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Recent research has suggested that various forms of technology, such as laptops and cell phones, are distracting 
and hinder learning. This study attempted to determine whether merely being in the presence of a cell phone user 
influences one’s learning ability. Participants listened to a short recorded story in the presence of a texting or 
nontexting confederate and then completed an open-answer quiz. Participants in the presence of a texting 
confederate scored significantly lower on the quiz than those placed with a nontexting confederate. The results of 
this study indicate that secondhand texting negatively influences recall ability and is detrimental to attention and 
learning ability in the academic setting. 
 

Pages: 11-14 

 
 
 

The use of mobile technology in education has become 
increasingly commonplace, and its presence is expected to 
grow (Martin et al., 2011). This phenomenon can clearly be 
seen on college campuses across the United States, where 
students can now access wireless networking from almost any 
building (Kim, Mims, & Holmes, 2006). Technological 
advancements have made positive contributions to the learning 
environment of higher education (Kim et al., 2006), but recent 
studies have suggested that technology use in an academic 
setting interferes with a student’s ability to learn (Levine, 
Waite, & Bowman, 2007). The possible negative effects of 
technology use on learning ability are of interest to 
academically-inclined students.  
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There is evidence that some forms of technology, such 
as mobile phones and laptops, have a detrimental effect on 
attention (Yannis, Laioius, Papantonious, & Christoforou, 
2014). Much of this evidence has come from studies focused on 
cell phone use while driving. Yannis et al. (2014) used a 
driving simulator to examine the impact that texting while 
driving in different conditions has on young drivers’ safety. 
Texting decreased a driver’s mean speed and increased their 
mean reaction time. This implies that the distraction from 
texting leads to an inability to react quickly, which may 
increase accident probability. 

Additional studies have shown that even during less 
cognitively taxing activities, such as walking, mobile phone use 
may cause distraction (Hyman, Boss, Wise, McKenzie, & 
Caggiano, 2010). Hyman and colleagues (2010) performed two 
studies, which involved observing participants walk through a 
public square either while on their cell phones or not on their 
cell phones. In the first study, they observed that cell phone 

users took more time to cross, changed direction and weaved 
more, and acknowledged others less than non-cell phone users. 
In their second study, the experimenters implanted a brightly 
colored, moving clown near the basic path through the square. 
They then questioned those who had just walked through the 
square about the clown. Twenty-five percent of cell phone 
users said they had seen him, compared to fifty-one percent of 
non-cell phone users. Thus, the researchers concluded that cell 
phone use might contribute to a lack of attention in pedestrians. 
Furthermore, pedestrian cell phone use increases a walker’s 
risk of accident, injury, or even death (Nasar & Troyer, 2013). 
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These studies indicate that technology can have serious 
consequences in a variety of settings. 

Recent research has been conducted regarding 
technology use in academic settings. Wood et al. (2012) 
conducted a study that measured the memory of students using 
mobile technology during three separate pre-recorded lectures. 
After attending the lectures and using their assigned technology 
throughout, the students took a quiz covering the lecture 
material. The experimenters found that the use of technology 
had a significant impact on student learning performance, with 
non-users outperforming users. However, while the use of 
some forms of technology was significantly distracting, texting 
did not appear to have a significant impact on performance. 

Conversely, a different study found texting to be 
highly distracting in a lecture setting (Dietz & Henrich, 2014). 
In this study, both groups (control and texting) attended a 
lecture together. The control group was asked to turn off their 
phones, and the texting group was asked to send texts 
consistently throughout the lecture. After the lecture, the 
participants took a quiz on the lecture material. Participants in 
the texting group scored significantly lower on the quiz than the 
control group. These results suggest that texting is, indeed, 
distracting and leads to lower recall. Recall, or retrieval of 
memory, can be seen as a measure of the information that a 
participant has retained (Cowan, 2008). Recall is likely an 
important part of learning in an academic setting as many 
students are tested in ways that require a retrieval of stored 

memories. Thus, if texting is distracting and impairs a student’s 
recall ability, they will likely perform worse by academic 
measures. 

The studies previously mentioned have demonstrated 
the cognitive effects technology can have on a person. 
However, there is far less research focused on subjects 
impacted by someone else’s use of technology. One study 
addressed this predicament by testing laptop users and non-
laptop users in a lecture setting (Sana, Weston, & Cepeda, 
2013). The researchers divided participants into laptop 
multitaskers and note-takers, with some of the note-takers in 
view of the multitaskers. After the lecture, a comprehension 
test was given. As the experimenters hypothesized, participants 
who were seated in view of the multitaskers performed 
significantly worse than participants who had no visual 
distraction from multitaskers. Thus, recall ability can also be 
influenced by a peer’s use of technology. 

Within the context of a learning environment, these 
studies demonstrate that technology is distracting and hinders 
learning performance of the technology user. Dietz and 
Henrich (2014) designed their experiment to best replicate a 
natural lecture environment, where some students were texting 
and some were not. However, the performance of students in 
an environment that has peer texting has not yet been directly 
compared to a control environment in which no one is texting. 
Sana, Weston, & Cepeda (2013) demonstrated the hindering 
effect multitasking laptop users have on the learning 
environment, but as there are many technological mediums 
being used in today’s classroom, further research needs to be 

conducted. Consequently, the study’s investigators sought to 
explore how being in the presence of peers using texting 
influences one’s learning ability. 

To test this, participants were placed with either a 
texter or a non-texter while they listened to a pre-recorded 
story. Their short-term recall was measured by taking a fill-in-
the-blank quiz about the story. Specifically, we defined high 
recall ability as having answered a majority of the questions 
correctly. We hypothesized that participants who listened to the 
story with a texter would demonstrate lower recall ability, 
which was represented by scoring lower on the quiz than the 
participants placed with a non-texter.  
 

METHOD 

 
Participants 

 Researchers recruited 31 undergraduate students, 13 
female and 18 male, for this study. The ages of the participants 
ranged from 18 to 29 years (M = 20.68, SD = 2.09). Twenty-
four of the participants identified themselves as Caucasian, five 
as Asian or Pacific Islander, one as African American, and one 
as Chicano/Latino. The researchers selected participants using 
a convenience sample of students from campus locations and in 
class. Participants were informed of the study during class and 
free time and asked if they were willing to participate. No 
compensation for participation was offered. 
 

Materials 

 For this study, we wrote a fictional short story of 
approximately 230 words. The full written story can be found 
attached in Appendix A. The story was recorded by the 
experimenters and saved into an audio file. During the 
experiment, the story was played through the speakers of either 
a laptop or desktop computer. A confederate was placed with a 
participant in the control and experimental condition. When 
conducting the experiment for the experimental condition, the 
confederate used a smart phone. The phone was set at 50% of 
maximum volume, and when text messages were received, the 
phone made a short bell sound. When text messages were sent, 
the phone made a short sighing sound. The confederate in the 
experimental condition sent three messages and received two. 
The confederate in the control condition did not have a phone 
and did not send or receive text messages. 
 To measure the participants’ recall ability, a short quiz 
was constructed that consisted of 13 short, open-answer 
questions. The questions were written by the researchers and 
referred to details that could be heard in the audio story. The 
quiz was designed so that the answers to the questions were 
dispersed evenly throughout the story. Additionally, the 
questions were intended to neither be too difficult nor too easy, 
to ensure that no ceiling or floor effect occurred. Each quiz 
featured the questions in the same order because the 
researchers determined that any order effects would be 
insignificant. Higher scores on the quiz corresponded to higher 
recall level. A 14th question was included in the quiz to 
evaluate the participants’ suspicion of the confederate. The 
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question asked, “What do you think was the purpose of this 
study?” The quiz also included a demographic section at the 
bottom. A complete copy of the quiz can be seen in Appendix 
B. 
 

Procedure 

 After obtaining informed consent, participants were 
randomly assigned to the control or experimental condition. 
Regardless of which group they were placed in, participants 
were put in a room with a confederate. After this, the 
researchers instructed participants to listen to a recorded story 
and informed them that a short quiz would follow. The 
experimenter then left the room. In the control setting, the 
confederate then sat quietly while listening to the story with the 
participant. When the story finished, the experimenter came 
back into the room. He or she handed out the quiz to both the 
confederate and participant and asked them both to complete it. 

In the experimental setting, the confederate sent a text 
message as soon as the story began. The experimenter outside 
of the room responded to the text message, and they continued 
the text conversation until the end of the story. When the 
experimenter came back into the room, the confederate put 
their phone away. Then, the experimenter handed out the quiz 
to both the confederate and participant and asked them to 
complete it. In both conditions, once a participant had 
completed the quiz and handed it to the researcher, the 
researcher debriefed the participant by handing them a written 

statement on the purpose of the study, and then thanked the 
participant for their participation.  
 

RESULTS 

 
 To obtain participants’ scores on the short-answer 
quiz, we added together the number of questions correctly 
answered. A one-tailed independent t-test was performed to test 
whether participants placed with a control confederate had 
better recall ability compared to participants placed with a 
texting confederate. Analyses showed that participants not 
subject to secondhand texting (M = 10.94, SD = 1.34) scored 

significantly higher on the short-answer quiz than those placed 
with a texter (M = 8.13, SD = 2.62), t(21) = 3.72, p < 
0.001. This difference is illustrated in Figure 1. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results supported our hypothesis that participants 

who listened to the recorded story with a texter would 
demonstrate lower recall ability as measured by the short-
answer quiz. Our results are consistent with the findings of 
previous studies. Wood et al. (2012) and Dietz and Henrich 
(2014) provided evidence that technology use is distracting and 

leads to a lower recall ability for the technology user. Sana, 
Weston, and Cepeda (2013) demonstrated that recall ability can 
also be influenced by a peer’s use of technology. Though our 
study used cell phones and Sana, Weston, and Cepeda (2013) 
used  laptops,  both  found  that  peer  technology  use  leads to  
 

 
FIGURE 1.  Mean quiz score for the no texting and texting groups. The 

error bars represent standard error of the mean. 

 

 
lower recall ability. This suggests that multiple types of 
technology are distracting and have a detrimental effect on the 
learning environment, not only for those using the technology, 

but also for those in close proximity. 
 Though the results of this study were significant, there 
were some limitations that must be considered. For example, 
the experiment was conducted in three different locations. 
When conducted in the classroom, both the control and 
experimental groups were observed. However, when conducted 
in the experimenter’s home, only the control condition was 
observed. Similarly, when conducted in the library, only the 
experimental condition was observed. This leads to the 
possibility that the change in location had an unintended effect 
on our dependent variable. Additionally, the fact that the 
experiment was conducted in a lab setting must be considered. 
For instance, it would not be a strange occurrence to see a 
classmate texting in class, since this happens regularly; 
however, seeing a peer texting during an experiment is likely 
not a normal occurrence. Thus, it is possible that this behavior 
is more distracting in the lab setting than in a normal classroom 
setting. It is also possible that this experiment simply measured 
the effect of distraction rather than the effect of texting itself, 
since a control distraction was not used. That is, it may have 
been the sound of the cell phone going off as it sent and 
received messages that was distracting to the participant, rather 
than the act of texting itself. 
 Future studies examining the effects of secondhand 
texting would need to conduct the study in a more natural 
setting, such as a lecture hall or classroom. Additionally, 
having a control distraction would allow researchers to examine 
if the act of texting has a greater effect on recall ability than 
other forms of distraction. This distinction is important because 
it could reveal whether an intentional act, such as texting, poses 
more of a distraction than an involuntary act, such as coughing. 
Future studies could also observe whether texting without the 
ringer on provides as much of a distraction as texting with the 
ringer. 
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 This study demonstrates the significant effect that 
secondhand texting has on recall ability, and thus, adds to the 
current evidence that suggests some forms of technology are 
detrimental to attention and learning ability in the academic 
setting. As such, schools may want to consider prohibiting the 
use of mobile phones in the classroom, or professors may 
simply want to implement a rule that technology users sit in the 
back of the classroom, in order to prevent the distraction of 
students who choose not to use mobile technology during 
lectures. Future research should strive to determine precisely 
what sort of technology behavior obstructs the learning 
environment. From the existing evidence, it would be wise to 
consider that the growing use of technology in the classroom 
may provide more disadvantages than benefits to students. In 
order to preserve a productive learning environment, 
institutions may need to implement preventive measures to keep 
mobile technology out of the classroom. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
Audio Story 

 
Once upon a time, there was a stray dog named Coco. He was a white, 

short-haired dog. The dog loved to roll around in Mr. Rogers’ garden. Mr. 
Rogers was a very grumpy old man. One day, he found Coco rolling around in 
his award- winning petunias. Mr. Rogers was extremely angry and chased the 
dog out of his garden with his cane. The next day, Coco returned to the garden 
and started to dig. Mr. Rogers was upset until he realized something shiny in 
the dirt. Upon investigating the object, he realized it was his grandmother’s 
prized, silver teaspoon. He dug out the rest of the teaspoon and washed it off 
with a watering pot. He realized it was the same spoon he lost when he was six 
years old, which made his grandmother resent him. He gathered the dog in a 
large embrace and brought him inside, where he gave him a nice, warm bath. 
Then, Mr. Rogers fed Coco a large meal of milk and carrots. Mr. Rogers was 
so happy that they spent the next few days together, playing at the park, going 
swimming at the river, and exploring Mr. Rogers’ neighborhood. Mr. Rogers 
realized this was the happiest he had been since he lost his grandmother’s 
teaspoon. He decided to keep the dog as his own, and together, they gained 
recognition for the best gardening in the tri-state area. 

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Quiz 

 
1. What did Mr. Rogers use to chase the dog out of his yard? 
2. What was the dog’s name? 
3. What was the first thing Mr. Rogers did when he brought the dog inside? 
4. What kind of flowers was the dog rolling in? 
5. At the end of the story, what did Mr. Rogers and the dog get recognized 

for? 
6. What did Mr. Rogers use to wash off the spoon? 
7. As part of the meal Mr. Rogers fed the dog, what food did he provide? 
8. How old was Mr. Rogers when he lost the spoon? 
9. What did Mr. Rogers end up doing with the stray dog? 
10. Whose spoon did Mr. Rogers find in the dirt? 
11. As part of the meal Mr. Rogers fed the dog, what drink did he provide? 
12. Name one of the activities Mr. Rogers and the dog did together. 
13. What color is the dog? 
14. What do you think was the purpose of this experiment? 

  
 

 

 

 

 

Please fill out the following demographic prompts:  
 
Age: __________ years 
 
Sex (please circle):      

Male               Female               Other 
 

Ethnicity (please circle all that apply): 
     Caucasian               Native American               African American 
     Chicano/Latino       Asian/Pacific Islander         Other 
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