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Mobile learning is a hot topic, 
with great expectations from 
advocates that mobile devices 
could transform education, en-
gage students, and personalize 
learning.

The reality is a more nuanced 
story. How parents perceive the 
value of mobile devices, how 
they see their children actually 
using mobiles for productive 
(and not so productive) pur-
poses, and what parents think 
of the possibilities, is a tale of 
both abundant potential and 
missed opportunities.

This report highlights the 
perceptions of parents of a mo-
bile generation, from preschool-
ers through high school stu-
dents. Given schools’ increasing 
interest in engaging students 
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with mobile learning—during 
and beyond the school day—
and in “bring your own device” 
(BYOD) models, parents more 
than ever could be key partners 
in contributing to this new fron-
tier in learning.

Parent perceptions matter. 
Their support and influence 
can smooth the way for tech-
nology in schools and help 
overcome the limitations of 
school coffers, without which 
digital initiatives can stall. This 
study underscores a relation-
ship: educators’ leadership in 
mobile learning can influence 
parent perceptions. Parents 
who report that their children’s 
schools use mobile devices for 
classroom learning have much 
stronger positive perceptions 
than other parents do about 
the learning benefits. Seeing, 
perhaps, is believing. F
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Mobile device ownership, 
Use, and Attitudes

Parents of students who are 
required to use mobile or por-
table devices in school, and 
“super users,” are the most 
positive about the potential of 
these devices.

l The vast majority of chil-
dren at all grade levels—pre-
school through 12th grade—
have access to an array of tech-
nology at home, including mo-
bile devices. For the most part, 
family ownership of technology 
changes, in terms of the types of 
devices owned, with the stages 
of children’s development.

l Most children use many 
types of mobile devices—often. 
Notably, girls are more likely 
to use many types than are 
boys. Even many parents of 
preschoolers report that their 
children use multiple mobile 
devices. Some children, how-
ever, aren’t using any mobile 
devices, even though more than 
half of nonusers’ parents own 
mobiles. 

l Parents’ attitudes about 
mobile learning differ, depend-
ing on children’s grade level 
and gender. Differences in per-
ceptions show up as well be-
tween parents of children whose 
schools embrace mobile learn-
ing and those whose schools 
don’t, and between parents of 

children who regularly use mul-
tiple devices and those whose 
children don’t.

l Majorities of parents be-
lieve that mobile devices and 
applications offer fun, engaging 
ways of learning, connecting, 
and communicating. Most par-
ents believe that these devices 
open up learning opportuni-
ties, benefit students’ learning, 
and can engage students in the 
classroom. Many parents also 
believe that mobiles and apps 
teach academic skills and con-
tent. Along with parents whose 
children are required to use 
devices in school, and parents 
of children who regularly use 
multiple devices, parents of 
younger children, and parents 
of girls have the most positive 
attitudes.

l Still, despite their interest 
in mobiles for learning, parents 
of K-12 students are finding that 
most of the mobile apps and 
content their children use regu-
larly are “purely entertainment.” 
Parents of pre-K children, on 
the other hand, perceive the 
most educational value from the 
mobile apps and content their 
children use regularly.

Mobile devices at school
l By high school, half of 

students (51%) carry a smart-
phone to school every day. So 
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do more than one in four middle 
school students (28%). Overall, 
25% of all K-12 students take 
a smartphone to school every 
day, according to their parents, 
including 8% of students in 
grades 3-5.

l Sixteen percent of all K-12 
parents, and almost one in four 
parents of high school students 
(24%), report that their child’s 
school allows students to use 
family-owned mobile devices in 
the classroom—often called a 
“bring your own device” (BYOD) 
approach. Given that half of 
all high school students take 
a smartphone to school every 
day, however, some students 
seem to be powering down their 
devices in the classroom, or us-
ing them under the radar.

l Some schools require 
students to use portable or 
mobile devices—which could 
be school- or family-owned—
in the classroom. Technology 
that can move between homes 
and schools might become es-
sential for academic learning. 
Overall, 17% of K-12 parents 
report that their child’s school 
requires students to use at least 
one portable device (such as a 
laptop, notebook, netbook, or 
ultrabook) or mobile device in 
the classroom.

l More than half of parents 
believe that schools should 

make more use of mobile de-
vices in education. At the same 
time, many parents look to 
teachers and schools for guid-
ance on helping children use 
mobiles and apps for educa-
tional purposes.

l Parents aren’t waiting for 
schools to make the move to 
mobile learning. Already, 45% 
of parents report that they plan 
to buy, or already have bought, 
a mobile device to support 
their child’s learning. Fifty-six 
percent of parents say they’d 
be willing to purchase a mobile 
device for their child to use in 
the classroom if the school re-
quired it. Given the fast-chang-
ing mobile landscape, especially 
the increasing functionality of 
mobile and hybrid devices, par-
ent preferences—and school re-
quirements and policies—might 
change rapidly. Whatever the 
device, it could be that schools 
are approaching a tipping point 
in their acceptance of and readi-
ness to productively use mobile 
devices for learning.

Based on the findings, this 
report offers concluding rec-
ommendations for educators, 
industry, and mobile learning 
advocates to support and part-
ner with families, continue re-
searching a fast-changing issue, 
and demonstrate the value of 
mobiles as tools for learning.
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Recommendations 
for Educators

l Model the safe, productive 
use of mobile devices as learn-
ing tools in practice.

l Partner with parents to 
make the case for mobile learn-
ing, develop mobile device poli-
cies, and showcase best prac-
tices—particularly for parents 
who are not yet persuaded.

l Enlist the support of par-
ents who tend to be the most 
positive about mobile learning, 
including parents of younger 
children, parents of “super 
users,” and tech-savvy par-
ents.

l Leverage the devices that 
students already have access 
to or bring to school (the BYOD 
approach). Rather than trying to 
be the sole provider of devices 
for all students, schools should 
consider taking a need-based 
approach and provide devices 
only for students who do not 
have them—and ensure that 
students’ access is as equal as 
possible.

l Offer authoritative infor-
mation and advice to parents 
and students on how to make 
better use of mobile devices 
and apps for learning, rather 
than for entertainment only, and 
how to use them safely—and 
differentiate this guidance for 
different grade levels.

l Do a better job commu-
nicating mobile device poli-
cies with parents—the “back to 
school” packet of information 
might not be enough.

l Share and learn from 
schools that already offer mo-
bile learning opportunities for 
students. Connect with other 
educators via online commu-
nities of practice and other 
forums to exchange insights on 
best practices.

l Partner with industry to 
contribute to the development 
of mobile devices, apps, and 
content that deliver robust edu-
cational benefits. ■

“Punishment is easier now. 
We can just take away Kevin’s 

cell phone charger.”
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