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Abstract

This study investigates the impact of school mobile phone policy on student
performance. Combining a unique dataset on autonomous mobile phone poli-
cies from a survey of schools in four cities in England, with administrative data,
we investigate the impact of introducing a mobile phone ban on student perfor-
mance. Our results indicate that there is an increase in student performance
after a school bans the use of mobile phones. This suggests that mobile phones
cause distraction from learning and introducing a ban limits this problem.
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1 Introduction

Technologies are commonly viewed as increasing productivity. Numerous studies

document benefit of technologies on productivity in the workplace (Aral et al. (2007),

Ding et al. (2009) and Chakraborty and Kazarosian (1999)) and on human capital

(Malamud and Pop-Eleches (2011)). There are however potential drawback from new

technologies. When they provide distraction, they can potentially reduce productivity.

Such possible case is teenagers and mobile phones at schools.

Teenagers are big users of mobile phones. According to E-Marketers, 72%

of teens in the United-States owned a mobile phones in 2012. In England, the

proportion is at 90.3%. There is a controversy in both countries on how schools

should deal with mobile phones. Some advocate for complete ban, while others

advocate for complete deregulation and use mobile phone as a teaching tool in

classrooms (eg. Barkham and Moss (2012), Drury (2012), O’Toole (2011), Johnson

(2012) and Carroll (2013)). Schools differ on how they react to this phenomenon.

The consequences of mobile phones in high school on student performance remains

unknown and this raise demands for more in-depth research.

In this paper, we estimate the effect of implementing a mobile phone ban on

student performance. We generated a unique dataset on mobile phone policies

from a survey of schools in four cities in England (Birmingham, Leicester, London

and Manchester) which we combined with administrative data from UK School

performance Table and the National Pupil Database. We use difference in mobile

policy and difference in timming in the implementation of the policy to measure the

impact on student performance, first at the school level, then at the student level.

The nature of the National Pupil Database allows us to study the impact of mobile

phone on different type of students: by gender, race and pre-achievement level.

Our results indicate that there is an increase in student performance after in-

troducing a mobile phone ban. We find no significant impact on less strict mobile
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policy. Our results suggest that mobile phones cause distraction from learning and

introducing a ban limit this problem. DISCUSS HERE RESULTS BASED ON

STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: section 2 discusses mobile phones

in England and at school, section 3 provides a description of the data, survey and

descriptive statistics. Section 4 presents the methodology used and section 5 is

devoted to results.

2 Mobile Phones in England and at School

Mobile phones can be disturbing to classroom in many ways. Teachers usually need

to work very hard to keep students attention. With mobile phones, students have

access to chat, text, internet, games, Facebook and Twitter while the teachers is

trying to teach. Texting is also seens as todays version of passing notes in class but

much more frequent.

Mobiles phones are very popular in England, 94 % of adults own a mobile phone

in 2012 and 90.3% of teenagers.1 Figure 1 presents mobile phone take-up rates in

England from 2000 to 2011. As the figure shows, there is a steady increase in the

take up rate accross years. In 2000, the take-up rates was at 60% , in 2005 at 82 %,

and 91 % in 2011. Teenagers and adults had similar take up rates accross the years2.

Mobile phones became popular before schools imposed a ban in our data.The

usage of mobile phone changed drastically from 2000 to now. The primary used

of mobile phone went from calls to text and in recent years for internet and social

networking. The change were important between 2004 and 2007. In 2004, 60%

had a mobile phones but average text sent per day was 1-2 on average with limited

internet used. In contrast, in 2007, 70% or more had mobile phones and the average

1according to MobilePhone operators and Emarketers respectively
2according to reports by Ofcom

2



usuage of text was 5 per day. In 2012, the average number of text sent per day

per person was at 7 3. The use of mobile phones for Internet increased drastically.

Technology also evolved in recent years and many games and application emerged on

Smartphones. Over a quarter of adults and almost half of teenagers in England own

a smartphone, according to Ofcoms Communications Market Report. EMarketer

estimates that smartphone penetration as a percentage of mobile phone users among

teens will reach 81% this year and rise to 96% in 2017.

Our paper shed lights on how mobile phones affect school and student perfor-

mance.

3 Data and survey

3.1 Mobile phone policies

We conducted a survey of mobile phone policies in four cities in England (Birm-

ingham, Leicester, London and Manchester). We emailed each schools in those

four cities with a set of questions to get information on their mobile phone policies.

We asked when the current policies was implemented, if there was a policy before

the current one (if any) and when implemented. We asked about punishment and

how successful they assess the policy to be. We also asked if their was any policy

modification or leadership changes occuring at the same time as the implementation

of the mobile phone policy. The school could either reply to our email with the

questions or visit our survey website4. We sent up to three emails, if we did not

receive an answer5. Finally, if we did not hear back from schools, we ask a research

assistant to call the remaining schools to get information on mobile phone policies.

3according to reports by Ofcom communication market reports
4The survey questionnaire is available in appendix. The survey website is at

http://mobilephoneatschool.weebly.com
5In London, four local Authorities agreed to send our survey and questionnaire to schools under

their juridiction
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Overall we gain complete answers on 90 schools. Table A.1 in appendix presents

summary statistics on several variables for schools that gave us an answer to our

mobile phone survey and school that refused to answer or did not have complete

recollection on their school mobile policy. Table A.1 shows that...

Table A.2 in appendix describes the first policy implemented by school and

timming of the introduction. As Table A.2 shows, most schools implemented a

mobile phone policy between the years 2006 and 2010. The variable Mobile ban is

defined as no phone allowed on school ground, phone must be given to reception at

the start of school day or must be off at all time. The variable other mobile policies

represents situations when mobile phones are restricted in use in some way but not

ban (silent during classes, silent all times, used with consideration)6. Slighly more

than two thirds of our sample of schools imposed a mobile ban rather than a less

strict mobile policy.

Moreover, we asked in our survey for changes in policy throughout the years.

We observe very few substantial changes in mobile phone policy in our sample. We

documented 3 cases where a school change from ban to less strict policy and 1 case

from less strict to complete ban7. Table I presents descriptive statistics on mobile

phone policies in effect per year. It shows how many strict ban and how many other

policies where in effect each years of our sample. As Table I shows, a big increase

in mobile phone policies in effect arise between 2006 to 2010.

3.2 Student Performance

All Students in England in state-funded schools follow the National Curriculum.

They progress in a serie of four Kew stages. We focus in this paper on secondary

school students. They usually enter the secondary school system at age 11 after
6A Mobile Ban represents answer a and b, while other mobile policy that reduced mobile used are

defined as answers c,d or e of our questionnaire.
7Some schools reported small changes in policy such as complete ban to turn off at all time or

from silent during classes to silent at all time
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completing Key stage 2. Key stage 3 covers the first three years of secondary schools

and key stage 4 leads to an exam at age 16, called GCSEs.

3.2.1 U.K. Performance Table - School level data

We are using School Performance Tables published by the U.K. goverment in

November of each year. The performance tables detail the achievement of each

schools pupils in the most recent exams. The key measure is the proportion of

student gaining 5 GCSEs at grades A*-C (which is the minimum requirement to go

on to post-seconday education).

Figure II presents the event study graph for student ptoficiency before and after

the implementation of a mobile ban. It shows no pre-existing trends before the

implementation of the policy and an increase in proficiency after schools ban mobile

phones.

3.2.2 National pupil data base - Student level data

We use the National Pupil Database (NPD), a rich education dataset containing a

large number of information on students who attend schools in England. We use

student performance as well as student characteristics (gender, age, race, Free School

Meals, Ethnic Group and SEN Provision) and school characteristics (fraction of

student along student characteristics).
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4 Empirical Strategy

4.1 School level data

We analyze the effect of the introduction of a mobile phone ban and use the difference

in timming for the introduction of the policy. We use high schools in our sample that

did not yet impose a ban or do not impose one as our comparison group. Equation

(1), represents our main specification.

Yit = β0 + β1MobilePolicyOnit + β2Xit + µi + γt + εit (1)

where Yit is the outcome variable of interest, fraction proficient on GCSEs test,

for school i in year t; Xit are controls for time-varying school characteristics (total

pupil and proportion of KS4 pupils with special education needs). The coefficient

of interest is MobilePolicyit, which take a value of one for every year after the

implementation of the mobile ban. It captures the impact of the introduction of the

mobile phone ban on student performance. We include school fixed effects, µi for

school i, to control for any time-invariant school-level factors that may be correlated

with outcome variables. We also include year fixed effects, γt, to control for any

trends from 2000 to 2012.

A potential threat to validity arise if other policies where implemented at the same

time as the instauration of a mobile phone ban. To deal with this potential problem,

we asked in our survey if there were any other policy or leadership changes at

the same time as the policy changes. For some specification, we control for such

changes, column (4) of Table II and III, which occurs only a minority of times. We

can also exclude those cases and get similar results. In subsequent specifications we

distinguish between mobile ban and other less strict policies.

Other control group: ...
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4.2 Student level data

We use a similar empirical strategy for student-level data as for school-level data,

so that we can exploit the panel aspect of the data at the student level. The primary

outcome variables of interest are school achievement at each key stage. We run

regression per sex and ethnicity to study possible heterogeneity of the impact of

mobile phone policy. We can also condition on pre-achievement level.

5 Results

5.1 School level data

Table II presents regression for outcome variable fraction of student gaining 5 GCSEs

at grades A*-C, the minimum requirement to go on to post-seconday education for

different specification.

Results of Table II shows a substantial increase in the fraction of student attaining

the minimun requirement after the introduction of a mobile phone ban. Estimates of

our prefered specification, column (3) in the Table, shows an increases of 3.92 %

after the introduction, significant at the 1 % level.

Table III investigates heterogeneity of mobile phone policy (strict vs non strict)

by studying if other less strict policies might have a positive impact on student

performance. Table III indicates that only strict ban have a significant impact on

Student performance. The coefficiant associated with other mobile policy is positive

but not significant. Estimates from our prefered specification, column (3) in the

Table, shows an increases of 4.31 % after the introduction of a strict ban, significant

at 1 % level which is higher than in Table 2.
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5.2 Student level data

comming soon,

-by gender, by race and Quantile regressions

6 Conclusion

We estimate the effect of implementing a mobile phone ban on student performance.

We combine survey data on mobile phone policy for schools in four cities (Birming-

ham, Leicester, London and Manchester) with administrative data from UK School

performance Table and the National Pupil Database. We use difference in mobile

policy and difference in timming in the implementation of the policy to measure the

impact on student performance, first at the school level, then at the student level.

Our results indicate that there is an increase in student performance after introducing

a mobile phone ban. We find no significant impact on less strict mobile policy. Our

results suggest that mobile phones cause distraction from learning and introducing

a ban limit this problem. We point out to one negative impact of technology on

productivity. More should be done to understand the potential negative impact of

new technology on productivity in the workplace.
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Figure I: Mobile Phones Take-up Rates in England
Source: Oftel/ Ofcom, Based on face to face survey data, 2011

Figure II: Event Study graph for student proficiency
Source: UK School Performance Table
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Table I: Descriptive statistics on Mobile Phone policies in effect per year
Year Mobile Ban Some policy Total
2000 0 0 0
2001 0 0 0
2002 3 0 3
2003 6 0 6
2004 9 0 9
2005 18 1 19
2006 25 4 29
2007 37 8 45
2008 46 14 60
2009 55 18 73
2010 62 23 85
2011 64 25 89
2012 65 25 90

Source: Mobile phone policy survey of schools in four cities in England:
Birmingham, Leicester, London and Manchester
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Table II: The Effect of Mobile Phone ban on student performance
Student Performance (1) (2) (3) (4)

Mobile phone Ban 3.81*** 3.60** 3.52** 3.52**
(1.42) (1.67) (1.55) (1.54)

School characteristics
Time invariant yes no no no
Time variant yes no yes yes

Year fixed effect yes yes yes yes
School fixed effect no yes yes yes
Other Policy or leadership changes no no no yes

Schools 90 90 90 90
Observations 907 907 907 907

Table II presents regression estimates for proportion of student who pass the GCSE
test. We use robust clustered standard error at the school level. The time variant

controls are number of pupils enrolled at school and proportion of KS4 pupils with
special education needs. Time invariant controls are dummy for city and type of

schools (boys, girls or mixed). The leadership changes variable control if there was
a leadership changes occuring at the time of the introduction of the policy. ***

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: UK Performance Table and Mobile phone policy from survey.
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Table III: The Effect of strict ban vs non strict Mobile Policy on student performance

Student Performance (1) (2) (3) (4)

Non strict Ban 3.38* 3.04 2.59 2.65
(2.03) (2.81) (2.27) (2.30)

Strict Ban 4.89*** 4.66*** 4.31*** 4.34***
(1.29) (1.43) (1.31) (1.29)

School characteristics
Time invariant yes no no no
Time variant yes no yes yes

Year fixed effect yes yes yes yes
School fixed effect no yes yes yes
Other Policy or leadership changes no no no yes

Schools 90 90 90 90
Observations 907 907 907 907

Table III presents regression estimates for proportion of student who pass the GCSE
test. We use robust clustered standard error at the school level. The time variant

controls are number of pupils enrolled at school and proportion of KS4 pupils with
special education needs. Time invariant controls are dummy for city and type of

schools (boys, girls or mixed). The leadership changes variable control if there was
a leadership changes occuring at the time of the introduction of the policy. ***

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: UK Performance Table and mobile phone policy from survey.
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Appendix A

Mobile Phone survey questionnaires

Question 1.1) What best describes the school’s current mobile phone policy?

a) Complete ban of mobile phones on school grounds

b) Allowed on grounds, but must be turned off

c) Allowed on grounds, but must be turned to silent and off during classes

d) Allowed on grounds, but must be turned to silent at all times

e) Allowed on grounds, but must be considerate with use

f) Other -Yes

g) None

Question 1.2) If Other, could you please briefly describe current policy. Allowed on

site, handed to reception, and collected at end of day.

Question 1.3) When was the current policy first introduced?

Question 1.4) What are the punishments for misuse of phones on school grounds?

Question 1.5) Out of 7 to what extent would you say the policy is adhered to by

students? [With 7 being ’Completely’ and 1 being ’Not at all’]

Question 2) Was there a different policy in place before this? If Yes, please answer

the following. If No please skip to question 4. In the space below please answer

questions 1.2 to 1.5 for this pervious policy (brief description of policy/introduction

date/punishments/adherence).

Question 3) Was there a different policy in place before this? Yes/No If Yes,

please answer the following. If No please skip to question 4. In the space below

please answer questions 1.2 to 1.5 for this pervious policy (brief description of

policy/introduction date/punishments/adherence).

Question 4) Were there any other policy or leadership changes at the same time as

the mobile policy change?

Question 5) Do you have any other comments?
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Table A.1: Descriptive statistics for key variables for schools in sample and not in
sample

Variable In sample Not in sample

Total Pupil 0 0
(cc) (cc)

Prop Sen a 0
(cc) (cc)

Student Performance 3 0
(cc) (cc)

Race 3 0
(cc) (cc)

Gender 3 0
(cc) (cc)

-Descriptive statistics. Schools in our sample are similar to schools not in sample

for those variables: Total Pupil, Prop Sen, Student Performance, gender, race. -use

student level data
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Table A.2: Descriptive statistics on timming of First mobile phone policy implemen-
tation

Year Mobile Ban Some policy Total
2000 0 0 0
2001 0 0 0
2002 3 0 3
2003 3 0 3
2004 4 0 4
2005 8 1 9
2006 7 3 10
2007 12 3 15
2008 9 6 15
2009 10 3 13
2010 8 5 13
2011 2 1 3
2012 2 0 2
Total 68 22 90

Source: Mobile phone policy survey of schools in four cities in England:
Birmingham, Leicester, London and Manchester
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