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Overview of Case Studies and Exercises
Purpose of Video
The Distractions in the Classroom video was designed to help professors begin a conversation
with peers or students, about managing distractions in their classroom, as there are almost as
many approaches as there are instructors. Some distractions may be “more acceptable” than
others, which makes a “standard” response difficult to determine. We can all relate to the
anxiety that a parent experiences when receiving an emergency phone call about their child.
What do we do when that happens in our class? There are no “absolute right answers” and that
is where the conversations begin!
Case studies have been prepared for you to use with your class (or peer group) to discuss the
range of issues that are presented with each scenario, (along with the script for that scene) and
some questions to consider for each situation. Additionally, there is an exercise using sample
syllabus statements, which could be used for creating a potential code of conduct for your class.
You may be able to conduct a poll with your class to seek their feedback, or implement on your
own.

Overview of the Scenarios Presented
The distractions presented in the following case studies includes:
• a mom who is running late to class, who is providing instructions to a caregiver for her
child regarding checking blood sugar and offering instructions about using a puffer in
the event of an asthma attack
• a student, apparently suffering from a hangover, stumbles into class late. While on the
phone, he offers another likely hung-over friend the opportunity to use their clicker that
day to make it appear that they both were in class.
• two female students are sharing their weekend experiences on Facebook. They are
clearly not discussing academic work, but are talking about the cute boyfriend, and
weekend activities.
• a student using technology (an iPad in this case) to (silently) take pictures of the
material being presented on the SmartBoard for his use in his notes, for further study
• one student, who doesn’t understand the material being presented, interrupts another
student for an explanation
• a young father receives an alarming phone call (with the ringer on) describing a family
emergency that is unfolding. He packs up his belongings to immediately leave class to
tend to the situation.
• one student receives a (loud) phone call in class and is making plans to leave class and
order pizza. To do this, he interrupts another student beside him to find out about
where to order pizza, and what the daily specials might be.
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•

the instructor, who is dealing with all of the distractions, is having an internal
conversation about the number of issues she is facing, and wonders how the students,
who are paying for their education, can manage all of the multi-tasking going on.

Production of the Video

This Executive Producer and Writer for video was Lorie Stolarchuk, from the Centre for Teaching
and Learning at the University of Windsor. The Producer, Director, Editor, Audio/Video Post
Production was Martin Vaughan from IT Services, University of Windsor. The Associate
Producer was Prof. Heather Hartley, Faculty, Women’s Studies, Communications, Media and
Film, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences.
Students from Prof. Hartley’s 216 Communications, Media and Film class provided the camera
work, lighting and sound support for production of the video. Additionally, the following
students performed in the video:
Christina Faroni, Spencer Holden, Natilee McPherson, Taylor Ebbinghaus, Jayden Burns, Orlando
D’Souza, Danielle Gadishaw, Keith Brown, Kyle Reaume, and James Tracey.
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Case Study – Mom Running Late

Captioned text in video for single mom (Available at time marker 00:05)

[Student enters talking softly into phone] If you want you can check his blood sugar after fifteen
minutes. He also has problems breathing so if there is an attack, just go give him his puffer. It’s
over the sink. Ok, great! Thank you so much!
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?

4.

How would you provide support for this student (or would you)?
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Case Study – Student with hangover and clicker

Captioned text in video for student with hangover (Available at time marker 00:34)

Man I'm so hung-over right now. I'll never drink that much again. Ya, Ya, I'll use your clicker to
make it look like you're here.
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?
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Case Study – Facebook Girls

Captioned text in video for students on Facebook (Available at time marker 01:02)
Oh my God my weekend was so busy. It was insane. You had that volunteer thing, right? Ya, I had to
volunteer all weekend for this conference and it was supposed to be like organized which it kinda was... Organized on paper. On top of that I had to write a paper for Monday. I barely slept at all. Are these the
pictures from it?- Like it was fun... - It looks like a lot of people. - Want to see pictures from my weekend?
[lecture noise in background]- Oh, nice!- Ya I had a bit of a funner. Oh you haven't showed me that guy
you are seeing yet. What do you think? He’s cute. I hate you. You’re lucky.
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?
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Case Study – Student using iPad to take pictures of class content

Captioned text in video when student is using iPad to take picture (Available at time marker 02:03)

Has anybody ever heard of Bloom's Taxonomy? I would be surprised if you did. But this is one
model of how we learn. Essentially, when you're in first and second year we tend to do a lot of
remembering and then...
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students, or do you think any prevention was actually necessary?
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Case Study – Student who is confused about material

Captioned text in video for student who is confused (Available at time marker 02:33)
I don't understand this thing. So she's saying about Bloom's Taxonomy one of the most
important things to know. See the different levels right here and here. – Ok. No, still I'm lost. You're still lost? Ok so you have the first level here and then the next level here and perhaps
that one? Ok.
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?
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Case Study – Dad with Emergency

Captioned text in video for Dad with Emergency (Available at time marker 03:03)
[loud cell phone ring] [lecture continues in background]
(Student with family medical emergency) Hello? Suzie? What's wrong? [pauses to listen]It’s underneath
the sink. [Anxiously] Go underneath the sink. Take him to the hospital! Hotel Dieu is closest. I'll be there
as fast as I can. Stay with him, OK? If you need anything else, call me![noise of packing up belongings]
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?

4.

How would you provide support to this student (or would you)?
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Case Study – Pizza Guy

Captioned text in video for Pizza Guy: (Available at time marker 03:48)
[loud phone rings]
Hello? Hi. Ya nothing. Oh I'm in a CLEW presentation. Oh no, I better pay attention or I might miss
something. uh... I'm actually not going to be staying here much longer. I think I'm going to leave in about
10 minutes. Did you want to maybe go somewhere for food? Ah, give me a second. Do you know any
good pizza places around? - Ya there is one up on Lesperance. Its like 20 bucks or something. Apparently
there is one up on Lesperance that’s twenty for a large pizza? Ya. That's cool with me. Gimme a second.
Do you know what the daily deal is? Umm, not off the top of my head. If there is no daily deal we can just
go with the large, OK? OK, so, I'll see you in about 10.K. Bye.
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would handle this situation
(from the instructor’s perspective).

2.

If you were a student in the class, how would this situation impact your learning?

3.

As an instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent this from impacting other
students?
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Case Study – Frustrated Instructor

Captioned text in video for instructor who is frustrated (Available at time marker 04:51)
There are so many distractions. Don't they realize how much money they are burning up in
tuition dollars just waiting for all of their friends to keep quiet? All that tapping the keyboards I
don't know if they're actually getting anything out of this. All this time I put into preparing things
and I wonder how much they are actually getting out of this? This multitasking. Do they really
get it? While they can sit in a lecture and pick up all this information while they are Facebooking
or whatever?
1.

Please work in a small group (3-4 people) to determine how you would offer support to this
instructor.

2.

As the instructor, is there anything that you could have done to prevent the distractions from
impacting this class?
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Developing a Code of Conduct in your Course - Clicker Exercise
Exercise Overview
This exercise can be used in your class following the viewing of the Distractions in the Classroom
video (all, or portions you select that you feel are relevant), to gauge your students’ views on
mobile devices and how they feel they may impact their learning in your class. This can assist
you to adopt a statement for your syllabus that you can then implement appropriate to your
circumstances. Alternatively, you can adopt a statement for your class and implement without
your students’ input, or without viewing the video, if you feel that would be appropriate.
This exercise can be conducted using a personal response system (clickers or web polling
software), or using a simple show of hands or other voting process.
On the following link, is a series of sample syllabus statements regarding the use of mobile
devices in the classroom, compiled at Brown University, which you can choose from to
implement or modify for your circumstances.
(Available online at: https://www.brown.edu/sheridan/sites/sheridan/files/docs/technologypolicies.pdf)
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Mobile Devices in the Classroom: Sample Syllabus Statements
For the purpose of this exercise, please select the syllabus statement you feel would best
reflect your views on how mobile devices may or may not be included in this class. Then use
your clicker to indicate your chosen Example #.
Example #1:
Mobile devices, specifically laptops, tablets, and smartphones may be used in this course for
educational purposes only (i.e., learning directed related to the course). At times I may direct
you to use your mobile device to complete an activity or task, other times I may ask you to close
your laptop or turn off your tablet to focus your attention on other course related tasks. Failure
to comply may result in you being asked to leave your device in your bag or at the front of the
room for all or part of the class/course, or being asked to leave the classroom.
Example #2:
Mobile devices, specifically laptops, tablets, and smartphones may be used in this course for
educational purposes only (i.e., learning directed related to the course). Those who choose to
use such devices, except for accessibility reasons, are asked to sit at the back of the room. Use
of all other mobile devices is not permitted in class. Off-task use (e.g., Facebook, texting, other)
will result in your device being confiscated for the class and/or being asked to leave the
classroom for all or part of the class or course.
Example #3:
Mobile devices of any kind are not permitted in this course except for accessibility reasons or
extenuating situations. The latter will be assessed on a case-by-case basis. Failure to comply
with this policy will result in you being asked to leave classroom for all or part of the course.
Example #4:
Mobile devices of any kind are permitted in this course provided they are not taking way from
the instruction of the course and the learning of other students (e.g., noise level,
disturbing/distracting content). Both the instructor and the students are responsible for
administering this rule. Students who do not feel comfortable approaching another student can
email or talk to me (your professor) in person. Students who fail to comply with this policy will
receive a verbal and written warning first before being asked to leave the classroom for all or
part of the course.
We will discuss the results of the group’s responses after everyone has made their selection.
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20 Tips to Try for Yourself
by Nick Baker, Director, Office of Open Learning, University of Windsor
Below, is the condensed version of Nick’s 20 helpful tricks for managing mobile devices in the classroom.
Nick’s full blog on this topic Navigating the mobile classroom: tips for 21st Century teaching is available
at: http://ctl2.uwindsor.ca/openlearning/2013/04/navigating-the-mobile-classroom-tips-for-21st-centuryteaching/. Feel free to contribute your ideas to that blog! Additionally, a report Nick prepared for the
University of Windsor Senate Steering Committee, contains a much more detailed version of some current
literature and tips. It is available at: http://goo.gl/20fmZ.
There may be some references below that apply specifically to the University of Windsor. Please apply
your own relevant policies where applicable.

Here are some strategies that people have employed in their classes to engage student in
learning, making use of mobile devices.
•
•

•

•

•

Develop a contract or set of rules within which students are expected to operate, and
for which there are consequences if they don’t. Make sure you enforce the rules!
Walk around the room. It is much harder to do something inappropriate if the professor
is likely to be looking over your shoulder at some point! Further, students report that
this makes them feel like the professor is part of the group, helps them be more
personally engaged, and makes them think twice before opening Facebook if they think
you will be likely to see it.
Upload your notes to your learning management system and suggest that students
should have them open during class. This helps you to be organised (because the notes
have to be done before the class!) and the students to take notes on what additional
information is being learned during the class (if there is none, then why should they
bother coming to class?) This was reinforced in a survey done at University of Windsor
(2011), where students consistently suggested that making notes available to use and
annotate in class would help them learn.
Use chat or instant messaging services (or dedicated software that handles these in the
classroom) or even Twitter (Mollett, Moran & Dunleavy, 2011) to record questions or
comments throughout the class. This is particularly useful if you are covering a lot of
material, or difficult concepts. Ask students to send their messages by chat or IM to you
throughout the class, then, when you take a break, quickly review them and if there are
several on a particular topic, that will indicate to you where you might need to go back
and reinforce those concepts. Many students are more likely to ask questions in this
way than to put up their hands, and it also gives you a record of these questions, which
can be useful when planning exams.
Pretend to forget what you are going to say and get someone in class to look up the
answer (or just ask students to find a particular piece of information). Alternatively, you
may find that some students challenge what you say in class because they can Google it
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•

•

•

•

•

•

•

straight away if they think it is wrong. Use this as a way of saying it is OK to challenge
the ideas, but you need reliable evidence to challenge effectively. Also use it as a way of
demonstrating that you don’t know everything (making you more accessible to the
students and therefore more likely that they will engage with you as a person), that
using the internet is an acceptable practice because it gives us access to vast arrays of
information, and using this to teach how to evaluate the veracity of what we find on the
net.
Pose small problems and give students 15mins to work in pairs or a small group to find
the answer/solution, including using the Internet or specialist software for your course.
Try to ensure that groups all have at least one mobile device in them.
Recognise that not all learning situations are appropriate for using these devices – there
might be some times when you deliberately don’t want students rushing straight to
Wikipedia. Use these times as technology-free zones.
For particularly difficult concepts (e.g. in physics or chemistry) it might be useful to use
simulations, and small groups of students around a laptop running that can be good.
Many disciplines have some form of simulation that can be used to demonstrate
concepts (often bundled with the text), so be on the lookout for these and ways they
might be used in class.
The University (Windsor) does not allow using grades as a way of controlling use of
devices since grades are based on an assessment of knowledge. It is important to ensure
that the awarding of marks is related to achievement of an appropriate learning
outcome (using a defensible grading rubric), otherwise it is an inauthentic approach to
assessment and does not measure course-related learning, but is rather being applied as
a penalty for behaviour that has nothing to do with evaluating the student’s learning.
(see Senate Bylaws 51 and 31 – University of Windsor) A better approach if marks are to
be awarded is to set up small collaborative tasks that students can complete in groups
during class and which would encourage appropriate use of mobile devices.
If you notice that students are using these technologies in class, but are either not sure
what they are doing with them, or think they might be using them inappropriately, then
ask them! Create an anonymous survey and ask the question(s) you are interested in.
You may be able to use the results to discuss a whole raft of things – demographics,
marketing, behaviour management, technology use in society etc. It also signals to
students that you are thinking about the issue, and about how you can adjust your
pedagogical approach to match the needs of the class.
Some professors recognise that students will inevitably use mobile devices for non-class
purposes during classtime, and request that these students sit at the back of the class so
they don’t distract anyone else. This can create a situation where students are less likely
to engage in non-class related use because they don’t want to be singled out and have
to sit at the back – this approach should be used judiciously though and usually after
other approaches have not worked.
In other institutions, some professors simply record and podcast the lecture content,
then use the ‘lecture’ time to run large tutorial/discussion sessions, many of which
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•

•

•

•

•
•

•

utilise mobile devices in small group settings within a larger group. This requires a
different way of thinking about teaching and giving up some of the control that many
are used to in their classroom, but it is not unachievable.
Get students to try alternative means of recording notes from your classes, e.g. suggest
(and demonstrate) the use of concepts maps to take notes (there is a great deal of
literature to support this activity). Using concept-mapping software to take notes may
be very effective for some students, and is therefore an example of a good use of
technology in class.
Remember that students may appear to not be concentrating or working in class, but in
fact they might be actively engaged at an intellectual level. We’ve all sat in a meeting
with someone who doodles through the whole thing and we think they are being rude,
or they are simply bored. In some cases we’re right, but in others, these people are
completely engaged in what we’re doing, just in a different way. People learn in a
variety of ways and we should not discount the power of these different learning
approaches just because they don’t mesh with our own ideas or preferences.
Give students the topic for the class in advance and get them to generate content that
support the topic during class. Obviously you can’t do this all the time, but occasionally
it can be an engaging use of the technology.
Have students work in small groups that take a position for or against an issue, and post
their key points on a discussion forum in the learning management system or using a
virtual classroom like Blackboard Collaborate.
For some subjects, such as architecture or design, or language learning, an immersive
environment could be explored in class for short periods.
Get an independent observer (like one of the specialists at the University of Windsor’s
own CTL!) to sit in on a class or two and observe. They might be able to give some
specific suggestions based on what they see.
Remember that you are dealing with adults and technically (as well as practically and
legally), there is no real way to ‘ban’ students from using their devices in class (unless
they breach a code of conduct). The trick then is to really get them to use them
appropriately. Treat them like adults who have choices and consequences for those
choices, and the ‘bad’ behaviours will likely be minimised.

Whatever you do, make it intentional! If laptops/phones etc. are used in class, make sure you
are the one directing the play. You do this through the curriculum and the types of learning
activities you choose to use in class.
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