
Scenario: Wanting to pique her students’ 
interest in their next novel, a teacher shows her 
class the cover of the book and reads aloud a few 
chapter titles.  She asks her students to make 
predictions about the story, thus tapping into their 
prior knowledge before starting the book. Familiar 
with the class brainstorming procedure, students 
take out their cell phones and begin texting.  
Typical of teens, they text with lightning speed, 
looking up often to see their and their classmates’ 
texts appear on the screen at the front of the 
classroom. Using www.polleverywhere.com, this 
teacher has engaged her students in literature and 
taught them to use their cell phones in school for 
academic purposes.  The class reads through the 
texted predictions, arguing about which might be 
right or wrong, at the same time building their 
interest in the novel.

What are they? While schools ban confiscate 
and curse student cell phones, innovative teachers 
are recognizing these technological wonders as yet 

another opportunity to engage 
students in their learning while 
teaching new media and 
technology literacies at the same 
time.  In addition to making 
calls, our cell phones allow us to 
text, take pictures, podcast, blog, 
access the internet, map and 
research with a flick of the wrist 
and a tap of the finger. When 

schools can’t afford to provide their students with 
access to technology, why not take advantage of the 
technology students carry with them?  What are cell 
phones?  Quite simply, they are pocket computers.

What is their significance? Providing 
students with an opportunity to employ cell phones 
in the classroom is not only logical in terms of 
emerging pedagogy, but an important step in 
accessing student high interest areas. User-
generated content is a hallmark of new
technologies, and the texting and photography 
capabilities of many cell phones allow students to 
send and receive information, share material and 

feedback with one another quickly while in the 
classroom. Distance learning is enhanced when 
students are able to 
send data and images 
from the field, allowing 
them to contribute to a 
group project from a 
variety of locations.
Just as the evolution of 
cell phone design 
reflects the expanding needs of consumers, the
appropriate and logical educational use of this 
ubiquitous digital technology must keep pace.

What are the implications for 
teaching and learning? 

The most significant implication for teaching and 
learning is that cell phones offer an opportunity to 
engage our students in their learning by using 
technology that is familiar and beloved by them.  

How does one begin to incorporate cell phones in 
the classroom?  Just follow the pioneers! Check out 
http://k12cellphoneprojects.wikispaces.com/ for 
examples of real teachers and their real students 
using cell phones for real learning, such as:

*Radio theater podcasts with 
http://hipcast.com

*Museum field trip photo scavenger hunts
*Digital study of one’s environment
*Learning to utilize web2.0 resources
*Using text messages to create “found poems”
*Text brainstorming or practice work to 

http://wiffiti.com, and it appears on screen 
in front of class

*Second-language practice: podcasts, phone 
conversations, oral quizzes 
(http://gcast.com)

*Digital storytelling at  
http://www.bridgesweb.org/
http://www.storycenter.org/
http://www.storychasers.org/

*Record/photograph interviews
*Class polls with http://polleverywhere.com.
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Where are they going?

The third generation of mobile technology, where 
speeds are “blazing fast,” ultimately leads to the 

transformation of cell phones 
to multimedia centers.  At the 
same time, www.cnn.com  is 
reporting that in the not-so-
distant future, “Mobile 
phones in the United States 
will be able to make 
electronic payments, open 
doors, access subways, clip 
coupons and possibly act as 
another form of 
identification.”  “A cell 

phone,” says www.cellphones.org, “will be more
like a PDA, [with] large address books, calendars 
and the like.” 

What does this mean for teachers? Kelly Ng
suggests that “mobile phone[s] could replace the 
blackboard in classrooms across Asia Pacific.”  Is 
the United States trailing behind in the digital 
world of the future?  The key to determining where 
cell phones are going is researching how students 
interact with digital media; the Sandbox Summit is 
doing just that in order to best utilize this 
technology in the classroom.  

We may not know exactly what the future holds, 
but savvy educators know that wherever students 
are going, their cell phones are going with them!

What are the downsides?

With regard to 
cell phones and 
the hurdles to 
effective and 
reliable use, the 
teacher will need
to start small and 
be prepared to 
address different 
platforms, different cell phone plans, and the 
absence of personal digital communication 
technology for some students. There will be 
inevitable criticism from the community, parents, 
superiors and colleagues who will want to know 
why it is “better” to do something with a cell phone 
that could be done with pen and paper.   There will 
be those who do not share the teacher’s interest in,

understanding of, or commitment to making 
lessons more engaging and participatory through 
the use of cell phones in the classroom.

And while one’s first question may be, “What about 
students who don’t have cell phones?” it is safe to 
say that at least half of our students carry them, so 
students could easily work in partners on any cell 
phone activity. 

If a teacher recognizes the tremendous benefits of 
utilizing student cell phones in the classroom, she 
ought to forge ahead, prepared to defend the 
practice to her academic and local community.

Resources:

http://www.cellphonesinlearning.com/

http://www.polleverywhere.com/

http://www.yodio.com/

http://school20.wikispaces.com/

http://edublogs.org/

http://www.blogtalkradio.com/elikeren

http://www.ajc.com/opinion/learning-curve-

cellphone-as-112031.html

http://www.digitalopportunity.org/news/could-

the-mobile-phone-replace-the-blackboard/
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