DOES MY SMARTPHONE MAKE ME SMARTER?

LESSON PLAN

Does My Smartphone Make Me Smarter?
Background
Ninety-five percent of American teenagers have access to a Smartphone, and ninety-four
percent say they want to use their phones in class for academic purposes. Seventy-five percent
of teenagers believe that using a phone in class has improved their ability to learn and retain
information. Teenagers are also more likely than Americans in other age groups to believe they
can successfully multitask -- meaning they can attend to the messages and information on their
phones without sacrificing attention to learning (or driving).
Many teachers and school administrators have a different view. A growing body of research has
found that attempting to multitask results in lower attention and comprehension, and merely
having a phone at hand can cause learning to suffer. For that reason, many adults want to limit
or bar student access to phones during the school day. In 2018, France banned smartphones in
all schools.
In this lesson, students investigate for themselves the impact of cell phones, distractions and
multitasking on their ability to learn, using simulated experiments and research. Then students
develop a policy recommendation for their school or classroom.
Course
Civics/Government/Psychology/Health/Language Arts
Grade Level
6-12
Essential Question
What is the best policy on smartphone use at school?
Lesson Objectives
Students will be able to:
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information
presented in different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words
in order to address a question or solve a problem.
• D4.1.9-12. Construct arguments using precise and knowledgeable claims, with evidence
from multiple sources, while acknowledging counterclaims and evidentiary weaknesses.
(Social Studies C3)
• D4.8.9-12. Apply a range of deliberative and democratic strategies and procedures to
make decisions and take action in their classrooms, schools, and out-of-school civic
contexts (Social Studies C3)
Materials
Slides (https://tinyurl.com/smartphoneslides)
Activity 1 Agree/Disagree signs - printed and posted
Activity 2 Surveys - enough copies for each student to answer three times (*You may use this
google form survey instead: https://tinyurl.com/ybt4hb9a. If you do, make multiple copies to use
in three rounds of data collection)
Activity 3 Texting Questions - copies for approximately ½ the class

Activity 4 Quiz - copy for each student (*You may wish to create your own online version)
Playing cards
Devices with internet access (laptops, Chromebooks, iPads)
Chart paper or whiteboards
Post-it notes
*Students should bring their phones to class
Time Required
1-2 class periods (75-90 minutes)
Sources:
https://tinyurl.com/smartphonesources
Preparation:
• Post Agree and Disagree signs (Activity 1) on opposite sides of the classroom.
• Preview the simulations in Step 12 to make sure they will work on class Chromebooks or
iPads and select which simulation(s) to use. You may wish to link the simulation(s) to a
class website for easy access.
• *Optional Copy the google form for the Agree/Disagree activities. Data can also be
collected on Activity 2. If you use the Google form and are unfamiliar with these forms,
try collecting sample data and looking at the response graphs in advance.
• *Optional Create an online version of the quiz in Activity 4
• On Day 2, arrange desks in a circle for discussion.
Procedures:
Day 1
1. Show Slide 2, which has three statements:
a. “Using my smartphone in class positively impacts my learning.”
b. “Using my smartphone in class does not negatively impact my learning.”
c. “I am able to successfully multitask in school and at home.”
2. (Hand out a copy of Activity 2 to each student or provide a link to an online form. You
may use the online form at https://tinyurl.com/ybt4hb9a) For each statement, ask
students to indicate whether they agree or disagree, on a scale of 1 (disagree) to 10
(agree). After collecting the written (or online) responses, ask students to share their
opinion on each statement by “voting with their feet” -- standing close to the poster they
agree with. If students are undecided, they may stand near the middle. (Students should
form a continuum, with those who “strongly agree” or “strongly disagree” standing
closest to each sign.)
3. (Show Slide 3) Ask students: How did you form your opinion on these questions? (Most
students base their opinion on their own anecdotal experience.) Ask students: Have you
ever performed or participated in an experiment on attention and multitasking? (Most
have not; if students have, ask them to share their experience and what they learned
from it.) Ask students: Have you read research studies on the impact of smartphones on
learning? (Again, most have not. If students have, ask them to share what they learned.)

4. (Show Slide 4) Explain to students that people (both kids and adults) frequently form
opinions based on their own experiences or personal anecdotes, or by using heuristics,
which are shortcuts that avoid critical thinking. For example, a person might say,
“Everyone I know who has a phone at school gets good grades” or “No one I know has
gotten in an accident from texting” -- examples of the availability heuristic. In addition,
people often rationalize behavior or choices, meaning they come up with reasons for
their actions after the fact, rather than thinking through the best decision first.
Approaching a question with critical thinking requires collecting and analyzing data,
rather than relying on heuristics and anecdotal experience.
5. (Show Slide 5) Explain that in this lesson, students are going to investigate multitasking,
distraction and the impact of smartphones on learning for themselves. Encourage
students to set aside any preconceived notions and approach the lesson as neutral
researchers. Ask students: What is multitasking? (paying attention to two tasks
simultaneously) Ask students: How good are you at multitasking? (answers will vary)
(*Note to teacher: Many psychologists agree that multitasking is not possible. Our brains
can only focus on one task at a time.)
6. (Show Slide 6) Explain to students that for the next activity, they may need to use their
phones and texting. Assign partners or ask students to pick partners for the activity.
(Students will need to share phone numbers for the activity, so you may want to allow
them to choose a partner; however, randomly assigning partners is a better strategy for
collecting data.) Select enough playing cards so that each pair of students can pick a
card, and be sure that half of the cards are red, and half are black. Let each pair
randomly pick a card. If the card is red, the pair will be in the experimental group. If the
card is black, they will be in the control group. Ask students in the experimental group
to exchange phone numbers with their partner and exchange an initial text. Then
separate the pairs, so that no one is sitting with their partner.
7. Hand out Activity 3 to each student in the experimental group. Activity 3 is a list of
questions they are to ask their “phone partner” during the activity. They should send 10
texts and reply to 10 texts during the activity -- for a total of 20 texts. Ask students in the
control group to turn off or silence phones and put them out of sight.
8. Review the rules for the simulated experiment with both groups. Explain that the entire
class will watch a five-minute video, and there will be a quiz on the video afterward. The
quiz will be specific, so they should pay close attention to the details in the video. During
the video, students in the experimental group will also exchange text messages, while
the students in the control group will only watch the video. Students in either group may
take notes, but they may not be used on the quiz.
9. Show the video to the class. (One option is this video on optical illusions, generally a
high-interest topic: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7A-6gLmmCJ4. A quiz on this
video is included in Activity 4, and the answer key is in Step 11. A teacher may instead
choose to show a 5-minute video that is directly related to their course content and
develop their own quiz.)
10. When the video is done, instruct students in the experimental group to put away their
phones. Be sure any notes are put away. It’s helpful to delay for a few minutes before
giving the quiz, so students have to remember the video longer. Give students 3-5

minutes to take the quiz. They should not put names on the quiz -- just identify if they are
in the experimental or control group. (Be very careful to prevent cheating. You may wish
to create alternate version of the quiz with questions in different order.)
11. (Show Slide 7) Collect the quizzes and give students 5-10 minutes to do 1-2 online
multitasking simulations while you score the quizzes. (Quiz Answer Key: 1c, 2a, 3b, 4b,
5d, 6a, 7c, 8a)
12. Suggested online simulations:
a. Distractibility simulation: https://webaim.org/simulations/distractability
b. Multitasking simulation: http://multitasking.labinthewild.org/multitasking/
c. Driving simulations: http://diad.tirf.ca/ehub/education-tools-resources/driving-simulators/
13. Calculate the average score for each group.
14. (Show Slide 8) Ask students the following questions to debrief the online simulations:
a. What kinds of tasks were you asked to do?
b. How difficult did you find them?
c. How do you feel about your ability to multitask now?
15. Share the average quiz score from the control group and the average quiz score from
the experimental group with your students. (Most likely, the students who were sending
and receiving text messages scored a much lower average than those who were
focused on the video, although there will likely be outliers.) Ask students in the
experimental group: Was it difficult to pay attention to details in the video while you were
reading and sending texts? (Many students will be surprised how difficult it is to pay
attention to details, even if they were able to get the overall point of the video.)
16. Repeat the Agree/Disagree activity from Step 2. Collect new student responses (either
online or on paper), and ask students to “vote with their feet” again. Ask students: Have
you changed your answer to any of these questions? (Answers will vary)
17. Explain to students that many teachers, school officials and college professors would
like to see smartphones removed from classrooms. The entire nation of France has
banned phones in school, and some school districts and individual schools in the U.S.
are doing the same -- or using apps like Flipd to make sure phones are powered off in
class. However, in many places these bans are difficult to enforce -- because parents
want to be able to reach their kids, phones are expensive (so there is concern about
theft from lockers or cars), and students are very clever about using them covertly.
18. (Show Slide 9) Explain to students that the next step in this lesson is to acquire more
information about how phones impact student learning. The simulated experiment was a
first step, but the class results are not statistically significant. An actual experiment would
require more participants and statistical analysis of the two means. Ask students: How
can you find out the impact of phones on attention and learning? (By reading to find out
what other researchers have discovered)
19. Assign each student to work with a partner (or let students choose partners). Explain
that each pair of students needs to gather information on both sides of this issue -information supporting allowing phones in the classroom as well as against the presence

or use of phones in the classroom. The goal is to read broadly and understand the pros
and cons before arriving at your own position.
20. (Show Slide 10) Encourage students to use Google Scholar as well as other search
engines -- and to critically evaluate each source. Students should not record opinions
from non-experts (opinions not based on research) or information from unknown
websites or authors. Encourage students to use “.edu” or “.gov” websites or established
media outlets. Each pair of students should create one document with the facts,
statistics and quotes they find and copy the source URL for each one. Give students 2025 minutes or the remainder of the class period to complete this research. (This may
also be assigned as homework)
21. At the close of class, ask students to each select the most significant fact, statistic or
quote they found in their research. Each individual student (not each pair) will share
these items in class the following day.
Day 2
Preparation:
Arrange desks in a discussion circle.
Analyze the data from the two agree/disagree activities on Day 1, and add it to your copy of the
google slides. You may simply calculate the average (mean), but a bar chart like the sample
one below (easily created by clicking the “results” tab on the Google form survey) gives a better
visual of the distribution results:

22. (Show Slide 9 again) Ask students to begin class sitting in a circle for a discussion. In
the circle, ask each student to share one fact or quote that they found most convincing in
their research into the effects of smartphones on learning. After each student has shared
once, encourage students to ask questions or add additional information that has not
been shared.
23. (Show Slide 11) Ask students to quick-write a response to this question: Do
smartphones in the classroom help with learning, harm learning, or are they neutral? Ask
students to include at least three facts, statistics or quotes from the research they have
shared and heard that support their response. (This quick-write may be collected as a
formative assessment.)

24. Repeat the Agree/Disagree activity from Step 2. Collect new student responses (either
online or on paper), and ask students to “vote with their feet” again. Ask students: Have
you changed your answer to any of these questions? Show students the data analysis
from Day 1 and if possible, compare the new data to see if the average and distribution
on the bar chart have changed.
25. (Show Slide 12) Explain to students that now that they have a better understanding of
the research on smartphones in the classroom, it is their job to propose a policy for the
classroom or the school. Explain that a classroom policy is typically set by a teacher
(within school guidelines), and a school policy is typically set by the administration or
school board (or the state or national government). A policy should have a specific goal - for example, “improved student learning” or “improved student mental health” or
“improved safety.” A policy should also identify who is responsible for enforcing the
policy and consequences for violating the policy. (If your district, school or classroom
already has a smartphone policy, share it with the students.)
26. Ask students to brainstorm potential policies regarding smartphone use in the
classroom. You may use large-group brainstorming or ask students to work in small
groups to brainstorm first. Post each proposed policy on the whiteboard or on chart
paper, so that everyone can see it.
27. Once several policies are posted, ask the students who wrote the policy proposals to
explain their proposals and answer questions from the class. Give each student a Post-It
note, and have them put their name on it. Each student should stick their Post-It on the
proposal that they think sounds best.
28. Explain that the final step in this lesson is to take action. That means students need to
voice their positions to someone outside of the classroom. Assign students to do one of
the following activities to promote the policy they voted for:
a. Write a letter to the principal or a school board member arguing in favor of this policy
b. Create a poster or a Public Service Announcement video supporting the policy
*Submissions should include a works cited, preferably using MLA style. The works cited
may be turned in separately.

Activity 1
Print and display each sign:

AGREE
DISAGREE
Activity 2
Rate your opinion on each statement below. 1 means completely disagree; 10 means
completely agree.

1. Using my smartphone in class positively impacts my learning
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

2. Using my smartphone in class does not negatively impact my learning
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

3. I am able to successfully multitask in school and at home
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Activity 3
Experimental Group Instructions - Partner 1
During the video, you will text 10 questions to your partner and respond to 10 questions from
your partner, for a total of 20 text messages. Ask your partner these questions:
1. Your favorite class?
2. What do you wish you knew?
3. Best pizza toppings?
4. Car you want?
5. Last movie you saw?
6. Why are dogs > cats?
7. Where do you work?

8. Who would play you in a movie?
9. Do you like McDonalds?
10. Do you like this video?
Experimental Group Instructions - Partner 2
During the video, you will text 10 questions to your partner and respond to 10 questions from
your partner, for a total of 20 text messages. Ask your partner these questions:
1. Your perfect Saturday?
2. Worst song ever?
3. Top three movies of all time?
4. Your favorite teacher?
5. How would you spend $1000?
6. What do you wish you’d invented?
7. Your favorite parent?
8. Why are cats > dogs?
9. # hours you slept last night?
10. What is 50 x 350?

Activity 4
Circle one: Experimental Group or Control Group
1. Which of the following best describes our eye movements as we look around?
a.
Our eyes don’t move if we are focused on an image
b.
Our eye movement is smooth
c.
Our eye movement is jolty
d.
It depends on what we are looking at
2. What do almost all optical illusions have in common?
a.
They reverse engineer our biological presets
b.
They rely on divided attention, like a magician does
c.
They stop working once you realize the trick
d.
They rely on inborn assumptions about light and shadow

3. What are two visual predispositions that make it hard to see Squares A and B on the
checkerboard as the same color?
a.
Our brains see colors as contrasting and recognize patterns
b.
Our brains recognize patterns and expect shadows to darken the color of the
background image
c.
Our brains don’t interpret black and white as well as color and expect shadows to
impact the foreground
d.
Our brains are distracted by the contrasting color (the green cylinder) and expect
shadows to distort black and white images
4. How often does our visual processing update?
a.
Every 1 second
b.
Every 1/10 second
c.
Every 1/100 second
d.
Continuously
5. When our eyes miss something, our brains
a.
Interpret only the information provided
b.
Focus on something else
c.
Send neural messages seeking more information
d.
Fill in the gaps

6. Why does the Ebbinghaus illusion work?
a.
Our brains estimate relative size based on references near an object
b.
Our brains estimate relative size based on shadow and light
c.
Our brains estimate relative size based on continuous patterns
d.
Our brains estimate relative size based on the direction of arrows
7. In the illusion with the circle of pink dots, what color of dot takes the empty place?
a.
Blue
b.
Yellow
c.
Green
d.
Orange
8. Which of the following is true about optical illusions?
a.
They reveal the way our brains process visual information
b.
They show how the eye’s blind spot impacts visual understanding
c.
They reveal a flaw in our brains’ sensation and perception systems
d.
They are amusing but not really informative from a scientific perspective

Sample Scoring Rubric for Letter/Poster/PSA
This general rubric is designed to evaluate the student’s letter, poster or PSA. You may wish to develop
more specific criteria for each type of submission. The rubric may be used with standards-based grading
(the 2, 3, 4 scale) or by assigning points for each component.
Lesson Objectives
• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.11-12.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in
•
•

different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in words in order to address a question or
solve a problem.
D4.1.9-12. Construct arguments using precise and knowledgeable claims, with evidence from multiple
sources, while acknowledging counterclaims and evidentiary weaknesses. (Social Studies C3)
D4.8.9-12. Apply a range of deliberative and democratic strategies and procedures to make decisions and
take action in their classrooms, schools, and out-of-school civic contexts (Social Studies C3)

Does not meet
expectations (2)

Meets expectations
(3)

Exceeds expectations(4)

Integrates and
evaluates multiple
sources of information
to solve a problem.

Submission relies
primarily on anecdotal
evidence or
unsubstantiated opinion.
Citations may be unclear
or missing.

Submission references
at least 3 valid sources
of information.
Citations clearly
provided.

Meets expectations AND:
Submission critically evaluates
the strength of each source,
giving more weight to researchbased evidence.

Constructs an
argument with
evidence from multiple
sources.

Submission includes
reasoning that is
underdeveloped or
difficult to follow.
Submission fails to
connect evidence to

Submission develops a
coherent argument in
support of a specific
policy.
Submission clearly
connects evidence to

Meets expectations AND:
Submission synthesizes
evidence in a compelling
argument.
Submission has a professional
tone appropriate for a letter,

Applies a democratic
strategic to take action
in the classroom,
school or out-ofschool.

argument.

argument using logical
reasoning.

poster or PSA to be distributed
outside the classroom.

Submission is not
designed to promote a
policy solution.
Solution is not presented
to an authentic, outside
audience.

Submission offers a
thoughtful solution to a
policy problem.
Submission is
presented to an
outside audience.

Meets expectations AND:
Submission clearly targets a
specific audience with the goal
of changing or establishing a
policy.

