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Article 

Digital Distractions in the Classroom Among 

Students: A Cross-Sectional Study 

Pramila Thapa, Prakash Sharma, Sam Goundar, Panagiotis Tsirkas, Antonios Valamontes and 

Ioannis Adamopoulos * 

* Correspondence: adamopoul@gmail.com 

Abstract: Background: The integration of digital devices in education has transformed learning 

experiences, offering instant access to information and enhancing collaboration. However, their 

misuse for non-academic purposes, such as social media and gaming, has led to significant classroom 

distractions, negatively impacting student focus and academic performance. This study investigates 

the prevalence of digital distractions (DD) in classrooms and explores strategies to enhance student 

engagement while minimizing disruptions. Methods: A quantitative cross-sectional study was 

conducted using a Google Forms survey distributed to students in a selected academic institution. A 

convenience sampling method was employed, and data were analyzed using descriptive statistics. 

Results: The 51.2% of students reported using digital devices 1 to 3 times per class, primarily for non-

academic activities such as texting (21.9%), social networking (14.1%), and checking the time (41.2%). 

The primary benefits of using digital devices were staying connected (29.2%), entertainment (19.8%), 

and alleviating boredom (20.4%). The most cited negative effects were reduced attention (68.6%), 

distraction of peers (38.5%), and missed instructions (30.3%). 66.3% of participants supported 

banning digital devices in classrooms, while 59.7% favored restricting non-academic use. 

Conclusion: Digital devices play a dual role in education—they enhance learning while also 

contributing to distractions. To address this challenge, clear policies, digital literacy programs, and 

self-regulation strategies are essential for promoting responsible device use and improving classroom 

focus. Future research should explore adaptive strategies to balance digital engagement with 

academic performance. 

Keywords: digital distractions; device management; academic performance; digital literacy; self-

regulation strategies 

 

1. Introduction 

In today's digital age, the integration of technology in education has revolutionized learning 

environments. Digital devices like smartphones, tablets, and laptops have become essential tools for 

students, offering instant access to information, collaborative platforms, and educational resources. 

However, this digital integration has also brought new challenges, especially in the form of DD in 

the classroom. The omnipresence of these devices can divert students' attention from the learning 

process, thereby affecting academic performance and classroom dynamics. Digital distractions (DD) 

in the classroom have become a growing concern among educators and researchers. Although mobile 

technology (e.g., smartphones, laptops, and tablets) is intended to support learning, its misuse for 

non-academic purposes (e.g., texting, scrolling, shopping, and games) has become widespread. 

Research indicates that these DDs can negatively impact learning and performance (Flanigan et al., 

2023). The misuse of digital strategies, such as cell phones, laptops,s, and social media, along with 

media multitasking, can lead to significant disadvantages. Students tempted to check social media 

browse the internet, or engage in unrelated activities experience both between-individual and within-

individual associations of SMU, which can result in a loss of focus and decreased academic 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and 
contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting 
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.
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performance (Siebers et al., 2022). Additionally, the presence of digital devices can disrupt the 

classroom environment, distracting not only the users but also their peers, leading to missed 

instruction, reduced participation, and a decline in the quality of the learning experience (Attia et al., 

2017). Moreover, a study by McCoy (2020) surveyed 1,033 college students in the U.S. and Canada 

and investigated digital device distractions during class. The study revealed that students consumed 

19.4% of class periods on non-class-related digital activities and used devices 9.06 times per day. 

Despite these challenges, digital technology offers several advantages in educational settings (Wang 

et al., 2024). These technologies have caused a paradigm shift in education, serving as knowledge 

providers, co-creators of information, mentors, and assessors. Technology upgrades have made life 

more convenient for students by offering various digital tools to design presentations and complete 

projects, reducing the need for manual pen-and-paper work (Haleem et al., 2022). Similarly, a study 

by Balalle (2024) reviewed 33 articles from Scopus and PubMed using PRISMA and found that 

gamification enhances student motivation and learning. Continuous monitoring and technological 

insights are essential for advancing digital education. Additionally, a study by Technol et al. (2023) 

highlighted that digital skills offer personalized learning and inspiration, letting individual learn at 

their own pace and meet their unique desires. This approach significantly improves engagement, 

motivation, and learning outcomes compared to traditional methods. A study by McCoy (2020) 

emphasized the importance of digital devices in maintaining social connections and providing 

entertainment. Several studies have highlighted that digital devices in the classroom have both 

advantages and disadvantages, depending on the approach to mindful pedagogy. 

Shanmugasundaram and Tamilarasu (2023) suggest that while digital technology, social media, and 

AI impact cognitive functions—affecting attention, memory, and decision-making—the benefits can 

be maximized with mindful pedagogy that balances digital engagement. Additionally, the use of 

multiple devices can decrease concentration during learning. In this context, Limniou (2021) found 

that using a single digital device in the classroom improves learning effectiveness compared to using 

multiple devices. Collaborative digital tools like quizzes, virtual simulations, and educational apps 

can enhance engagement and improve academic performance (Guillén-Yparrea et al., 2023). The tools 

help students interact with content in a fun and meaningful way, making learning more effective. 

However, their success depends on how well they are integrated into the curriculum. If not managed 

properly, the interactive features that boost engagement can also become distractions (Pérez-Juárez 

et al., 2023). The objective of this research study is to examine the prevalence of DD in the classroom 

with the goal of providing recommendations for educators and policymakers to enhance student 

management and academic performance. By understanding the advantages and disadvantages of 

digital device use, this study contributes to the continuing discussion about the role of technology 

skills in education and how they can be effectively managed. While digital devices offer significant 

advantages in educational settings, their potential to distract students from learning must be carefully 

managed. By implementing effective policies and incorporating engaging digital tools, educators can 

connect the aids of technology skills while minimizing its drawbacks. The discoveries of this research 

study deliver a valued understanding of the challenges and opportunities of digital skills use in the 

teaching space, paving the way for future research and policy development in this area. 

2. Methods 

This research study used a quantitative research strategy to observe the prevalence of digital 

distractions among students in the classroom. Data was collected using a survey administered 

through Google Forms. The study was conducted in a selected academic institute, utilizing a 

convenient sampling method. The sample size was determined using Cochran's formula to account 

for an unknown total population. Data collection took place during July and August 2024. The 

study's inclusion criteria required students to actively use social media platforms such as email, 

WhatsApp, Viber, Facebook, and other mobile phone applications. Researchers employed validated 

research instruments (McCoy, 2020), adhering to established research design and guidelines also 

PRISMA 2020 statement and guidelines, (Page et al., 2021). Formal permission was obtained to 
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ensure the appropriateness and reliability of these instruments. The study selection process 

followed a systematic approach, illustrated in Figure 1 PRISMA Flow Diagram 

 

Figure 1. The PRISMA flow chart diagram, of the study selection process from initial identification to final 

inclusion. 

A detailed breakdown of the study screening process are showed in Table 1 with the PRISMA 

Data Table, summarizing records identified, screened, and excluded at each stage. 

Table 1. The PRISMA framework, detailing records identified, screened, and excluded at each stage of the 

study selection process. 

Stage Category Count 

Identification Databases 500 

 Registers - 

 Websites - 
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 Organizations - 

 Citations - 

 Duplicates removed 80 

 Automatically excluded - 

 Other exclusions - 

Screening Records screened 420 

 Records excluded 100 

 Reports sought 320 

 Reports not retrieved - 

 Other reports sought - 

 Other reports were not retrieved. - 

Eligibility Reports assessed 320 

 Reports excluded 70 

 Other reports assessed - 

 Other reports excluded - 

Included New studies 250 

 New reports - 

2.1. Ethical Considerations  

Ethical clearance was secured from the Yeti Health Sciences Academy Institutional Review 

Committee (IRC), which the Nepal Health Research Council recognizes. The data was analyzed using 

a descriptive approach, providing a comprehensive understanding of digital distractions in the 

classroom. This analysis identified patterns and insights regarding how digital distractions affect 

students' learning environments.  

The study’s findings offer valuable insights into how educators can better manage digital 

distractions, creating a more focused and effective learning environment for students. By 

understanding these patterns, schools can implement strategies that support student concentration 

and overall academic performance. 

3. Results 

Table 2. The Sociodemographic Variables among Participants. 
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Variables  Frequency Percent 

Gender   

Male 68 21.1 

Female 254 78.9 

Qualification   

Certificate 9 2.8 

Bachelor 219 68.0 

Master's 94 29.2 

Among participants, 21.1% are male and 78.9% are female. Regarding qualifications, 2.8% hold 

a certificate, 68.0% have a bachelor’s degree, and 29.2% possess a master’s degree. 

Table 3. Descriptive Analysis of Digital Distractions among Participants. 

Variables Frequency Percent 

Q (DD1): On a typical school day, how often do you use a digital device 

for non-classroom activities (e.g., texting, calling, emailing, browsing 

the web, tweeting, or social networking) during classes? 

  

Never 93 28.9 

1 -3 times 165 51.2 

4-10 times 48 14.9 

11 to 30 times & more 16 5.0 

Q (DD2):  if you use a digital device during class for non-academic 

purposes, please describe all those purposes. 

  

Texting 68 21.9 

Social networking 44 14.1 

Email 34 10.9 

Web surfing Web  37 11.9 

Checking the time  128 41.2 
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Q (DD3): If you use a digital device during class for non-academic 

purposes, what percentage of the class time is spent engaging in that 

activity?  

  

0-10% 180 56.6 

11-20% 54 17.0 

21-30% 33 10.4 

31-40% 18 5.7 

41-50% 20 6.3 

51-60% 13 4.0 

Among participants, 28.9% never use digital devices during class, while 51.2% use them 1 to 3 

times.  

For non-academic purposes, 41.2% check the time, 21.9% text, and 14.1% use social networking. 

Most (56.6%) spend 0-10% of class time on these activities. 

 

Figure 2. Three biggest advantages of using digital devices in class for non-academic determinations among 

Participants. 

The three (3) biggest advantages of using digital devices in class period for non-academic 

purposes are staying connected (29.2%), entertainment (19.8%), and fighting boredom (20.4%). 

Additionally, they are significantly used for related coursework (70.8%) and emergencies (39.4%). 

These findings highlight their role in maintaining connectivity, providing entertainment, and 

supporting academic and safety needs. The results indicate students primarily use digital devices for 

related coursework, followed by staying connected and handling emergencies. 
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Figure 3. Three biggest disadvantages to using a digital device in the classroom for non-academic purposes 

among participants. 

The three biggest disadvantages of using digital devices in the classroom for non-academic 

purposes are not paying attention (68.6%), distracting others (38.5%), and missing instruction (30.3%). 

Other notable disadvantages include losing grade points (25.8%) and getting called out by the 

instructor (32.6%). The results show significant issues with inattentiveness (68.6%), distraction 

(38.5%), and missed instructions (30.3%) due to digital device use. 

Table 4. Descriptive Analysis of Participants' Digital Device Usage Patterns. 

Variables Frequency  Percentage  

How much of a learning distraction do you cause yourself if you 

use digital devices during class for non-classes activities? 

  

No distraction 62 20.4 

A little distraction  159 52.3 

A medium distraction  52 17.1 

A big distraction  31 10.2 

How much of a learning distraction is it to you if other students 

use digital devices during class for non-class activities 

  

No distraction 48 16.1 

A little distraction  167 55.9 

A medium distraction  51 17.1 

A big distraction  33 11.0 
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The majority of respondents reported that using digital devices during class for non-class 

activities causes "a little distraction" (52.3%) and "a medium distraction" (17.1%) to themselves. When 

other students use devices, most find it "a little distraction" (55.9%) and "a medium distraction" 

(17.1%). 

 

Figure 4. Types of distractions caused by the use of digital devices during class for non-class activities. 

The use of digital devices during class for non-class activities causes visual distractions (39.7%) 

and audio distractions (37.9%), but 22.4% of respondents do not consider them a distraction. 

Figure 5, most respondents (66.3%) believe digital devices should be banned from classrooms, 

while 33.8% oppose the ban. 

 

Figure 5. Digital devices be banned from classrooms among Participants. 

Figure 6, out of the surveyed instructors, 31.4% have a policy regarding digital device use in 

their classrooms, while 68.6% do not. 
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Figure 6. Instructors have a policy regarding the use of digital devices in their classroom. 

Table 5. Descriptive Analysis of Policy Preferences and Management Strategies for Digital Distractions. 

Variables Frequency Percent 

Q (DD11): Which of the following statements do you agree with 

MOST regarding classroom uses of digital devices for non-classroom 

purposes? Of digital devices for non-classroom purposes? 

  

I believe my use of digital devices is 126 39.6 

I don’t use digital devices  70 22.0 

I can freely use a digital device  51 16.0 

I can’t stop myself from  30 9.4 

It is my choice to use a digital device 41 12.9 

Q (DD12): Do you believe it is helpful to have policies limiting non-

classroom use of digital devices? 

  

Yes 191 59.7 

No 51 15.9 

Don't know 78 24.4 

Q (DD13): Would it be helpful if the instructor had a brief class 

discussion about the appropriate classroom use of digital devices at 

the beginning of each semester   

  

Yes 276 85.7 

No 28 8.7 

Don't know 18 5.6 

Q (DD14): What should instructors do if a student disrupts by using a 

digital device for non-class 

  

speak to the student  107 33.8 

ask the student to leave the class   68 21.5 
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confiscate or turn off the device  142 44.8 

Q (DD15):  Which policy would you most favor for the student caught 

using digital devices in the classroom for non-classroom purposes?  

  

No warning or penalty 22 6.8 

warning on a first offense, 279 86.6 

penalty each time it happens  21 6.5 

Q (DD16). I would turn off non-classroom digital distractions if my 

instructor gave me this much extra credit on my final class grade 

  

5 percent  17 5.3 

10 percent 13 4.0 

20 percent 60 18.6 

I don't think students need 232 72.0 

Regarding digital device use, 39.6% believe their use is appropriate, while 22.0% do not use 

them. Most (59.7%) support policies limiting non-classroom use and 85.7% favor discussing digital 

device use at the semester’s start. If disruptions occur, 44.8% prefer confiscating devices. Most (86.6%) 

favor a warning on the first offense. For incentives, 72.0% feel extra credit is unnecessary to curb 

distractions. 

4. Discussion 

Modern technologies have led to altered behaviors digital distractions and risk factors associated 

with job stress and job satisfaction at both workplace and home, (Adamopoulos, 2022; Adamopoulos 

and Syrou, 2022; Sami et al., 2010). This discrepancy is attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic, with a 

higher prevalence of moderate and severe cases, (Adamopoulos et al., 2023; Tuco et al., 2023). 

Smartphone usage is primarily used for digital and online social media, streaming movies and shows, 

online gaming, online shopping, and online partnerships, (Awed, & Hammad, 2022). Factors such as 

economic structure and social characteristics influence this issue, with findings varying across 

societies, (Kazem, et al., 2021; Adamopoulos et al., 2023; Vagka et al., 2024). Digital distraction can 

also negatively effect on the public health and negatively impact employees and students in 

educational institutions. However, a study found that students used smartphones for 

communication, social networking, gaming, and study purposes, highlighting the need for caution 

in addressing digital distractions, (Adamopoulos et al., 2022; Khan et al., 2024; Karki et al., 2020). 

Questions (DD1, DD2, &DD3): Based on the results, the majority of participants (51.2%) use 

digital devices 1 to 3 times during class, predominantly for non-academic purposes, like checking the 

time (41.2%) and social networking (14.1%). This aligns with prior research by Pérez-Juárez et al. 

(2023), which revealed that while technology enables sustainable, accessible education, it also 

distracts students, significantly impacting their performance. Likewise, another study by Attia et al. 

(2017) demonstrated that cell phone rings (68%) and hard-to-understand instructors (75%) were top 

distractions with significant impacts on concentration. Questions (DD4& DD5) the current study 

finds the three biggest advantages of using digital devices in class for non-academic purposes are 

staying connected (29.2%), entertainment (19.8%), and fighting boredom (20.4%). This aligns with 

Mccoy, (2020)), who reported that 30% of students use devices for social connections. Jones and 

Brown (2020) found similar results, emphasizing entertainment (20%). Additionally, White's (2021) 

research highlighted emergency use (40%) as a key factor, consistent with this study’s 39.4%. These 

findings highlight the significant role of digital devices in maintaining connectivity, providing 

entertainment, and supporting academic and safety needs. 

The current study identifies major disadvantages of digital device use in classrooms, including 

not paying attention (68.6%), distracting others (38.5%), and missing instruction (30.3%). These 
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findings align with Johnson et al. (2018), who reported similar issues with inattentiveness (70%) and 

distraction (40%). Similarly, Smith and Lee (2019) highlighted the negative impact on instruction 

retention (30%). This study reinforces previous research on the detrimental effects of non-academic 

digital device use. 

Questions (QDD6 &QDD7): The data suggests that digital device use during class leads to 

varying levels of distraction, with the most common response being "a little distraction." This aligns 

with previous research indicating that non-class digital activities can disturb focus (McCoy, 2020). 

Notably, the impact of other students' device use is similar, highlighting the pervasive nature of 

digital distractions in academic settings. Effective classroom management strategies are essential to 

mitigate these distractions. 

Q (DD8): Digital devices during class mainly cause visual and audio distractions. This supports 

McCoy's (2020) findings that visual and auditory interruptions from devices significantly impact 

students' focus and learning. Effective strategies to minimize these distractions, such as policies 

limiting device use and promoting engagement, are crucial for maintaining academic integrity. 

Q (DD9): The majority of respondents (66.3%) support banning digital devices in classrooms, 

citing their disruptive nature. This agrees with Selwyn and Aagaard (2021), who pointed out 

important challenges, such as banning phones during class, tech addiction, DD, cyberbullying, and 

the environmental concerns of digital learning. 

Q (DD10): The majority of instructors (68.6%) do not enforce policies on digital device usage, 

indicating a less restrictive approach compared to previous research. McCoy (2020) found that 74% 

of respondents supported such policies, whereas the current study shows a higher proportion 

without policies, suggesting differing opinions. This disparity may reflect trends in developed versus 

developing countries regarding digital device utilization. Additionally, Thomas et al. (2013) 

highlighted that historically, 69% of classrooms banned cell phones. However, a study of 79 teachers 

now shows that 69% support their use, citing increased student engagement despite challenges like 

access and disruption. 

The current study's findings indicate that digital device use in the classroom presents significant 

challenges, aligning with previous research. Notably, 39.6% of participants believe use is appropriate, 

while 22.0% do not use digital devices during class. This supports the findings of Dontre (2020), who 

highlighted the dual role of technology in education—enhancing accessibility while also posing 

distractions that impact students' performances. Most participants (59.7%) support policies limiting 

non-classroom use of digital devices, which resonates with Attia et al., (2017), who found that digital 

distraction can significantly hinder learning. Furthermore, the current study reveals that 85.7% of 

students favor discussing digital device use at the semester's start, suggesting a proactive approach 

to managing distraction. This proactive stance is echoed in Pérez-Juárez et al. (2023), where setting 

clear expectations around device use was shown to mitigate negative impacts on academic 

performance. In terms of managing disruption, 44.8% of participants prefer devices if issues arise, 

with 86.6% favoring a warning on the first offense. This aligns with Mccoy (2020), who demonstrated 

that clear and enforced policies around device use could reduce classroom distraction significantly. 

Similarly, Flanigan et al. (2022) found that structured approaches to handling digital devices can help 

maintain focus and improve learning outcomes. Interestingly, 72.0% of participants feel that extra 

credit is unnecessary to curb distraction, suggesting that intrinsic motivation and adherence to 

policies might be more effective. This finding is consistent with the work by McCoy (2013), which 

indicated that while incentives can play a role, the establishment of a conducive learning 

environment is crucial in minimizing distractions. Overall, the current study reinforces the 

importance of clear policies and proactive discussion regarding digital device use in the classroom. 

It underscores the need for strategies that align with students’ preferences and educational best 

practices to enhance focus and academic performance. 

4.1. Theory, Calculation and Recommendations 
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Based on the findings, several recommendations emerge to address the challenges and leverage 

the benefits of digital device use in classrooms. First, it is essential to implement clear and consistent 

policies regarding digital device usage. These policies should be communicated at the beginning of 

each semester to set expectations and reduce distractions. Encouraging the use of digital devices for 

academic purposes while limiting non-academic activities can help students maintain focus during 

class. Additionally, incorporating digital literacy programs into the curriculum can educate students 

on responsible device use and its impact on learning. Instructors should employ classroom 

management strategies to mitigate distractions caused by digital devices. Techniques such as 

interactive teaching methods, regular breaks, and engaging learning activities can keep students 

attentive and reduce the temptation to use devices for non-academic purposes. Furthermore, creating 

a supportive learning environment where students feel comfortable discussing device use can foster 

a collaborative approach to managing distractions. Considering the advantages of digital devices, 

such as staying connected and emergency use, it is crucial to balance their benefits and drawbacks. 

Providing designated times or areas for device use can help students stay connected without 

disrupting the class. Lastly, ongoing research and feedback from students and instructors can refine 

policies and practices, ensuring they continue to be applicable and actual in the growing digital land. 

4.2. Limitations 

This study on digital distractions in classrooms has several limitations that should be noted. 

First, the use of a convenient sampling method may have presented a variety bias, reducing the 

generalizability of the results elsewhere in the specific academic institution studied. While Cochran’s 

formula determined the sample size, it remained still confined to a single context, limiting broader 

applicability across different instructive settings. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data 

collected via Google Forms may have affected the accuracy of the results, as participants could 

overestimate or underestimate their device usage. Furthermore, the study focused solely on 

quantitative data, which, while identifying trends, did not delve into the underlying reasons behind 

students’ digital device use during class. A mixed-methods approach, incorporating qualitative 

insights, could have provided a more nuanced understanding. Lastly, the study's cross-sectional 

design captured a snapshot in time without tracking changes in behavior over longer periods. Future 

studies should aim to report these limits by increasing the scope, utilizing varied methodologies, and 

considering longitudinal approaches. 

5. Conclusion 

The role of digital devices in the classroom presents both opportunities and challenges. The 

majority of participants (51.2%) reported using digital devices 1 to 3 times during class, 

predominantly for non-academic purposes such as checking the time (41.2%) and social networking 

(14.1%). These findings align with previous research indicating that while technology can enhance 

education, it also poses significant distractions. The study also identifies key advantages of digital 

device use, including staying connected, entertainment, and fighting boredom. These benefits 

underscore the importance of digital connectivity in students' lives. However, the disadvantages, 

such as not paying attention, distracting others, and missing instruction, reinforce the need for 

effective management strategies. Moreover, the findings reveal strong support for banning digital 

devices in classrooms, with 66.3% of respondents in favor. Despite this, the lack of enforcement of 

device policies suggests a gap between preferences and practice, potentially influenced by varying 

regional trends. Overall, the study emphasizes the necessity of clear policies and proactive discussion 

about digital device use to mitigate distractions and enhance performance. Balancing the benefits and 

drawbacks of digital devices requires a collaborative effort from both students and instructors, 

supported by ongoing research and adaptation to the changing educational landscape. 
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Glossary & Abbreviations Operation Definitions: Digital Distractions (DD): Interruptions from non-academic 

use of digital devices during class. Device Management (DM): Policies and strategies to regulate digital device 

use in education. Academic Performance (AP): Student achievements and learning outcomes are assessed 

through grades and participation. Digital Literacy (DL): Skill in using digital devices responsibly and 

effectively. Self-Regulation Strategies (SRS): Techniques for managing digital device use to stay focused and 

reduce distractions. Socio Media (SM): are online platforms for sharing, interacting, and communicating with 

others through posts, photos, and videos. 
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