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Abstract. This study aimed to explore the current use of cell phones in edu-
cation among Saudi students in Saudi universities and how students perceive
such use. Data was collected from 237 students at King Saud University.
Descriptive analysis was used to analyze the data. A T-test for independent
groups was used to examine whether there was a significant difference between
males and females in their perception of using cell phones in education. Find-
ings suggested that students have a positive attitude toward the use of cell
phones in education. The most accepted use was for sending notification to
students through a system provided by King Saud University. This electronic
system allows instructors to easily send any SMS or email to their students. The
use of cell phone applications came in the second rank of using cell phones in
education. Students have already experienced the benefits of having these
applications handy wherever they go.
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1 Introduction

Mobile devices have spread rapidly all around the world and have become more
commonly used than computers [1]. These digital technologies have been part of the
daily life of today’s students. The technological environment they live in has created a
generation called ‘digital natives’ with a different way of thinking and of processing
information from past generation [2]. This type of learner is characterized as “digitally
literate, always on, mobile, experimental and community oriented” [2] (p. 3). This
phenomenon has prompted educational institutions to adjust their educational services
to the current trend of providing mobile learning [1].

Providing today’s learners with the educational resources that they expect, such as
mobile learning, is a pedagogical need [3]. Mobile learning, or m-learning, as defined
by [4] is “learning that happens across locations, or that takes advantage of learning
opportunities offered by portable technologies” (p. 51). Mobile learning “is quickly
becoming the preferred method for learning on today’s college campuses” [3] (p. 1)
and mobile applications have become common methods to deliver learning [5]. Mobile
learning attracted educators “because mobile devices are portable, ubiquitous, easily
accessible and used by many people” [1] (p. 202). The study aims to explore the ways
in which Saudi students might use cell phones in education.
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2 Significant of the Study

“Middle East is considered as a second fastest growing region after US and Canada in
mobile and telecommunication adoption. The two countries which are considered as
the biggest mobile markets within the region are, Saudi Arabia and Iran” [6] (p. 787).
Regardless of gender, socioeconomic status, or age, the college students in Saudi
Arabia own and carry cell phones with them everywhere [7]. The widespread use of
cell phones in the Saudi society, directed the educators’ attention to the potential that
these tools have in delivering learning. Efforts to utilize the cell phones for educational
purposes have been the concern of parties involved in educational processes [8, 9]. Few
studies have been conducted to examine students’ attitudes toward the use of cell
phones in the higher education in Saudi universities [7, 10]. However, the use of cell
phones in Saudi universities is still in its trial level and there is a need to explore the
current use of cell phones in higher education and investigate the best practices of such
uses.

3 Using Cell Phones in Education

Educators should consider the power of these cell phones and their potential as learning
tools for digital natives who grew up carrying these devices with them all the time and
not to fight these tools their students have already adopted in their lives [11]. Cell
phones are powerful education tools that can capture digital natives’ attention so they
can engage in learning [1]. Using cell phones for educational purposes has been the
subject of studies in recent years [1, 8, 9]. Literature revealed many features that
distinguish cell phones from other technologies. The following section presents the
most cited features of cell phones and the advantages of using them in learning.

Cell phones are ubiquitous. Ubiquitous refers to “on-demand computing power
with which users can access computing technologies whenever and wherever they are
needed” [12] (p. 174). While not all students own laptops or MP3s and PDAs [7, 13,
14] almost all college level students have a cell phone, which means that they are
already prepared with the needed equipment for mobile learning [15, 16]. The use of
these devices provides just-in-time learning, which is a learning that can be delivered
when and where it is needed [17].

Cell phones are inexpensive, which is an important feature of cell phones making it
a practical tool for learning. Cell phones are cheaper than computers, so they can be
less expensive tools to provide Internet access [8]. The cost and flexibility are the best
features to motivate students to use cell phones in learning [18]. Because cell phones
are affordable, many students buy the newest and advanced models that provide them
with many services, tools, and applications that benefit them in their everyday life. The
expensive, powerful educational tools that were once only available on expensive
computers are now available on inexpensive mobile devices [19]. Therefore, these
devices have the potential to empower the learning environment. The low cost of cell
phones puts advanced features of technology in students’ hands. These days, cell
phones have different features such as “voice, short messaging service (SMS), graphics,
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user-controlled operating systems, downloadables, browsers, camera functions (still
and video), and geopositioning” [11] (p. 4).

Another advantage of cell phones is that they support and facilitate sharing in many
ways. Cell phones’ users can share information by calling or exchanging text messages
or multimedia messages. Students can share information on the Internet if they have
Internet access from their cell phones by using emails or blogs. Cell phones facilitate
sharing educational materials and support collaborative learning [20]. Cell phones
bring new channels for interaction between learners and teachers and among learners
themselves [8]. Time that might otherwise be wasted can now provide benefits because
mobile learning provides the opportunity for anyone to be a lifelong learner [20].

Another feature of mobile phones that opens the door to access unlimited learning
resources is their capability to access the Internet. The ability of the cell phone to
connect to the network wirelessly provides new means for learners to access their
classes without coming to the classroom and for the teachers to change the idea of the
classroom [21]. “Wireless networks and mobile communications coupled with personal
computing devices present new means for students to access classroom information and
communicate with peers and teachers” [21] (p. 2). Moreover, the Internet access helps
in delivering learning to rural areas [13]. The use of a mobile device and a wireless
connection provides all students in the group with equal opportunities to use the
technology to achieve the task [22].

The use of text messages is another feature of cell phones. It is one of the cell
phone’s functions that are used most often. Students use their cell phones more for
sending and receiving messages and less for accessing the web [15]. Short messages
system was a great tool to exchange information between students [19]. The use of text
messages solves the problems of large class size and the shyness of students that
prevents them from participating or asking questions [18]. A study of the impact of
using text messages on students’ learning of English vocabulary found that students
enjoy learning language using their mobiles, and they reported that it was easy for them
to recall the terms they received on their cell phones [14]. Another study compared the
processes of learning words by sending them to students by phones to one group and
emailing them by using electronic mail to the other group and found that students’
learning through phones was better [15]. Students prefer SMS and MMS because they
are immediate and convenient, and more importantly they feel what they receive
through them is more personal [24].

The use of mobile devices in a classroom can reduce the time spent on doing
tedious work; as a result, it frees the teacher’s time to work on instructional tasks such
as guiding the students [22]. Mobile devices “help professors with organizing courses,
and managing research materials and information. Traditionally, professors have spent
a lot of time with paperwork related to students’ assignments, exams, and grading” [24]
(p. 90). Mobile learning can solves some of the problems of traditional education such
as the problem of a large class that limits the interaction between teachers and learners,
motivation of the multitasking generation, and time to answer students’ questions [23].

Another problem in the traditional classroom can be solved by using mobile phones
is limited computers in the classroom [22]. Only students skilled in terms of using the
technology work on these computers. The use of mobile devices allows all students to
work on the task and exchange their ideas and provide all students in the group with
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equal opportunities to use the technology to achieve the task [22]. The use of mobile
phones allows teachers to overcome the barrier that prevents them from teaching
creativity [25]. Teaching creativity, which involves media production, requires access
to appropriate technology. The widespread use of cell phones among students permits
using them as a learning tool to support the use of creative activity. Using mobile
devices in learning supports the learning beyond the classroom; increases the inde-
pendence of learners; and supports teaching students with disabilities [20].

4 Methodology

This study is an attempt to explore the current use of cell phones in the educational
system in Saudi Arabia from the perspective of Saudi students. Data were collected
through a self-developed questionnaire consisting of four parts: demographic,
close-ended, open-ended, and comments. The questionnaire was piloted and improved
to reach an acceptable level of reliability. It was sent via email to the participants who
were selected randomly to represent students at the College of Education at King Saud
University. 237 participants completed the survey. The response rate was 41 %
(237/580).

5 Results

The study found that the majority (97 %) of the participants own laptops and almost all
of them own a cell phones (99.6 %). The use of cell phones as a tool to check grades
and schedules, to browse the Internet in the classroom where no Internet service is
provided, and to exchange information among students gained more agreement than the
idea of using them as tool to deliver knowledge.

The two ways of using cell phones in education that received the largest student
agreement to were using cell phones to notify students about coming events and using
cell phone applications such as translators and calculators. These were the
most-mentioned applications of a cell phone by students as revealed by the open-ended
questions. On the other hand, using cell phones to provide quizzes was not used and
not perceived as a practical use of cell phones in education.

Results indicated that Saudi students perceived the cell phone as a tool to play
educational games or education audio materials but such use was occasional. The use
of cell phones to deliver context-aware information was used but rarely too. Partici-
pants’ attitudes were positive toward the ways that they had already experienced, such
as receiving notifications or using cell phone applications. Students have also played
media on their cell phones, or browsed the class webpage and their attitudes toward
such uses were positive. Reading from a cell phone screen was rare. With the spread of
smartphones, more users used them to access their emails. It is no wonder some
students stated that they have used their cell phones to learn English. The availability of
cell phone applications designed to teach English at low cost facilitates learning the
language.
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