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If you were to ask most parents or teachers how they feel about cell phones in the classroom, my guess is that most would be against their use. I asked my eighteen year old son his opinion on cell phone usage in school. His reply was, “Well, we’re not supposed to use them, but we do anyway.” Then I asked if he thought cell phones could actually be used for learning, and his answer was, “If we had i-phones, maybe, but not with the phones we have now.”(M. Bury, personal interview, February 26th, 2008) My husband felt that students definitely shouldn’t be allowed to use cell phones in class, but they should be allowed on breaks and free periods. (K. Bury, personal interview, February 26th, 2008)  In this paper, I’d like to explore the pros and cons of cell phone use in educational settings, as well as examine some ways cell phones are currently being used in today’s classrooms. As teachers, I feel it is best to look at both sides of any new idea, technique, etc., before making decisions that ultimately affect our students and their learning.

I’ll save the positives for last and begin by looking at the negatives (disadvantages and/or problems) that cell phones have introduced to today’s classrooms. According to Katherine Shaw (2008), “tempers run high when it comes to students, schools, and cell phones.” In the early 1990’s cell phones were expensive and it was believed that students who owned cell phones were using them for drug deals. Consequently, they were banned in most American schools. Following the Columbine tragedy and the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001, states began lifting cell phone bans. Individual school boards were left with the decision of whether to allow or not allow cell phones in school. Teachers were generally in favor of cell phone bans, but many parents were adamant that their children be allowed to carry their phones for safety reasons. Those in favor of cell phone bans feel that the drawbacks of cell phone usage far outweigh the benefits. Drawbacks or problems with cell phone usage in classrooms include: (Obringer, S. & Coffey K. 2007; Shaw, K. 2008; Simba Information, 2005) 
· Distraction - cell phones ringing in class, text messaging, video games, phones ringing in class, etc.

· Cheating – texting of test answers, photographs being taken of tests, quizzes, and then being sent to classmates, copies of notes being used on assessments, and calculator functions being used to cheat on math tests
· Cyber bullying of students by sending nasty text messages

· Inappropriate use of cell phone cameras - embarrassing photos being taken of students in private areas like bathrooms and locker rooms being shared with others electronically
· Health questions about sustained cell phone use
· In some areas only privileged students have access to cell phones – this has led to envy, socioeconomic stratification, and sometimes theft 
While banning cell phones at school used to seem like a no-brainer, with the 9/11 terrorist attacks and increased school shootings across the country, eliminating cell phones at school is no longer a simple black-and-white issue. Parents have spoken up, citing safety issues, long commutes to and from school, and difficulties in coordinating schedules – all reasons why students need access to cell phones while at school. (Techniques, 2006) To combat the problems of cell phones at school, many school boards have tried setting limits on cell phone usage instead of banning them completely. Other solutions, like requiring that phones be turned off during school hours, confiscating phones from students who used them in class, and requiring that phones be set to voice mail have had only limited success. Some teachers have become so frustrated that they’ve resorted to collecting cell phones at the beginning of class and returning them when students leave. Other districts, fearing lawsuits if students didn’t have access to cell phones during emergency situations, have banned cell phones from school but have provided students with donated phones that only call emergency numbers. Other schools allow cell phones, but require that phones be turned in during testing, and students caught with phones during tests are given automatic failing grades. (Shaw 2008)
While school districts across the country have different policies regarding cell phone usage, a common trend remains – cell phones are here to stay and have become a permanent part of society. It will be up to school districts and educational leaders to come up with well-thought-out policies that meet the needs of all parties involved. 

Now that we’ve seen the drawbacks of cell phones in the classroom, let’s look at some of the positive reasons for allowing cell phones at school and later at some interesting educational applications of this emerging technology in today’s schools. 

Benefits of cell phones in school settings include: (Techniques, 2006; Obringer & Coffey, 2007; Royal, 2007; Shaw, 2008; Electronic Education, 2005; Tucker, 2005)
· Cell phones are useful to parents and students when scheduling activities and alerting one another to changes in plans 

· When parents can contact students on cell phones, office staff receive fewer calls from parents which leads to less classroom disruption

· Cell phones can be vital in emergencies and can keep school phone lines open

· Older students can conduct supervised phone interviews during class time which could lead to potential internships or apprenticeships 

· Many cell phones now have internet access, built in calculators, and memories able to hold entire books – for schools with limited technologies, cell phones can take the place of computers that the classroom may lack 

· Family and consumer science teachers can use cell phones as a vehicle for teaching cell phone etiquette, a skill lacking in many adults 

· Because of their portability, camera phones can be used to record field trips or school events, enhance reports with visuals, and develop photo essays 

· Cell phones are currently delivering educational content to students, with one of the most widely used applications today being SAT preparation 

· In some school districts, cell phones are helping close the digital divide 
Let’s now look at some specific applications of cell phones in educational settings across the country. 
According to The National Centre for Technology in Education (NCTE) in Ireland, the use of mobile wireless technology in education is still in its infancy. They see the main advantage of cell phones being their portability, which allows for learning outside the classroom. This “anytime-and-anywhere” capability allows students to use cell phones to study while they are at home, in the car, or on the school bus. In the literature NCTE researched, only a few schools in the United States use mobile wireless phones for educational purposes. ClassLink, created by The Wireless Foundation, donated, through an application process, mobile wireless phones from Nokia, to public schools. Included was airtime from CTIA wireless carriers to accelerate learning nationwide. NCTE cited the following student uses of mobile wireless phones in learning: 1. To improve literacy among students by providing carefully designed lessons; 2. To facilitate collaborative and project-based learning; 3. To provide the capacity to access the Internet resources, for example, revision of class notes and news updates; and 4. To facilitate wireless access to the Internet when used with a laptop, hence providing the internet access to students from any location within the school. Also referred to in the article were SMS and MMS, two services often used with mobile wireless phones. SMS and MMS can make communication involving text, images, and sound, between teachers and students, as well as student to student. Students who missed class could send and receive class notes, schedules, and test dates. While SMS and MMS are in their first stages of use in educational settings, there will be potential increases for their use as teaching and learning tools in both higher education and K-12 schools as technology improves. (Kim, Holmes, & Mims, 2005)
In September of 2007, North Carolina Public Schools began supplementing the math skills of 250 at-risk ninth grade students by giving them QUALCOMM Smartphones. Teachers in 12 pilot schools were given access to an educational portal providing math problems for students. The devices allow students to check answers, download and upload work at school and at home, and use video and blogging capabilities to discuss their math strategies with teachers and classmates. Project K-Nect, part of the Wireless Reach Initiative, is supported by $1 million in funding provided by QUALCOMM. Frances Bradburn, director of instructional technology for North Carolina’s Department of Public Instruction, stated, “Project K-Nect gives us a tremendous opportunity to use a device as common as the cell phone to help close the digital divide.” (Royal 2007) 
Students enrolled in Princeton Review courses, receive free SAT preparation through their cell phones. Students not enrolled can purchase the service for $5.75 per month from Verizon. Princeton Review is looking to expand the number of cell phone companies that offer this service. They are also looking at making other tests available via cell phone and are considering other ways that cell phones can deliver basic content. According to Andy Lutz, vice president of Program Development for Princeton Review, vocabulary and grammar appear to be natural applications. Other publishers including Random House and internet based educational services such as HomeWorkNow.com, are also looking at how cell phone options can enhance what they have to offer consumers. Random House has signed licensing deals for foreign language learning and video game strategy guides, and HomeWorkNow.com has begun allowing users to access its content via web enabled cell phones through a partnership with Verizon. (Electronic Education, 2005) 
Lastly, Cyber University, Japan’s only university to offer all of its classes online, began offering a class on the mysteries of the pyramids in November of 2007. Unlike other classes at the university, this cell phone class is offered to the public for free, although viewers have to pay phone fees. The lectures can only be seen on some Softbank phones, but the service may be expanded to other carriers. According to Sakuji Yoshimura, head of Cyber University, the university provides educational opportunities for people who find it hard to attend real-life universities. He states, “Our duty as educators is to respond to the needs of people who want to learn.” Scoffing at those who question the value of Internet and cell-phone classes, he noted that attendance is at 86 percent. Cyber University officials also noted that whether students play the lecture downloads to the end can be monitored by the university digitally. 
We’ve seen the pros and cons of cell phones in the classroom as well as current and potential educational usages of this commonplace technology. While there are often disadvantages and/or problems associated with any technology, it behooves us as educators to also look at the value of using any particular technology, and find ways to safely and successfully integrate that technology into our classrooms if it is deemed valuable. The cell phone is no exception. Technology is a constant in the lives of this generation of youth. Interacting with and through media, is how learners of today entertain themselves, communicate with each other, and explore the world around them.  I believe that harnessing this power, in new and creative ways, may be just what is needed to motivate our students and prepare them for a future that is evolving faster than ever dreamed possible. 
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