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There is a “digital disconnect” between how students use technology for their everyday communication and how they 
use technology in the classroom. Outside of school, students communicate through a variety of digital devices, such 
as mobile phones, computers, BlackBerry devices and iPods, to name just a few. Of these, mobile phones are by far 
the most common and accessible devices. They are quickly becoming an integral part of students’ social lives. Mobile 
phones are not just toys; rather, they’re essential tools students use to communicate with the world around them. 
Inside of school, learning is isolated from students’ everyday technology culture because students use hardware and 
software developed specifically for educational purposes.

Many educators feel strongly that mobile phones are not appropriate tools for the classroom. Some consider mobile 
phones distracting and harmful to the classroom environment. School officials spend much time and energy developing 
policies and procedures to keep mobile phones out of the classroom.

Of course, the use of mobile phones in the classroom raises legitimate concerns. Unfortunate incidents have occurred, 
such as text messaging answers during tests, taking pictures of class activities and posting them without the subject’s 
permission, and playing games. Mobile phones, however, are becoming more popular with students, and anything 
that takes up so much student time and interest deserves scrutiny. I have been using mobile phones as an instructional 
tool in a classroom setting with my university students for the past three years, and I have learned that mobile phones, 
coupled with a few online resources, can be an engaging tool for learning.

In the 21st century, part of an educator’s job is to help students navigate and stay safe in a world overflowing with 
technology and information. The convenience of mobile phones makes them a natural medium for job interviews and 
other professional activities. Yet only 47% of teachers believe schools are doing an adequate job preparing students to 
compete in the modern job market (Project Tomorrow, 2006b). As of 2004, 45% of students aged 8–18 had their 
own mobile phone (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2005). As of 2006, 73% of students in years 9–12 used a mobile phone 
daily (Project Tomorrow, 2006a). These numbers will only increase as mobile phones become more affordable and 
available to students.

Although 47% of teachers think it is acceptable for students to have mobile phones in school for emergency situations, 
more than 25% of teachers do not believe mobile phones belong on a school campus at all (Project Tomorrow, 2006b). 
Instead of spending time, energy and money creating policies to fight mobile phone use in schools, educators could spend 
their time finding useful ways to integrate these devices as knowledge construction, data collection and collaborative 
communication tools to help students become more competitive in the digital world. I have observed the controversy 
and decided to gather and present the resources I have found that provide examples for utilising mobile phones as 
classroom learning tools in hopes that other educators might find these resources useful and worth exploring.

This book is for K–12 classroom teachers and technology integration specialists who are interested in using mobile 
phones as learning tools inside or outside of the classroom. Although readers should be familiar with various 
technologies, such as podcasting and blogging, they need not be experts. I have included step-by-step tutorials for 
using many of the resources described in this book.

As a former technology coordinator, I am well aware of the financial straits facing most schools; therefore, many of the 
web resources I discuss in this book are inexpensive or free. I am also sensitive to educational policies that bar mobile 
phones from schools; therefore, I describe mobile phone learning activities that can be conducted outside of school. 
Most of the activities and lessons described in this book, in fact, allow for mobile phone use only outside of school, 
such as on a field trip or for homework, and the work can be built on inside the classroom (without students needing to 
bring the mobile phones onto school grounds). Because the majority of students who have mobile phones are over the 
age of 12, this book emphasises learning activities at the secondary level (years 6–12). However, there is good reason 
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to consider how mobile phones could be learning tools for younger students. Consequently, chapter 8 describes how 
PK–5 teachers could benefit from including mobile phones in learning.

Recognising that every educator has a different comfort level with technology, the learning activities I describe range 
from the intuitive (mobile phone basics) to the more complex (downloading and editing mobile phone audio or photo 
files to use with video-editing software). I also introduce ideas on how mobile phones may be useful in helping teachers 
with their classroom and student management. This book also considers several issues involved with integrating 
mobile phones into classroom learning, such as security, access and finance. I address those concerns by providing 
potential solutions. Ultimately, the goal of this book is to encourage educators to introduce mobile phones to students 
as potential learning tools and lifelong professional tools, rather than viewing them solely as a social toy.
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Chapter 1

Mobile Phones as Learning Tools
This chapter focuses on the potential benefits of using mobile phones in learning. Although the media often emphasise 
the reasons educators do not or should not consider mobile phones as learning tools, it is important to contemplate 
the other side of the argument – why educators should consider mobile phones as learning tools. This chapter briefly 
describes the research in literacy education, learning technologies and youth studies that supports integrating mobile 
phones into schools. At the same time, it is still important to explore the common concerns that educators have with 
integrating mobile phones into their classrooms, and chapter 2 explores the many reasons why mobile phones are 
controversial for classroom instruction.
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Bringing Student Culture into the Classroom
Researchers who have studied the disconnect between the culture of student home life and student experiences in 
school believe that if the home culture of students is integrated into their classroom learning, they are more likely to be 
academically successful (Cazden and Leggett, 1981; Jordan, 1985; Mohatt and Erickson, 1981). Experts in the field 
of literacy over the last decade focused on broadening the definition of literacy by studying student culture outside of 
school as a resource for adolescent literacy learning (Alvermann and Xu, 2003; Bean, Bean and Bean, 1999; Chandler-
Olcott and Mahar, 2003; Finders, 1996; Moje, 2002).

Today, technology is often a large part of the literacy practices of our youth outside of school and is considered one 
of the multiple literacies in today’s society. Many researchers believe that multiple literacies provide a bridge between 
the real-life texts of the community and school learning. In addition, using a multiple literacy approach to classroom 
instruction enables students to understand, use and critically evaluate the multimodal texts of the 21st century.

According to Elizabeth Moje (2000), in “‘To Be Part of the Story’: The Literacy Practices of Gangsta Adolescents”:

We can become more aware of what adolescents can do and of the power and sophistication of those 
practices that are so often dismissed as vandalism or laziness. If we reconceptualise our literacy theory, 
research and pedagogy to acknowledge the tools at use for making meaning in unsanctioned practices, to 
work with the strengths that our students already possess, and to teach students how to navigate the many 
discursive spaces called for in new and complex times … then we may be able to teach students tools that 
provide them with opportunities to be part of and to construct multiple stories in many different social 
worlds. (p. 685)

The issues of youth literacy and everyday technology that Moje pinpoints are common concerns. Educators dismiss 
mobile phones, instant messaging and other popular technology communication tools as “distracting” to classroom 
learning. Yet if educational technology theory, research and pedagogy are reconceptualised to include the tools and 
knowledge that students already possess, then students will have better opportunities to connect learning inside and 
outside of school.

Digital technology literacy is a form of cultural capital. Moje and Sutherland (2003) argue that students need to 
learn the tools and practices that have cultural capital in different communities, and how to effectively navigate those 
tools. Chandler-Olcott and Mahar (2003) assert that classrooms that integrate technology-mediated literacy practices 
within everyday social learning communities have the potential to promote more academically related interests within 
the school than classrooms lacking such integration. Bruce (1997) goes further to suggest that we must embrace 
and acknowledge new technologies, rather than ignore or fear the new literacies that are part of these innovations. 
Often the literacy practices in today’s communities and in traditional classrooms are radically different. For students 
to be successful in the future they must learn how to use different literacy tools in various knowledge-building 
communities.

Connecting Everyday Digital Culture 
with Classroom Learning
Although many classroom teachers use software created for educational purposes, teachers seem to draw the line at 
everyday technologies used by youth outside the classroom. This disconnect between how students communicate 
outside of school and how they learn and communicate inside the classroom is growing (Levin, Arafeh, Lenhart and 
Rainie, 2002; Tell, 2000). Outside of school, students communicate through instant messaging, online chatting, mobile 
phones, email, BlackBerry devices, webcams, video games, digital media players, and other network and digital technolo-
gies. The Kaiser Family Foundation (2005) named today’s youth the M-generation because of the adolescents’ ability to 
multitask with a variety of media devices at one time, such as talking on the mobile phone, instant messaging and writing 
an essay all at once. Yet teachers assume students are the same as they have always been, and the traditional methods 
that worked for teachers when they were students will work for students today (Prensky, 2001).
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Students are aware of and sensitive to their teachers’ dislike of their social “toys”. Teachers have very little appreciation 
for these new devices and the communication and knowledge-building skills students have developed as a result of 
them (Levin et al., 2002). Instructors repeatedly let students know their everyday social toys are not acceptable in 
the learning environment. Some teachers see the technologies of youth as distracting, time consuming, wasteful and 
even harmful. One of the most popular youth technologies is the mobile phone. This technology, however, is not 
popular with educators: 85% of professors surveyed stated that they wanted to ban mobile phones from classrooms 
(Gilroy, 2004). Certainly educators have reasonable concerns about allowing mobile phones in the classroom, such as 
cheating on tests with text messaging, accessing unfiltered Internet sites, text messaging during class instruction time 
and secretly taking pictures or movies without permission (“Cell Phones”, 2005).

Gilroy (2004) found that almost one-third of university students play video games or text message on their mobile 
phones during class. Although Gilroy (2004) claims this is why we should be banning mobile phones in educational 
environments, I disagree. Anything can be distracting in the classroom environment. For example, a piece of paper 
and pencil can be a distraction if they are used to pass notes or play games (noughts-and-crosses). Even a window is 
a distraction to the unmotivated student. (It was for me.) Have you ever sat in on a boring faculty meeting when you 
were mentally somewhere else?

In 2007, a study of 1,500 students aged 10–17 found that during the summer holidays they spend an average of 3 
hours and 45 minutes using their mobile phones each day (Disney Mobile Survey, 2007). Interestingly, one-third of 
them said they would rather give up video games, radio or a trip to the mall before parting with their mobile phones. 
One-fifth said they would rather give up television than their mobile phones. This ubiquitous use of mobile phones 
by youth is the exact reason we should be using mobile phones as a tool for learning in the classroom. Obviously 
students enjoy using their mobile phones and they are highly motivated to interact with their mobile phones during 
class. Additionally, most students have their mobile phones with them at all times (unlike many other school tools); 
hence, the learning activities do not have to occur within the classroom walls. Teachers need to take advantage of this 
motivational tool and find methods to integrate it into the classroom.

The Web 2.0 Generation and Filters
Many new websites can be coupled with mobile phones to create innovative learning opportunities. These websites are 
part of the Web 2.0 generation. Web 2.0 is often referred to as the read/write web or social-networking sites. Some 
examples of read/write websites include web logs (blogs), wikis, photo-sharing sites such as Flickr, MP3-sharing 
sites such as Napster, and many other websites where people can participate and interact (O’Reilly, 2005). Outside 
of school, students are immersed in these social-networking and collaborative websites. Lenhart, Madden and Hitlin 
(2005) found that 87% of youth aged 12–17 are online almost every day. Some of their popular online activities 
include blogging, chatting and sharing music (Rainie, 2006). According to Rainie, the M-generation is the first that 
grew up with interactive media; they want to share knowledge with each other. A Pew Internet and American Life 
Project survey found that 64% of online teens are content creators. They have created or work on a blog or a web page, 
share original content online, or remix content found online to make a new creation (Lenhart, Madden, Rankin and 
Smith, 2007).

The M-generation has developed its own community of practice outside of school, using Web 2.0 sites to create, 
share and foster knowledge together. According to NetDay’s Speak Up 2006 national report on students (Project 
Tomorrow, 2006a), gaming, emailing, instant messaging and accessing personal websites are the leading activities for 
students’ non-schoolwork use of technology. Yet Internet filters in schools have widened the divide between students’ 
digital media use inside and outside of school. According to the Children’s Internet Protection Act (2001), public 
K–12 schools in the US must have Internet filters. This came as a result of many educational administrators worrying 
about students accessing information that could be potentially harmful to minors. At the same time, a recent study 
(Rosen, 2006) found that the media have greatly overblown sexual predators and social-networking sites such as 
MySpace. Rosen found that only 7% of students who use MySpace were virtually approached by a stranger. Although 
I realise that 7% is not 0%, keep in mind that 12,874 young people were reported missing to Australian police in 
2005–2006 (James, Anderson and Putt, 2008). Despite these statistics, we still allow our children to walk to and 
from school and ride buses; we simply educate them on what to do when a stranger approaches them or a dangerous 
situation arises. 


