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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.
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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 7’ 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, | 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.
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Table 1. Summary of perceived educational and socio-medical problems associated with exten-

sive mobile phone usage.

Problem / Issue Source

1. Distragtion 10 individual (and surrounding peopie), inser- rapting Selwyn, 20150
cancentration on loaming or spocific tavks

2. Imposes erracie multi-sasking, resulting In wesavisfaciocy or incorret Selwyn, 2015
conclusdons (oatcomes)

1 Individually isolating activity — with coatont dosigned to rotain user Misra ct al  2014;
silention/isterest ~ indircctly reducing direct social & iou and Rotoudi ctal, 2017
indibiting dovelayp of personal skls,

4, Contributing o roduced Sscipli ning vrgasistion oe Sclwyn, 2019
priorivsation of necessary ondine (or ofY line) tasks, 7 )

$. Exposare 1w inappropriate maserial oc wolling, phishing. or eyber- Selwyn, 20150
bullying

6 Tends to narrow focus for informatan 10 a small number of favourcd Sclwyn, 2019

s#es, which may be bissod in various ways or unverifiable.
Development of skills to scasch for altemative sousces is indehited oc

neglecied.

7. Lack of diverse, verifisble sources and time for reflection or synthosis UT Auatin, 2017
inkibits developenom of wrtical or snalytical skills which, in turs, slows
imp in verbal or writton commusscation

8. Pre-oocupation with caline acuvity osn lead o varied healih issues Clayton etal,
(froen cye strala, loss of alcop of inadoquate nutrition, to tendonitia, to 2015%; Vikal ot sl
sddictive behaviours or sertous aceidenss caused by lack of anemion 2017; Bou mosieh
to tho ding envi ) & Jaa - losk, 201K;

Khidhir, 2019

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).

Strategy / Initiative
1. Total schoal site hans ([ with medical exemptions )
2. School bowr bans ( with secure locker storuge during class bours ).
3. Class timyc bans oa usc, with accoss at lunch hour,
4. Total bans st primsary schiools — with seloctive restrictivens va wxc st High Schools.
5. Minimal use permiticd. restricted 10 CMEIPERCY OF Urpent Classwork projoct necds.

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.
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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.



N

M3asilmArNanslsiAL 19 26 atiuf 2 (wqunias - &anan 2565)

References

Australian Associated Press. (2019) Call for national mobile phone ban in public
schools to face resistance. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/jun/28/call-for-
national-mobile-phone-in-public-schools-to-face-resistance.

Bennet, A. and Bennet, D. (2008) The depth of knowledge: surface, shallow or deep.
VINE Journal of Information and Knowledge Management, 38 (4): 405 — 420.

Bilmanoch, S. (2007) The role of New Communication Technologies in influencing
socio-cultural change or values in Thailand. Journal of Communication Arts (Chulalongkorn
University), 25 (3): 91 — 116.

Boumosleh, J. and Jaalouk, D. (2018) Smartphone addiction among university
students and its relationship with academic performance. Global Journal of Health Science,
10 (1): 48 — 60. doi: 10.5539/gjhs.v10n1p48.

Chae, S-G. (2020) A survey on the use of mobile phones due to COVID-19. International
Journal of Internet, Broadcasting and Communication, 12 (3): 233 — 243. http://dx.doi.
org/10.7236/1JIBC.2020.12.3.233.

Clayton, R.B., Leshner, G. and Almond, A. (2015) The extended iSelf: the impact of iphone
separation on cognition, emotion, and physiology. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication,
20 (2): 119 -135.

Elhai, J.D., Dvorak, R.D., Levine, J.C. and Hall B.J. (2017) Problematic smartphone
use: a conceptual overview and systematic review of relations with anxiety and
depression psychopathology. Journal of Affective Disorders, 207:251 — 259. Epub 2016/10/14.
pmid:27736736.

Kawasaki, N., Tanei, S., Ogata, F., Burapadaja, S., Loetkham, C., Nakamura, T. and Tanada,
S. (2006) Survey on cellular phone usage on students in Thailand. Journal of Physiological
Anthropology, 25 (6): 377 — 382. pmid: 17213690. doi: 10.2114/jpa2.25.377.

Khalil, S. (2019) Students at Victorian public schools will be banned from using their
phones from next year. https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/parenting/school-life/students-
at-victorian-public-schools-will-be-banned-from-using-their-phones-from-next-year/news-story/

Khidhir, S. (2019) Smartohones causing Thai youths pain. https://theaseanpost.com/article/smart
phones-causing-thai-youths-pain

King, A.L., Valenca, A.M. and Nardi, A.E. (2010) Nomophobia: the mobile phone in panic disorder
with agoraphobia: reducing phobias or worsening of dependence? Cognitive and Behavioral
Neurology, 23 (1): 52 — 54. Epub 2010/03/20. pmid:20299865.

Lee, S., Kim, M., Mendoza, J.S. and McDonough, .M. (2018) Addicted to cellphones: exploring
the psychometric properties between the nomophobia questionnaire and obsessiveness in
college students. Heliyon, 4 (11):e00895. Epub 2015/11/15. pmid:30426100; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMCPmMc6223106.



'
a

3asiimAranslsvial 19 26 atfuf 2 (wqunias - &anan 2565)

Mettathamrong, J. (2021) Factors that affect the behavior of adolescents in Thailand
due to the use of mobile phones in their daily life. Utopia y Praxis Latinoamericana, 26 (2):
212 - 226.

Misra, S., Cheng, L., Genevie, J. and Yuan, M. (2014) The iPhone Effect: the quality
of in-person social interactions in the presence of mobile devices. Environment and Behavior,
48 (2): 275 - 298.

Nguyen, M. H., Gruber, J. and Fuchs, J. (2020) Changes in digital communication during the
COVID-19 global pandemic: implications for digital inequality and future research. Social
Medlia and Society, July-September 2020:

Pacharapha, T. and Ractham, V. (2012) Knowledge acquisition: the roles of perceived value of
knowledge content and source. Journal of Knowledge Management, 16 (5): 724 — 739.

Pritchard, D., Millar, A. and Haddok, A. (2010) The Nature and Value of Knowledge. Three Inves
tigations. Oxford University Press, UK.

Rotondi, V., Stanca, L. and Tomasuolo, M. (2017) Connecting alone: smartphone use, quality of
social interactions and well-being. Journal of Economic Psychology, 63: 17 — 26. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.joep.2017.09.001

Selwyn, N. (2019a) Banning mobile phones in schools not a clear-cut solution.
https://www.abc.net.au/2019-06-26/banning-mobile-phones-in-schools-not-clear-cut-solu
tion/11248876.

Selwyn, N. (2019b) Banning mobile phones in schools. beneficial or risky? Here’s what the evidence
says. https://theconveration.com/banning-mobile-phones-in-schools-beneficial-or-risky-heres-
what-the-evidence-says-119456.

Tangmunkongvorakul, A., Musumari, P.M., Thongpibul, K., Srithanaviboonchai, K., Techasrivichien,
T., Suguimoto, S.P., Ono-Kihara, M. and Kihara, M. (2019) Association of excessive smart
phone use with psychological well-being among university students in Chiang Mai, Thailand.
PLoS ONE, 14 (1): e0210294. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0210294

Tanney, J. (2013) Rules, Reason, and Self-Knowledge. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA.

University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) (2017) The mere presence of your smartphone reduces
brain power, study shows. ScienceDaily, 23 June 2017. www.sciencedaily.com/releas
es/2017/06/170623133039.htm

Watson, J. (2020) Knowledge erosion and degradation: a single case-study of knowledge risks

and barriers in a multi-business organisation. PhD thesis, Victoria University, Melbourne. 7



