non-educational questions 
in the short term.  
 The main aims of this paper are:
 (a) to briefly review known and potential problems with excessive mobile phone use among 
young people;
 (b) to summarise remedial strategies for educational settings, designed to regulate usage 
and optimise learning outcomes; and
 (c) in a COVID context, to discuss new approaches to the use of mobile phones, both in 
education and broader social environments.

Mobile Phones – Developing Problems and Strategies in Education
 As previously mentioned, changes in young peoples’ capacity to access information have 
been debated for many years; however, it has only been in the last 15 years, with the ubiquitous 
adoption of mobile phone technology, that some of the practical issues have become apparent 
(Kawasaki et al., 2006; Khidhir, 2019; Mettathamrong, 2021).  See Table 1 and Figure 1 below. 



91
วารสารนิเทศศาสตรปริทัศน์ ปีที่ 26 ฉบับที่ 2 (พฤษภาคม - สิงหาคม 2565)

Table 1.  Summary of perceived educational and socio-medical problems associated with exten-
sive mobile phone usage.

 The many observed and potential problems had heightened concerns for student learning and 
welfare, prior to COVID, and a number of strategies were being developed, trialled or implemented 
in different countries – see Table 2.

Table 2.  Some strategies to minimise learning or health problems from mobile phones in 
school settings (sources: Selwyn, 2019a, 2019b).

 Unfortunately, while a number of studies have been completed on observed problems relating 
to excessive mobile phone use by young people (King et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2018; Tangmun-
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kongvorakul et al., 2019), much less is published on the results of phone management strategies, 
trialled or implemented in schools.  Furthermore, the recent pandemic has imposed conditions 
where individual home learning and online classes (totally dependent on computers and mobile 
phones) have become the normal, or only, educational option for most students for periods of 
weeks or months.  To complete this brief review of the current situation, Figure 1 progressively 
synthesises the external influences, the personal social interaction impacts and potential health 
issues resulting from excessive mobile use.

Figure 1.Summary of the background technological factors and major interrelationships between  
              learning impacts and potential health implications (for individuals) of excessive phone use.

 The above tables and figure demonstrate the range of issues involved, the limited strategies 
devised for alleviating problems in schools and the numerous direct or indirect impacts of excessive 
mobile phone use; however, it should be noted that there is considerable disagreement as well as 
attitude and policy shifts about restricting phone use.  For example, in New York a ban in schools 
was first introduced in 2006.  But it was lifted in 2015 for a range of reasons, some of which had 
nothing to do with the original issues (e.g. distraction, discipline, cyber-bullying).  The reasons 
given for lifting bans related to variable enforcement of restrictions at different schools, provision 
of secure lockers for storage of phones during class hours and concerns raised by parents about 
student safety.
 In Australia, there have been calls for a national mobile phone ban in public schools 
(Australian Associated Press, 2019), however, the different State and Territory jurisdictions 
(with responsibility for education) have differing viewpoints and several have no plans for 
restrictions.  Many Australian adults favour some form of restriction in schools (with medical 
exemptions), but there is some debate on the extent of limits – from total site bans, to the 
full school day, to class hours only with access at lunch-hour. There are also parental con-
cerns that total school bans could jeopardise student safety, during transit to and from school  
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Doubts have also been expressed about whether school day bans would significantly re-
duce cyber-bullying – which can be initiated at any time, 7 days a week.  More pragmatic 
or hybrid strategies have been suggested, where bans at primary schools are considered 
appropriate and beneficial, but are not feasible at High Schools.  The reasoning being that 
secondary students need to use phones to access information for classwork purposes and 
they are more mature, to be able to cope with cyber-bullying – should it occur (Selwyn, 2019a). 

Newer Approaches and Changed Circumstances
 In addition to the Internet and other technological impacts mentioned above, that influence 
educational theories concerning learning or communication, digitisation had been associated with 
massive shifts in attitudes to the demands, needs and value of data and a growing commodifi-
cation of knowledge.  This, in turn, had led to a widespread re-assessment of concepts such as 
the nature and types of knowledge, the process of acquiring information and of learning, as well 
as ways of preventing the degradation or loss of knowledge ( Pritchard et al., 2010; Pacharapha 
and Ractham, 2012; Tanney, 2013; Watson, 2020 ).
 Then, as previously mentioned, the COVID pandemic resulted in changes in drivers of devel-
opment of online platforms and technologies – away from the primary advertising and commercial, 
entertainment and leisure priorities.  For example, health and educational imperatives have forced 
a re-assessment and driven modifications based on improving effective communication of public 
health information to mass populations quickly; it has also been important to stimulate interest 
and engagement for a wide range of young people in educational settings, where online classes 
have become almost universal.
 In other words, during an emergency (pandemic) context, the emphases have been: (a) ensuring 
extensive distribution and easy access to basic practical information (for everyone), influencing 
daily activities; (b) facilitating both community and governmental interactions, for mutual benefits 
but without incurring unnecessary health risks; (c) devising better ways of delivering necessary 
reference information and developing alternative methods of stimulating learning, understanding 
and educational outcomes, where face-to-face teaching and social interaction is not advisable.  
These changed emphases also have broader longer-term social implications that are beneficial, 
as they: foster general online access and technological literacy among all age groups; encour-
age efficient and responsible use of technology for the common (or community) good; promote 
developing online alternatives to help address future emergency situations.
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Recommendations in a Pandemic Context
 The evidence about mobile phone use is mixed.  For example, while an extensive range of 
physical and mental health issues have been associated with excessive use of these devices, a 
recent survey of Thai youth revealed that one of the most frequent uses was to take and post photos 
of mundane daily activities (Mettathamrong, 2021); hardly a medical risk !  Selwyn (2019a) points 
out that over 130 studies concluded that it was very difficult to demonstrate causal relationships 
between mobile phone multi-tasking and academic performance.  Other surveys demonstrate 
that changes in the use of mobile phones and digital communication generally have occurred in 
all age groups, due to COVID-19 (Chae, 2020; Nguyen et al., 2020).  
 However, from the complex, changing conditions described above, several general conclusions 
can be drawn. These include: the trend towards a more information-rich environment and more 
sophisticated, interconnected communication devices will continue; the need for online / internet / 
device literacy will increase for all age groups; excessive use of digital devices can lead, directly 
or indirectly, to a range of physical or social health problems for individuals.  Any guidance relating 
to mobile phone usage, either in social or educational settings, has to be inclusive and flexible. 
It is recommended that the focus is on necessary, responsible usage – even if some restrictions 
on use are considered necessary at some times, for the common (group or family) good. 
 The justification for restricted access / use can be framed both in terms of educational and 
cultural values, by: (a) optimising learning outcomes; (b) emphasising consideration for others; 
(c) encouraging direct one-to-one or group social interactions in regulated environments – this 
will hopefully extend to informal familial or social occasions, leading to improved personal skills, 
more effective communication and stronger relationships.
 In summary, although beneficial in many ways, mobile phone usage has created both health 
and social problems for young people, and the changed priorities imposed by COVID may ag-
gravate some of these issues in the short term; however, it is to be hoped that the initiatives and 
lessons, learned under pandemic conditions, can be applied to  benefit future generations.  
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