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Abstract

Understanding the experiences of students who self-initiate mobile device use for online courses
or course-related activities provides institutions with valuable insights. In this study, we report
how students enrolled in online courses in higher education voluntarily used mobile devices for
their coursework and course-related activities, the challenges in using these devices, and how they
managed those challenges. We surveyed 103 college students enrolled in one or more fully online
courses regarding their habits in using mobile devices for online learning. Findings reveal most
participants use mobile devices for convenience, portability, and overall ease of use. The way the
devices are used for course-related activities varies, however, with reasons ranging from taking
notes and reading course materials, to downloading those materials, communicating, socializing,
and other purposes. Challenges when using these devices often relate to access issues and overall
limitations of the technology. Yet, despite these limitations, some reported that, depending on the
task, even though using a mobile device often took longer compared to a laptop or PC, the
convenience of using it was a greater benefit. Participants were surveyed about their experiences
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, providing additional perspectives for possible future research
focused on emergency circumstances to remote teaching or alternative forms of instruction.
Additionally, this study provides a foundation of how and why students choose to use mobile
devices for coursework and in what ways they may need support from their institutions related to
their use.
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The number of students voluntarily using devices other than PCs and laptops for their
online coursework continues to rise (Magda & Aslanian, 2018). With over 96% of Americans
owning a cell phone of some kind (Pew Research Center, 2019), it is not surprising that mobile
devices are becoming a popular, often preferred mode for engaging in online courses and course-
related activities (Clinefelter et al., 2019; Magda et al., 2020). Understanding the experiences of
students who use mobile devices while taking an online course or courses, particularly those who
self-initiate their use, provides institutions valuable insights. When the students self-initiate
mobile device use for their online courses, there are a myriad of potential, negative impacts on
their experiences. This is particularly notable when students engage in online courses not
specifically designed for mobile learning on their devices. These issues include areas such as
inability to consistently access (Perrin, 2019; Sadeque, 2020) or read (So, 2016; White, 2017)
content, distractions when using devices (Cross et al., 2019; Pedro et al., 2018), and limitations
when engaging in the course (Krull & Duart, 2019), among others. For these and other reasons,
as institutions continue to seek ways to support students regarding technology and online
learning, mobile device users should not be ignored.

Purposes of this Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how students enrolled in online
courses in higher education voluntarily use mobile devices for their coursework and course-
related activities. In addition, we were interested in understanding the challenges they
encountered with respect to using these devices and how they overcame or attempted to
overcome them. This study provides a foundation of how and why students choose to use a
mobile device for coursework and in what ways they may need support from their institutions
related to these areas.

As Martin et al. (2020) noted: “Online learning is no longer an innovation but has become
the norm in [the] majority of the universities in the U.S. institutions” (p. 45). As such,
institutions cannot assume that all students use only PCs or laptops for their online coursework.
As institutions continue to seek ways to support students regarding technology and online
learning, mobile device users should not be ignored, nor the challenges they may face due to
factors such as device design and access limitations. The guiding Research Questions were:

1. Why do students who self-initiate mobile device use in their online course or course-

related activities choose to use the device?

2. How do students who self-initiate mobile device use in their online course or course-

related activities use the device?

3. What challenges do students who self-initiate mobile device use in their online course or

course-related activities face, and how did they overcome those challenges?

Review of Literature

Mobile Device Defined

As new technologies and tools emerge, the definition and scope of the term “mobile
device” continues to evolve. A review of earlier research references mobile devices as Personal
Digital Assistants used for course activities such as reading and note-taking (Kukulska-Hulme,
2002). In 2004, Anderson and Blackwood described mobile devices as “mobile (or cellular)
phones and also a range of information processing devices ranging from Personal Digital
Assistants (PDAS) to more media-orientated gadgets that play video and MP3 music files” (p. 3).
Along these same lines, Cain (2003) examined the issues and possibilities of the PDA, with a
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focus on research and access to library sites and databases. At the time, the author called on
professionals “to be agile enough to either adapt themselves or be adapted with minimal effort”
(p. 47). This ability for students to quickly adapt, and for technology to adapt with them, remains
true today.

Presently, mobile devices can be described as a mobile personal computer; users can use
them in many of the same ways they would a computer, albeit with the limitations of a smaller
screen size (PC Magazine, 2020). The term “mobile device,” as defined for this study, refers to a
smartphone or tablet device. However, survey respondents were also asked to identify if they
used another type of device they would identify as a mobile device. No other types of mobile
devices were identified, either through the review of recent literature or responses from
participants. This definition aligns with descriptions found in other recent studies as well (e.g.,
Ally & Wark, 2018; Gallegos et al., 2019).

Mobile Device Use in Online Learning

According to a recent report, over 56% of online college students surveyed used a mobile
device for at least some of their course-related activities (Clinefelter et al., 2019). Within the
research, this voluntary use of mobile devices for learning has been referred to as “student-
initiated mobile learning” (Vasudeva et al., 2017). This is an important distinction from the
umbrella term “mobile learning” (M-learning), which may include any or all elements of a
course that are delivered via mobile technologies. These might include, for example, game-based
learning, applications (Chuchu & Ndoro, 2019; Troussas et al., 2020) or augmented reality
(Radosavljevic et al., 2020) among many others. This distinction is vital to this study, as it is
focused only on those who self-initiate mobile device use in their courses, not students in courses
or activities specifically designed as M-learning.

Students highly value mobile devices as collaboration tools (Dabbagh et al., 2019; Heflin
etal., 2017; Tang & Bradshaw, 2016), allowing them to engage with coursework and
communicate with instructors or peers at any given time or place (Ahmad, 2020; Anshari et al.,
2017; Clinefelter et al., 2019; Cross et al., 2019; Fraga & Flores, 2018). Text messaging or other
applications support continuous contact and communication (McKinney & Sen, 2016; So, 2016;
Tang & Bradshaw, 2016), letting group members efficiently work together on projects while in
different locations (McKinney & Sen, 2016; Vasudeva et al., 2017). This social aspect of mobile
device use in course-related collaboration may have added value to the student experience and
learning as well (Jiang & Zhang, 2020), critical to cultivating relationships and providing
opportunities for expansion of social networks (Dahya & Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Sun et al.,
2017).

More recently, during the COVID-19 pandemic (the “pandemic”), the use of mobile
phones, in general, increased across all age groups, leading the use of laptops or desktop
computers (Branscombe, 2020). As a response to the pandemic, many institutions shifted to
emergency remote instruction in varying alternative models (e.g., online or hybrid formats)
(Govindarajan & Srivastava, 2020). This rapid shift prompted higher education institutions and
researchers to re-evaluate and consider delivery of content, with attention to those students who
used their mobile devices to access their courses (Naciri et al., 2020; Sandars et al., 2020).
However, a global pandemic that impacted daily routines, finances, and technology access may
impact learners in unexpected ways, far outside the typical student experience. As such, there is a
lot to be gleaned from those who were self-initiating mobile device use for online courses before
the pandemic; participants in this study offer these insights.
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Challenges of Mobile Device Use in Online Learning
Access Issues

According to a recent report, 29% of adults with annual household incomes below
$30,000 do not own a smartphone; more than 44% do not have home broadband services or a
traditional computer, with lower-income Americans not owning a tablet device (Anderson &
Kumar, 2019). This issue was at the forefront during the COVID-19 pandemic, with emergency
transitions to online learning prompting some institutions to distribute mobile devices to help
ensure student access to classes (Marinoni et al., 2020). For some students, not having affordable
and easy access to a mobile device or reliable internet services may impede their desire or ability
to use one for learning purposes or might hinder engagement with certain learning content due to
limited data (Krull & Duart, 2019). In the United States, there is still a significant digital divide,
as many rural families may have little cell phone service and no internet, or slower internet
speeds (Perrin, 2019). Similarly, as noted by Rideout and Katz (2016), many U.S. families
experience interruptions in service due to missed payments or broken devices.

On a global scale, there are an estimated 3.6 billion individuals who do not have any
internet access, mostly in developing countries (Sadeque, 2020); this is an important
consideration for institutions with global student bodies (Al-Emran et al., 2016). As noted by
Ahmad (2020), some countries face “significant infrastructural, institutional, socio-economic and
financial resource constraints” (p. 26). For example, in a recent study focused on using mobile
devices to improve access to online learning within multiple locations across Indonesia,
connectivity was the primary limitation indicated by participants (Padmo et al., 2019),
highlighting impediments created by poor infrastructure. Other environmental circumstances
may also impact access or interrupt service, such as national crises, disasters, or frequent power
outages (Chaka & Govender, 2017; Holzweiss et al., 2020; Kaliisa et al., 2017). Beyond service
issues, access to recent versions of devices may be an issue in many nations as well (Narayan &
Sharma, 2017).

When examining the challenges faced by students living in different countries,
perspectives toward mobile device use in online learning varied. For example, students in
Australia identified factors such as device features and social media distractions as primary
challenges related to mobile device use in learning (Kaliisa et al., 2017). Conversely, students in
Nigeria (Oyelere et al., 2016) and Egypt (Sobaih et al., 2016) identified poor infrastructure,
resulting in limited or no internet access, as a primary challenge. Students living in certain areas
where theft is a concern may also face increased possibilities of losing their mobile devices, and
therefore their course access (Le Roux, 2016). These types of experiences indicate that country
of residence is an important factor when considering the student experience, overall, with regards
to mobile device use for learning (Kaliisa et al., 2017).

User Experience

Students who engage in self-initiated mobile device use for online courses must first have
a positive perception of using a device for academic purposes (Fagan, 2019; Vasudeva, 2017).
Limitations of a mobile device may influence how a student uses it. Students who self-initiate
mobile device use for online courses or activities that were not designed for mobile learning (M-
learning) may be particularly at risk for a poor user experience. M-learning design considers the
limitations of mobile devices in design technique, engagement, and usability (Eschenbrenner &
Nah, 2019; Kumar & Goudnar, 2019; Suartama et al., 2019). Students should not expect these
same considerations if they are engaging in an online course or course activities that were not
specifically designed for mobile device users.
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The physical and technological characteristics of a mobile device can impact a student’s
ability to use it effectively and efficiently as a tool for academic work. The smaller screen and
keyboard size may make it challenging to use the device for common tasks such as submitting
assignments, reading materials, or writing content (Ahmad, 2020; Pimmer et al., 2016; So, 2016;
Vrana, 2015). Small screen size can increase time spent reading (Al Ghamdi et al., 2016) or
contribute to students only feeling comfortable using mobile devices for low-stakes tasks (Hu et
al., 2016). Readability issues related to screen size may make it difficult to see more robust
displays of content and images (So, 2016; White, 2017), which may influence learning
outcomes, overall. Similarly, a learner’s level of understanding of the functionality of their
device, particularly for learning, may be a challenge (El-Sofany & El-Haggar, 2020; Figueras-
Maz et al., 2017).

Distractions

Outside of the inherent technical issues faced by students using a mobile device, a
personal mobile device also opens the door to more distractions—with social media, web
browsing (Cross et al., 2019), and endless apps and games only a quick tap away. This easy
access, combined with push notifications from many apps, results in a constant competition for
students’ attention (Pedro et al., 2018). Multitasking with social media or answering text
messages via a mobile device while engaging in a learning activity can negatively impact
academic performance (Junco, 2012). In the traditional classroom, an instructor can help to
mitigate the distractions by having students put away devices, but online students must regulate
their own behavior (Cross et al., 2019). Some online students may struggle with easy access to
other online platforms and be distracted from academic work, which may limit any potential
positive impact of mobile device use.

Methods

Design

A basic qualitative research design was used to uncover student experiences related to
self-initiated mobile device use in online courses or course-related activities (Creswell &
Creswell, 2017; Merriam, 2002; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Before collecting any data, the
researchers obtained Institutional Review Board approval from their institution. An anonymous,
online survey was developed and posted on the website SurveyCircle, a platform where
researchers around the world can participate in research or recruit participants. The survey was
also posted within the online participant pool at the researchers’ institution, a global online for-
profit institution based in the U.S. Also, the researchers posted the survey link on LinkedIn and
other social media sites to maximize recruitment strategy (Benfield & Szlemko, 2006), including
the social media page for SurveyCircle. This sharable survey link allowed for snowball
sampling, as participants were invited to share it with their acquaintances to support increased
sample size (Sharma, 2017; Taherdoost, 2016).
Instrument

The researchers developed an anonymous, online survey that began with two screening
questions designed to verify that participants met the inclusion criteria. To qualify, participants
needed to (a) be enrolled in a fully online course at the time of participation or have taken such a
course within the last 6 months and (b) voluntarily used a mobile device for coursework or
course-related activities. The screening questions were followed by five demographic questions
designed to provide a descriptive summary of the participants. The remaining section of the
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survey consisted of five short answer questions and three multiple-choice questions designed to
provide data to answer the research questions. These questions explored participant experiences
using a mobile device for online coursework or course-related activities. These questions
centered around topics relevant to what devices are used, for what reasons they are used, what
challenges are experienced, and what strategies are used to overcome challenges. The full survey
instrument is provided in the Appendix.
Participants

Out of 144 responses, 103 participants met the two screening criteria and completed the
full survey. Of those who took the full survey, two questions asked participants about mobile
device use to better understand general user habits, including: (a) frequency of use compared to a
laptop or computer and (b) the average number of times per week the device was used. Sixty-two
participants (66%) reported they use a mobile device less often compared to a laptop or
computer, 28% (26 out of 94) more often, and 6% (6 out of 94) use only a mobile device for their
online coursework (9 participants did not respond). Forty-one participants (43%) reported they
use their mobile device 3-5 times per week, on average. Twenty-five participants (26%) use their
mobile device 0-2 times per week, and 19 (20%) use their device 6-10 times per week. Over
10% of participants use their mobile device more than 10 times per week for course or course-
related activities (8 participants did not respond). An overview of the frequency of mobile device
use is provided in Table 1. Additional participant demographics are reported in Table 2.

Table 1
Frequency of Mobile Device Use

Frequency Percentage

. . Use a mobile device less often 62 66%
?g%ﬁgﬁ)gﬁ;’gf;ﬁ;ﬁg?ared Use a mobile device more often 26 28%
Only use a mobile device 6 6%
3 to 5 times per week 41 43%
Weekly mobile device use 0 to 2 times per week 25 26%
6 to 10 times per week 19 20%
More than 10 times per week 10 11%
Table 2
Participant Demographics
Frequency Percentage
18-29 58 56%
Age 30-49 36 35%
50-64 9 9%
Female 71 69%
Gender Male 31 30%
Prefer Not to Respond 1 1%
White 72 70%
Asian/Pacific Islander 12 12%
Ethnic/Racial African American/Black 11 11%
Background Prefer Not to Answer 3 3%
Other/Not Listed 3 3%
Hispanic/Latino 2 2%
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Bachelor’s 43 42%
Master’s 26 25%
Level of Program Doctoral 22 21%
Other 8 8%
Post-graduate certificate 4 4%
Psychology & Counseling 41 43%
Business & Management 20 21%
Education 11 12%
Other 9 9%
Field of Study Public Health & Health Sciences 6 6%
Social Work & Human Services 3 3%
Criminal Justice 2 2%
Public Policy & Administration 2 2%
Communication 1 1.0%

Data analysis of each short answer question was guided by Braun and Clark’s (2006) six-phase
guide for qualitative analysis. Data was hand-coded through an inductive process. The process
started with reading and re-reading the participant responses, listing each of the responses per
question, and color-coding the responses that were alike. Next, the color-coded data was counted
for frequencies and categorized to look for patterns and to derive themes. For qualitative
credibility purposes, the raw color-coded data was shared with the other two authors for a quality
check before developing main themes.

Findings
Self-Initiated Mobile Device Use
Theme 1: Choosing a Mobile Device for Convenience and Portability

Results of the survey reveal that students who self-initiate mobile device use for online
courses or course-related activities often choose to do so because of convenience and portability.
Several participants described that their mobile device is especially useful when they commute to
work or do not have a laptop available. Furthermore, some indicated that because their mobile
device is readily available, they can participate in their course discussions and interactive
lectures and access email no matter where they are. One participant stated, “I use my mobile
device for convenience when | am not at home so that | can still participate in the discussion and
email.” One participant noted that their mobile device is “always on hand,” while another shared,
“l always have it so if | realize | have to turn something in right away and | don’t have my laptop
| can just use my phone.”

Participants noted that they like the comfort of their mobile devices, as they are less
bulky or heavy compared to a laptop, textbook, and notebook. Along these lines, participants
described that with their mobile device, they do not have to be at a standstill, as they can do their
coursework or research work on their mobile device in their spare time and can multitask. One
participant shared, “it’s easier to not have to be tied down to an actual computer, the ability to
move about the house while working makes it easier to get the work needed done.”

Theme 2: Using a Mobile Device for its Practicality and Efficiency

While the “on the go” nature of the mobile device is an important consideration in why
participants use mobile devices for their online courses, it was not the only reason they choose to
use a mobile device. Multiple students highlighted the practical application of using a mobile
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device. The functionality of a mobile device prompts one participant to listen to readings, sharing
that they access the “text to speech function to listen to readings that | downloaded.” One
participant noted they use their mobile device for “Googling things | don’t know as | encounter
them,” while another participant shared, “rather than be confined to the computer, | download
the pdf [sic] and read on Kindle or iPad.” This efficiency was described by several as the primary
reason they choose to use their mobile device, noting their preference for using a mobile device
for quick tasks, such as checking in on their courses and jotting down notes. Furthermore,
participants responded that their mobile devices simplify their planning and organization,
allowing them to keep up with the pace of the course. One participant stated they “work many
hours, and the smartphone simplifies my planning and organization,” while another participant
noted are “able to quickly respond when traveling.”
Primary Uses of Mobile Devices
Theme 1: Engaging with the Course Content

How participants use mobile devices varies. Many described they use their mobile device
primarily for accessing the Learning Management System (LMS) and course-related materials.
The reasons for accessing the LMS varied, including activities such as reading announcements,
checking grades, submitting assignments, and taking online quizzes. Also, nearly half of
participants indicated they engage with some or all course content via their mobile device to read
course materials (e.g., articles and e-books), watch or listen to lectures, and access other content
related to their courses. Several reported using their mobile devices for researching information
on different topics, searching for course resources, and reviewing notes while not at their
computer.
Theme 2: Communicating with the Learning Community

In addition to accessing the LMS or engaging with the course content, nearly half of
participants use the mobile device as a communication tool, mainly to email instructors or
connect with classmates. The modes for doing so varied, however, including chatting,
messaging, and texting classmates to clarify assignments, scheduling and attending meetings via
Slack, Zoom, Skype, and Google, and participating in classroom discussion forums and social
media groups. Direct communication with faculty was limited to email and phone calls, but
participants connect with peers in several ways using their mobile devices. For example,
participants noted they used a mobile device for a “scheduled phone meeting with Professor.”
However, other participants shared they use their mobile device for “Facebook messaging group
members,” to “text classmates to clarify assignments, use “group chat with classmates, and use
“WhatsApp for group work.”
Student Challenges with Mobile Device Use
Theme 1: Experiencing Compatibility Issues

The types of challenges participants described relevant to self-initiated mobile device use
varied, with nearly half noting device compatibility with the course or course materials as a
primary barrier. More specifically, these included issues relevant to accessing the LMS and other
applications, typing and formatting papers, and accessing attachments and media resources. One
participant shared, “as | have advanced in my studies the need to write and edit has become a
cornerstone of my work and the device | use does not support this activity.” Another participant
shared, “not all media resources provided by lecturers is compatible with mobile devices,” while
another participant noted that “my biggest issue with using my mobile device is that | do not
have Grammarly or Word to spell check.”
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Related, participants also described software or device limitations as a challenge in using
them for their online coursework. These are described as pages not loading correctly,
applications working inconsistently, issues with the touchscreen, and trouble accessing some
functions and links. One participant shared that:

when trying to access some of the online pages which are clearly set up more for PC use,

it can be frustrating to try and click on the relevant part of the screen as it doesn’t

recognize me touching the screen when using my smart phone, or the screen touch is too
responsive so it will open and close a screen without me actually wanting to do so.
Along these lines, another participant shared that “sometimes if my phone doesn’t have the most
current updates, it affects the Blackboard app and | can’t use certain functions.”
Theme 2: Encountering Challenges Due to Device Design

Device design presents challenges as well, with readability issues, and slow connectivity
identified by over one-quarter of participants as a challenge. Small screen size, visibility
restrictions, small font size, and screen formatting problems creates a poor student experience.
One participant shared, “the biggest challenge is not being able to enlarge the font and maintain
the ability to view the whole page like you can when reading an e-book, for example,” while
another participant shared that the “limited view on screen” was a challenge. Another participant
shared that “getting articles to display properly and making them large enough to read
comfortably” was a challenge. Compounding these issues were slow connections, signal
interruptions, privacy concerns, and issues loading websites, documents and files were frequently
described as barriers to using a mobile device. One participant shared, “use to extended road
travel—there are points where signals are limited—hence interactions with classmates may be
interrupted,” while another shared that they experienced “slow load time.”

Resolving Mobile Device Challenges
Theme 1: Attempting to Self-Resolve

Many participants described attempts to self-resolve challenges in using their mobile
devices, with nearly half reporting that they switched to a computer or hardcopy (i.e., moving to
paper) as a solution. One participant shared, “I was unable to resolve my issues, so | used a
regular computer to complete written assignments,” while another shared “I was not able to
resolve the problem and completed the task later on my laptop.” If the problem was an issue with
formatting or readability, several noted that they enlarge the text or look for webpages
compatible with mobile devices. One participant shared that “devices have ‘desktop view,’ but
this is often only marginally better,” while another shared, “I was able to figure out how to
enlarge the text. The only downside to enlarging the test is that the page numbers become off.”
Connection challenges were also often reported as being self-resolved; many participants
responded they would reset the device, update an app, or move to a location with better Wi-Fi.

Not all reported challenges with mobile device use were resolved. Several reported that
“patience ” and ““caution”” were important in addressing the challenge, with one participant
noting, “l have to carefully click what | need and therefore be a bit more slower than | would
usually be,” while another shared “waiting patiently” is how they address the challenge. Those
instances in which challenges went unresolved, led to frustration. One participant shared, “I was
not able to resolve it, | had to deal with frustration.” Another shared, “I just used it, it was never
resolved.”

Theme 2: Seeking Outside Support

Nearly one-quarter of participants shared that others, such as technical support or

classmates were a source of help. One participant noted, “I honestly will ask my students for
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help. I am a high school teacher,” while another participated shared that “calling tech support
may provide answers.” During communication interruptions, one participant shared, “I make my
classmates aware. They usually take a break at point of lost contact and give me the opportunity
to reconnect.”
Suggested Resolutions
Theme 1: Considering Content Design

Over half of participants suggested more mobile-friendly design of content as a potential
resolution to their issues. Many indicated that applications used for online courses education
should be configured for mobile devices. One participant shared, “I feel that the apps for my
coursework could be better formatted for mobile devices,” while another wrote they could
resolve challenges “if the website pages were designed with phone/tablets in mind rather than
being really just set up for PC use.” Another participant shared, “I think they could make a spell
check, and grammar check like Grammarly for mobile device keyboards.”
Theme 2: Preparing for Technology Challenges

Over a quarter of participants indicated they should be better prepared for the possibility
of issues with technology. Many described their desire to be more adept with how to operate
their mobile devices to understand ways to resolve problems. One participant noted they could
have “more patience or learning about potential solutions,” while another shared that they could
“learn how to operate additional functions on the phone.” Several indicated that administrative
teams should be available to resolve the issue, rather than relying on the student.
Theme 3: Choosing an Alternative Device

Some acknowledged that sometimes the mobile device is not the best choice for
academic work at all, due to device size or limitations. For example, one participant shared, “I
probably should have gotten a note phone or a tablet so I would have a bigger screen,” while
another shared the challenges could have been resolved by “using a laptop instead.” Participants
noted they should have chosen or used a different, larger device.

Discussion
Importance of Flexibility

How and when participants use their mobile device highlights the desire of students to be
able to maintain access to their academic work and materials while traveling, commuting, and
working. Participants valued being able to connect even when on-the-go, which aligns with
previous research illustrating the desire of online learners to have a flexible learning experience
(Cross et al., 2019). While most participants reported they use a computer or laptop more
frequently than a mobile device, students still frequently rely on a mobile device multiple times
per week to engage in quick tasks related to their coursework. As noted in previous studies,
participants often switch between devices to support their efficiency (Krull & Duart, 2019).
Despite challenges when using their mobile devices for academic purposes, many continued to
rely on the mobile device, perhaps because of the portability and convenience of being able to
quickly communicate with others, find information, or engage with course-related content. This
pattern suggests that even when challenges exist, students may find the convenience and
efficiency possibilities of connecting on-the-go as a top priority.

Research shows that student preferences for using a mobile device for learning is
increasing, with students interested in online programs being more likely to use a mobile device
(Magda et al., 2020). Given the increasing number of students who are voluntarily using mobile
devices for their learning, institutions should not ignore this growing group. It is worth noting
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that participants in this study were split among the bachelor’s (42%), master’s (25%), and
doctoral (21%) levels. Yet, findings did not indicate any particular use patterns when comparing
the preferences, habits, or challenges faced by these groups. Similarly, participants from different
age groups showed no distinct differences, suggesting that adult learners and those from the
younger generations experience similar benefits and challenges when choosing to use a mobile
device for online courses, and choose to use a mobile device at similar rates and in similar ways.
Interestingly, these generational similarities contradict other findings showing that learners 45
years and older are less likely to use mobile devices for learning activities (Clinefelter et al.,
2019). While there is not enough data to draw any defined conclusions, this does indicate the
need to consider further research in this area.

Mobile-Friendly Course Design

It is important to note that research exploring student habits regarding why they use
mobile devices for learning often uses the term M-learning as a generic term. This may create an
imprecise understanding of the research and student experience. When limitations of mobile
learning are discussed, it is often unclear if the course setting was specifically designed for this
modality (Bateman & Palilingan, 2017), making it difficult to ascertain the true experience of
learners and reasons for any challenges they may have faced.

What is clear from this study and others (Clinefelter et al., 2019; Magda et al., 2020) is
that students continue to use mobile devices for their online courses or course-related activities,
even if those courses are not designed for M-learning. Institutions must remain mindful of this
group of students, as participants noted the challenges they experienced when trying to access
courses and course-related content from their mobile device. While many institutions are focused
on adapting existing courses to align with M-learning principles, students in this study indicated
the need for broader mobile-friendly considerations beyond the classroom itself. For example,
websites, documents, and additional resources must also be designed in a mobile-friendly way to
increase the accessibility and user experience of self-initiated mobile device learners.
Considering the accessibility of these items on a mobile device is essential, given the desire of
students to complete readings on a mobile device, and the possibility of an increased reliance on
such devices for class communications and coursework (Magda et al., 2020). This comparison
between M-learning experiences and challenges versus the experiences of those students who
self-initiate mobile device use may glean insights into the student experience from these unique
groups of learners. This distinction also highlights the need for a more precise approach to
mobile learning research by focusing on characteristics of the learning environment and how
those features can support student goals (Grant, 2019).

The emergency transition to remote instruction during the pandemic revealed the
differences between emergency remote teaching and online learning (Hodges et al., 2020). While
some research refers to this sudden use of mobile devices for learning in higher education as
mobile learning (Biswas et al., 2020), the distinction from self-directed mobile device use is
critical. Online learning is designed as online being the primary mode of instruction, prepared
over time, with proper training of staff and other considerations (Shisley, 2020). These
considerations should also extend to mobile learners through mobile-friendly course design.
Knowing how students are accessing a course, and deliberately designing for PC, laptop, and
mobile learners, will support a positive student experience. While some participants suggested
they should not have used a mobile device at all, this is not necessarily ideal for those who do not

Online Learning Journal — VVolume 25 Issue 3 — September 2021 277



Supporting Student-Initiated Mobile Device Use in Online Learning

have access to another tool or face other limitations. Nor does it consider those who prefer their
mobile device for its convenience. Institutions must consider a balance between those who (a)
prefer mobile devices to computers, (b) use them because they do not have access to another
device, or (c) use the device because it offers features that are not as easy to use on a computer
(i.e., listening to a podcast of a lecture).

Technical Support

From an institution standpoint, mobile device use creates a challenge for the design and
implementation of resources for a variety of reasons. Because students do not all use the same
types of devices, the institution cannot limit support to a single type or style of device. Students
will seek out support that is device specific (Gikas & Grant, 2013) and may experience
frustration when they are unable to resolve challenges with their device (Regalado & Smale,
2019). Given the wide variety of device models and platforms, it seems likely that students using
mobile devices will face challenges in getting institution-level technological support, and that
some users will face barriers in the access and use of some content. In this study, multiple
participants noted the need for them to become more familiar with the features of their mobile
devices to overcome challenges.

The need to better understand the functionality of mobile devices may extend beyond
specific technical issues, however, and could determine if mobile devices support or hinder
student learning. For example, Hartley and Bendixen (2019) noted the need for students to
understand how installed applications could help them by sending reminders or, conversely,
distract them by sending constant notifications. As technology changes, institutions cannot
feasibly create support materials for every single mobile device or application. They could,
however, curate resources from major mobile device companies so students can quickly locate
external help and support. These resources might inform students, for example, about general
mobile device features, such as how popular apps use notifications. Even though mobile devices
are widely used by students (Magda et al., 2020), what is clear is that institutions should not
assume that all learners understand how to effectively use such tools or overcome challenges
when engaging in course-related activities.

For those institutions who provide mobile devices to ensure access to online courses, as
some did during the pandemic (Marinoni et al., 2020), those institutions should consider offering
technical support for those specific devices. As findings of this study revealed, several
participants’ challenges went unresolved. In these situations, it is unclear if this negatively
affected or hindered the students’ experiences or progress. However, other researchers have
noted that some students may become frustrated when technology does not work properly (Olt &
Teman, 2018), which may influence student success, overall (Kakada et al., 2019). Additionally,
consistent with other studies (Gikas & Grant, 2013), many participants in the current study noted
they switched to a different device when faced with mobile device challenges. Being able to
switch to another device may not be an option for all learners, however, as some students may
not have access to other devices, or their devices may not be suitable for given tasks (Brown &
Haupt, 2018). This behavior is particularly interesting in the context of the pandemic, when some
institutions provided devices to learners who may not have secondary devices at home. These
student patterns and challenges are important considerations if institutions are focused on
creating mobile-friendly courses or other resources. Even with such focus and careful design,
there are some students who may still face barriers when it comes to using a mobile device for
such purposes.
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Limitations and Future Research

There were several limitations to this study. While there are benefits to using snowball
sampling to recruit participants, there are also limitations. As Geddes et al. (2018) described,
snowball sampling can often falter, prompting the researchers to seek alternative ways to recruit
participants. In this study, the method created a loss of control over the sample. To address this
concern, questions related to institutional profile and available supports would have added
additional context regarding participant responses. Along these lines, this study did not take into
consideration the cultural backgrounds of participants. Yet, due to the variety of recruitment
strategies, participants could come from diverse locations, programs, and backgrounds from
around the world. While this was not the focus of the research, it should not be ignored, as there
are global implications related to device use, infrastructure, and other areas that could factor into
the findings.

In addition, it is important to note that data collection for this study was completed before
the COVID-19 pandemic that impacted many students and institutions on a global scale. As
many more institutions moved to online delivery in response, users experienced issues related to
interrupted internet access and overwhelmed servers. These perspectives and experiences were
not captured in data collection. Therefore, the results of this study are reflective of a more typical
student experience not impacted by these circumstances. This creates, however, an opportunity
for future research. Further exploration of the experiences of this same population of students
would provide further insights into the student experience after an unexpected transition to
online learning.

The survey instrument did not ask participants specifically about access to a device or
multiple devices. Yet, as several participants in this study indicated, they switched between
several devices when they face challenges with their mobile device. However, this is not an
option every student has. As many students are only using a mobile device for their coursework,
further research is needed to understand challenges faced specifically by those students who only
have access to a mobile device for online coursework. Future research should consider gathering
this information to gain a clearer understanding of this area.

This study confirms the themes revealed in the review of current literature relevant to
student-initiated mobile device use in online learning. It also illuminates the gap in research
focused specifically on this group of learners. As the term M-learning becomes more common,
there must be an explicit distinction between the terms mobile-learning and mobile-friendly
design. With this distinction, understanding the experiences of students who self-initiate mobile
device uses in online learning compared to courses or activities designed specifically for M-
learning will become more apparent.
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Appendix

Mobile Device Use Survey
Screening Questions
e Are you currently enrolled in a fully online course, or have you taken a fully online course at a higher
education institution in the past 6 months? (Y/N)
e Do you voluntarily use a mobile device (i.e., tablet or smartphone) for your coursework and/or course-
related activities? (In this case, voluntarily means that device use is not required, but you choose to use one
for some or all course activities). (Y/N)

If individual answered “Yes” to both questions, they proceeded to the survey. If they answer “No” to either question,
they received the following message:
e Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. However, in order to participate you must satisfy
both screening criteria to proceed. Because you answered “No” to one or both questions, you did not pass
the screening questions. Thank you for your time.

Survey Questions
Instructions: For the first set of questions, please select the box that corresponds to your answer.

What type of program are you currently enrolled in?
e Bachelor’s

e Master’s

e Doctoral

e Post-graduate certificate
e  Other

What is your area of study?
e  Business and Management
e Public Health and Health Sciences
e Information Technology
e Psychology and Counseling
e Social Work and Human Services
e  Education
e Criminal Justice
e Public Policy and Administration
e Nursing
e Communication
e  Other (Please describe)

What is your age?

e 18-29
30-49
50-64
65 and over

What is your ethnic/racial background?
e  African American/Black
e Asian/Pacific Islander
e Hispanic/Latino
e Native American/American Indian
e White
e Not Listed (Please describe)
e  Prefer not to respond
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What is your gender?
o Female
e Male
e Neither male or female
e If you chose “neither male or female” how do you identity yourself? (short answer)
e  Prefer not to respond

Reflecting on your mobile device use for your online course(s) or course-related activities in the past 6 months, what
type of mobile device do you use for your coursework and/or course-related activities? (check all that apply)

e Tablet

e  Smartphone

e  Other [please describe]

Instructions: The next five (5) questions are short-answer, typed responses that relate to your mobile device use in
your online course(s). Prior to responding, reflect on your mobile device use for your online course(s) or course-
related activities over the past 6 months.

1. Inafew words, describe the primary reasons why you chose to use a mobile device for your coursework
and/or course-related activities. For example, one reason why you may use a mobile device might be for
convenience.

2. Please provide an example or examples of how you used a mobile device for your coursework and/or
course-related activities. For example, one way you may use a mobile device for your courses is for e-mail
with your classmates.

3. Describe a challenge you encountered when using a mobile device for your coursework and/or course-
related activities. Be as specific as possible. If you never encountered a challenge, please indicate that you
have never encountered a challenge.

4. With regards to the challenge described in question 3, how did you resolve (or attempt to resolve) the
problem? If you were unable to resolve the problem, explain that as well.

5. With regards to the resolution (or attempted resolution) to the challenge you described in your response to
question 3, in what other ways do you feel the issue could have been (or could be) resolved, if any?

Instructions: For the last set of questions, please select the box that corresponds to your answer. Prior to responding,
reflect on your mobile device use for your online course(s) or course-related activities in the past 6 months.

Which of the following best describes how much you used a mobile device compared to a laptop or personal
computer?
e | only use a mobile device and never use a laptop or personal computer for my online course(s) or course-
related activities.
e | use a mobile device more often than a laptop or personal computer for my online course(s) or course-
related activities.
e | use a mobile device less often than a laptop or personal computer for my online course(s) or course-
related activities.

How many times per week, on average, during your online course(s) do you use a mobile device for your
coursework and/or course-related activities? In this instance, one “time” means when you pick up your device and
use it for your course(s), even if you are using it for multiple activities.

e (-2 times per week

e  3-5times per week

e  6-10 times per week

e  More than 10 times per week
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