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Abstract 

 

STUDENTS AND THEIR MOBILE DEVICES: USING LEARNING MOTIVATIONS TO 

PREDICT SPECFIC TYPES OF MULTICOMMUNICATING IN CLASS 

 Gabriel Esteban Pantoja M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor: Keri Stephens 

 

This study provides a first look into how learning motivations are associated with different ways 

that students use technology to carry on multiple conversations—multicommunicate—while in 

class.  I use self-determination theory (SDT) to make predictions linking intrinsic motivation, 

extrinsic motivation, and amotivation, to classroom technology use. The resulting models find 

that intrinsic motivation is associated with students multicommunicating to gain and relay 

understanding during class.  Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation explain why students use 

technology to support others during class.  Personal multitasking preferences are linked to why 

people want to remain available while attending class.  Finally, amotivation, teacher perception, 

and classroom perception is associated with students using technology in ways that are 

distracting. Being amotivated is not the only reason for students to multicommunicate for class 

distraction purposes. If a student holds negative perceptions for the teacher or the class, that can 

lead to a student multicommunicating for classroom distraction purposes as well. This study 

offers a test of the multicommunicating scale that can be useful for organizational 

communication.  In addition, it opens the door for instructional communication scholars to more 
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closely examine what students are doing when they use technology in class, and invites 

instructors to consider that some classroom multicommunicating behaviors might be productive 

for the learning process.   
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 CHAPTER ONE: STUDENT TECHNOLOGY USE AND 

MULTICOMMUNICATING 

Introduction   

 It is hard to go anywhere today without seeing people using mobile devices, and the 

classroom is no exception.  Over the past decade, an increasing number of classrooms have 

reported that mobile devices and many forms of information and communication technology 

(ICTs) are permeating the learning environment (Stephens, Murphy & Kee, 2011; Tindell & 

Bohlander, 2012; Wei & Wang, 2010; Wei, Wang, & Klausner, 2012).  This ICT proliferation in 

the classroom could be beneficial since ICTs encourage information sharing and information 

seeking (Dennis, Rennecker & Hansen, 2010; Kozma, 2003; Lampe, Wohn, Vitak, Ellison, & 

Wash, 2011). But there is growing evidence that certain types of ICT used in the classroom—

notably texting and spending time on Facebook—are detrimental to learning (Kuznekoff & 

Titsworth, 2013; Wei, & Wang, 2010; Wei et al., 2012).  Furthermore, the widespread use of 

these mobile devices in peoples’ lives leads students to expect to be able to use them in class 

(Finn & Ledbetter, 2012a; Finn & Ledbetter, 2012b; Kozma, 2003; Lancaster & Goodboy, 

2015). 

As personal mobile device use in the classroom has grown, it is important to consider 

how students use ICTs in class; this use could harm learning, help learning or have no effect. 

One way to study how students use their mobile devices in class while listening to lecture is 

through the lens of the practice of multicommunicating.  This practice is defined as using 

technology to be engaged in multiple conversations simultaneously (Reinsch, Turner, & Tinsley, 

2008), and it could provide some answers to this growing educational concern.  Thus far, 

multicommunicating practices have been examined exclusively in a workplace context (e.g., 
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Reinsch et al., 2008; Stephens, 2012; Stephens & Davis, 2009, Turner & Reinsch 2010).  That 

research has shown that multicommunicating can be productive (e.g., Turner & Reinsch, 2010), 

problematic (Stephens & Davis, 2009; Turner & Reinsch, 2010), and that it can be broken into 

five different types: understanding, influencing, supporting others, being available, and 

participating in parallel meetings (Stephens, 2012).   

This body of research provides a firm foundation for understanding how people 

multicommunicate in the workplace, but research is still limited concerning why people engage 

in multicommunicating practices, especially in the classroom. The types of technology and how 

students are using that technology is often studied by scholars. They suggest that there are 

multiple reasons for using technology in the class and multicommunicating is one area of reason 

for technology use. However, understanding the motivations behind technology use, especially in 

a classroom during a lecture, is misunderstood and has not considered as an area of study for 

research. To help understand this disconnect, this study will examine the multicommunicating 

behaviors of students and also examine their academic motivations. 

Witt (2011) claims that the future of communication education must continue to 

investigate new communication technologies. He also encourages research in places where 

technology use and communication are in the same context to where they can accompany or 

enable learning. Knowing more about how students engage in multicommunicating practices in 

the classroom can foster a better understanding of the competency of communication technology 

in learning environments, and how communication theory can frame that greater understanding. 

The purpose of this study is to explore how learning motivations influence students’ use 

of technology in class. I use self-determination theory (SDT) to predict why students engage in 

different multicommunicating practices—some productive and others destructive. SDT allows us 
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to examine closely how intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation affect the 

different types of multicommunicating practices that students use in class. To measure 

motivation I analyze the participants’ academic motivation. The rationale for the study and my 

interpretation of the findings are influenced by SDT. The goal is to see how academic motivation 

plays a role in the multicommunicating practices that students have during class. I use a survey 

method to collect the data, which I then analyze using hierarchical linear regression. The findings 

allow us to tease out the specific behaviors that result when students have different motivations 

to learn.    
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND RELATED CONCEPTS 

 This chapter will discuss self-determination theory, academic motivation, technology use 

in the classroom, and multicommunicating. These theories and concepts are linked to previous 

research in order to lay a foundation for the study’s hypotheses, which are presented at the end of 

this chapter. 

Self-determination Theory 

 Self-determination theory’s (SDT) overall claim is that individuals experience a sense of 

choice in enacting and regulating their own behavior (Deci, Connell, & Ryan, 1989). When 

decisions surrounding the performance of a behavior feel controlled by external forces, a sense of 

compliance to perform such behavior filters cognitive thought. Different cognitive processes 

determine how the behavior is motivated. When actions are self-determined, the enactor of the 

action has the belief that the action was performed solely by oneself (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, 

& Ryan, 1991). In other words, that individual feels they have autonomy and control over their 

own behaviors. 

 SDT claims that three human needs must be present for people to have self-motivation, 

which can lead to self-determined actions. The needs are competence, relatedness, and autonomy 

(Deci et al., 1989). Competence is knowing how to reach a desired external and internal 

outcome.  Relatedness is the ability to create secure and satisfying relationships with others. 

Autonomy is using self-determination to initiate desirable behaviors and feel a sense of personal 

control in one’s own actions. These three needs motivate people to perform desirable behaviors 

and underlie their sense of autonomy when they make decisions.   

The three needs provide the foundations for assuming that there are motivational universals in 

human beings (Deci et al., 1991). Sometimes on an individual basis needs differentiate from one 
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person to another, which can be contextually based and dependent on how a person’s 

psychological needs can be satisfied. Regardless of individual needs, the three needs described in 

SDT must be met in order to have self-determination rather than sensations of feeling controlled. 

 Self-determination theory assumes that a fundamental part of human nature is that 

individuals are curious about their environment and want to learn and develop their knowledge 

(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). When students are actively engaged in an educational setting and value 

academic accomplishment, their motivation to learn is clear; for instance, they are participative 

during class (Deci et al., 1989; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).  SDT suggests that having a sense of 

autonomy and competence encourages students’ intrinsic motivation and increases academic 

performance (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990).  A supportive classroom setting, for instance, is one 

way to accomplish these objectives (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). 

  A supportive classroom social context that satisfies the needs for competency, 

relatedness, and autonomy can help students be more motivated and self-determined (Deci et al., 

1991). Specifically, positive and constructive feedback from an instructor can enhance 

motivation if the feedback is framed in a way that still promotes autonomy. When social contexts 

such as supportive classrooms or instructor interactions do not meet those needs, there is a  

decrease in motivation and a sense of alienation that ultimately result in students’ poor 

performance. 

Academic Motivation 

 Vallerand, Blais, Briere, and Pelletier (1989) developed the Academic Motivation Scale 

to operationalize self-determination theory in an academic setting.  This scale offers a platform 

for understanding students’ motivation and consists of a seven-factor framework of student 

learning motivations. The scale rates a student’s intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 
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amotivation toward receiving an education. Motivation is conceptualized as an energizing power 

that comes both from within a person and externally; this allows behavior that varies in form, 

direction, degree of intensity, and duration (Pinder, 1988). Thus, the scale helps to describe the 

motivations behind student behavior and engagement in the classroom. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic motivation is defined as motivation that comes from internal thought processes. 

This type of motivation is directly linked to self-determination to receive a college education. 

Students with intrinsic motivation engage in proactive learning behaviors for the pleasure and 

satisfaction they receive from accomplishing the task (Vallerand, Pelletier, Blais, Briere, 

Senecal, & Vallieres, 1992).  SDT claims that intrinsic motivation is derived from an innate 

human need to be competent and self-determined.  According to the measurement scale 

developed by Vallerand et al. (1992), there are three types of intrinsic motivation.   

 Intrinsic motivation to know. Engaging in an activity for the pleasure and satisfaction 

that an individual experiences is a form of intrinsic motivation. This happens while learning, 

exploring, or attempting to understand something new. For example, students go to class because 

they find it pleasurable, especially when they are learning something new.  

 Intrinsic motivation to accomplish. This form of intrinsic motivation is doing an 

activity for the satisfaction experienced when attempting to accomplish or create something. 

Students derive pleasure from the satisfaction of surpassing themselves rather than what the end 

result may bring. This is displayed when students apply more effort to an assignment than is 

needed for the sake of surpassing themselves, and not just to get a better grade. 

 Intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation. People who have this type of intrinsic 

motivation enjoy activities for the positive emotions it brings them. The sensations aroused can 
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be aesthetic experiences, sensory pleasures, or feelings excitement. When motivation aligns with 

this form of intrinsic motivation, students enjoy going to class because it stimulates their senses.  

Extrinsic Motivation 

 Extrinsic motivation focuses on motivations derived from external stimuli. For example, 

rewards from teachers that encourage desirable behaviors are often extrinsic motivators 

(Vallerand et al., 1992). Students relying on extrinsic motivators often need to seek the approval 

of others to feel a sense of worth.  

 Extrinsic motivation-external regulation. This form of extrinsic motivation represents 

the lowest level of self-determination because when behaviors are performed with external 

regulation they are largely due to external factors, such as being coerced. For instance, a teacher 

telling a student to do an assignment or a student avoiding a confrontation with someone, are 

both scenarios of externally regulated actions. 

 Extrinsic motivation-introjected regulation. This aspect of extrinsic motivation does 

not have self-determinate qualities on the individual. The introjected regulation form of extrinsic 

motivation internalizes values based on past external experiences and beliefs. For example, a 

student may study because he or she believes that is what a good student is supposed to do, more 

so than studying for the accumulation of knowledge. 

 Extrinsic motivation-identified regulation. This type of extrinsic motivation offers a 

sense of choice to either perform the behavior or not and it is not truly self-deterministic. For 

instance, a student doing extra work on an assignment, because he or she believes it is important 

for a future career is an example of a student being extrinsically motivated through identified 

regulation. The value placed on a future career is the external motivator guiding the behavior. 
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Amotivation 

  Amotivation is defined as lack of motivation, or that individuals feel that external forces 

control their behavior (Vallerand et al., 1992). In a college environment, amotivated students 

view college as unnecessary and feel that they do not need to actively involve themselves in the 

requirements of learning. Typically, those students cause outsiders to think they do not care 

about the values of a college education (Vallerand et al., 1992). This type of motivation is 

distinct from extrinsic or intrinsic motivation; therefore, it is important to measure amotivation as 

a separate concept (Akoto, 2014).  

 

Technology in the Classroom 

 Now that students bring their personal mobile devices to class, instructors are in a 

quandary about what motivates students to use technology in class and how to manage this new 

classroom environment.  Researchers acknowledge that technology can facilitate the learning 

process (Grinols & Rajesh, 2014; Wei et al., 2012), but it also creates some new problems.  

Grinols and Rajesh (2014) summarized the instructors’ concerns from a college teaching 

workshop that focused on technology in the classroom, and many attendees spoke about 

widespread cell phone use by students in their classrooms. The instructors reported that students 

continue to use their phones despite class policies forbidding them. Since the workshop also 

included students, many students admitted to being distracted both by their own phone activity 

and by the phone usage around them.   

From a pedagogical perspective, distractions attributed to technology use in the 

classroom can lead to negative outcomes. Past research often blames technology and new media 

for facilitating multitasking in the classroom and negatively impacting the learning process 
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(Hassoun, 2014; Watulak, 2010).  For example, Wurst, Smarkola, and Gaffney (2008) observed 

college students’ self-awareness about their inefficient media usage, including their use of 

technology during class. Their study found that students regarded their devices as class 

distractions, and thus the devices negatively affected classroom learning.  

 Mobile device use in class is also considered unprofessional from the perspective of 

instructors and students (William, Berg, & Gerber, 2011). Williams and colleagues (2011) 

studied student use of mobile devices in class and found that 73% of students who admitted to 

texting in class described the behavior as not being professional or courteous.  This feeling of 

guilt when using a mobile device in class could be related to the extrinsic motivation introjected 

regulation because that form of motivation also results in guilt.   

Rather than following the traditional rules of an educational setting, it appears that 

students are viewing class as a customizable time to balance academic and social priorities at 

their convenience (Watulak, 2010).  Watulak (2010) conducted interviews with college students 

and he found that texting was the primary technology-mediated off-task behavior during class.  

His study suggests that the need to be constantly in contact with one’s social network could drive 

these off-task behaviors.  Wei et al. (2012) proposes that students who are able to self-regulate 

their texting during class tend to facilitate cognitive learning more than those who self-regulate 

less. In other words, students who are able control how much they use their technology in class 

learn more, because they are focused more on the lecture content. 

Policies designed to regulate technology use in the classroom foster a wide arrange of 

responses and attitudes toward the instructor. Finn and Ledbetter (2013a) found that instructors 

who discourage technology use can be seen as competent or incompetent depending on how they 

engage the class with the policies. Instructors are perceived as more competent if they balance 
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their reward and expert power bases toward the class. Such a balance involves fully responding 

to student questions, showing interest in students, and using an array of teaching styles (Schrodt 

& Turman, 2006). When there are positive perceptions of an instructor it usually originates from 

them exuding competence, caring, and trustworthiness. When the opposite is true and students 

perceive the instructor negatively, the negative perception is due to students expecting instructors 

to be both willing and able to allow an appropriate amount of use of technology in the college 

classroom (Schrodt & Turman, 2006). When students believe that instructors are unable to 

manage an appropriate amount of technology use in class, students perceive the instructor more 

negatively and have less positive attitudes towards the course. 

These policies also affect student’s perception of the class itself. Class perception is 

students’ attitudes and opinions of a course (Finn and Ledbetter, 2013b). Finn and Ledbetter 

(2013b), surveyed college students and found that when an instructor encourages students to use 

technology for the class, students find the course more meaningful and that their participation 

makes an impact. If students are given the autonomy to use electronic devices in class for at least 

course-related purposes, students will feel that they influence what is happening in the class, and 

the course is more valuable to them.  

To operationalize these students’ perceptions of the teacher and class, Shevlin, Banyard, 

Davies, and Griffiths’ (2000) validated the student evaluation of teaching (SET) measurement to 

suggest its practical use as a research tool. In their study, they measured lecturer ability (how the 

class perceives the instructor) and module attributes (how the class perceives the course). These 

researchers found that the two concepts are separate variables, both related to the overarching 

concept of SET. Teacher perception, lecturer ability, was measured by how students rated a 

teacher. This measures teacher conduct in class, the effectiveness of their teaching style, and 
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teacher approachability. Class perceptions are more holistic and include the classroom  

characteristics. These range from how much students feel they learned from the class, to whether 

or not they enjoyed the course. 

Multicommunicating 

 One of the major activities that students do when they are using their mobile device is 

communicate, often with multiple people through different communication tools (mobile apps, 

instant messaging, social media).   Multicommunicating is defined as the behavior of “engaging 

in two or more overlapping, synchronous conversations” that always involves using technology 

(Reinsch, et al., 2008, p. 391). The types of communication channels used for 

multicommunicating range from face-to-face to online environments. Mobile devices that have 

multiple communication tools in a single device make multicommunicating very easy.  

Multicommunicating is also a behavioral practice, because it can emerge in different situations, 

be used strategically, and is influenced by different structures and agendas (Stephens, 2012). 

Multicommunicating is considered a special form of multitasking in the sense that 

communicating with different people at the same time is essentially performing multiple tasks 

simultaneously. But this form of multitasking is one of the most difficult because it involves 

communication with multiple people (Reinsch et al., 2008).   

 To study the effects of multicommunicating and the reasons behind its practice, the 

multicommunicating scale offers an operationalization of the practices that people use when they 

engage in multiple conversations (Stephens, 2012). To create the items for the scale, Stephens 

(2012) relied on a qualitative study that Rennecker, Dennis, and Hensen (2010) conducted. These 

scholars interviewed employees about their workplace meetings and they categorized their 

responses into several areas.  Stephens (2012) used the finding from the Rennecker et al. (2010) 
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study to develop her scale and her factor analysis showed that multicommunicating consists of 

five major behaviors: understanding, influencing, supporting others, being available, and 

participating in parallel meetings. The following describes these factors of multicommunicating.  

When people multicommunicate for understanding reasons, they can gather information 

from outside sources, ultimately make faster decisions, and be better informed to understand the 

situation. Multicommunicating can potentially increase the efficiency in collaborative decision 

making, learning, and understanding (Dennis et al., 2010). The exchange of information in real 

time through multicommunicating helps make information sharing more efficient.  

Multicommunicating to influence others includes language intended to influence the content of a 

meeting or the meeting agenda (Dennis et al., 2010). This type of behavior can influence topics 

and encourage particular outcomes or create specific impressions.  Support is the next form of 

multicommunicating.  Rennecker et al.  (2010) found that multicommunicating can be positively 

perceived as a support tool. Such a tool includes requests for help and social supportive 

comments. For instance, offering an employee comfort during a meeting through instant 

messaging, because they were criticized by another, is a reason to multicommunicate. The 

employee is offering support to the other employee who was criticized to help their emotional 

state. Or the employee who was criticized was seeking how support from the other members at 

the meeting through electronic means. 

Being available is the next multicommunicating function, which is an autonomous 

decision in which people personally initiate multiple interactions and want to be available for 

those interactions (Turner & Reinsch, 2007). Wanting to be available becomes a natural, almost 

involuntary desire, regardless of outside motivations. It is also conceptually rational that being 

available is an important factor, because it is a state of readiness to engage in 
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multicommunication (Stephens, 2012). The final type of multicommunicating is engaging in 

other conversations that divert the attention (whether for positive or negative effects) away from 

the task at hand (Stephens, 2012; Reinsch et al., 2008). This is different from the other factors in 

that when people are multicommunicating, it is specifically for the diversion of attention rather 

than focusing on the task. While in a meeting, organizational members engage with others 

outside the meeting, or with fellow employees who are also attending. In a classroom, students 

are engaging in similar behaviors by using ICTs to engage in conversations with students inside 

and outside the classroom (Watulak, 2010; William et al., 2011). 

 Reinsch et al. (2008) theorized that organizational norms perceived as justifying or 

limiting multicommunicating can affect the frequency and practice of multicommunicating. In 

their elaboration of the multicommunicating concept, they state, “if a person senses that the norm 

for productivity outweighs the norm for full attention or immediate responses, he or she is more 

likely to multicommunicate” (Reinsch et al., p. 16). Stephens and Davis (2009) studied how 

social influences affect ICT use in multitasking for organizational members. The study supports 

the idea that organizational members could be using ICTs during a meeting because those 

members observe other members using ICTs in a meeting. If organizational members see other 

members multicommunicating, they will engage in similar behaviors.  Multicommunicating and 

using ICTs can also be based on the individual’s perception of how others think about using 

technology during those meetings.  For instance, organizational norms can contain both the 

imitation of observed behaviors and peoples’ perceptions about what is considered appropriate 

behavior (Stephens & Davis, 2009). In a study of first year college students’ experiences with 

technology, Kennedy, Judd, Churchward and Gray (2008) found that it is common for college 

students to use technology as they enter college, but how they use their technology varies from 
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student to student.   Using technology is a norm in educational settings, even in the first years of 

college. Although, whether students use technology for their studies can depend on whether or 

not they have the expertise to be able to use technology for studying purposes (Kennedy et al., 

2008).  

 These factors, along with the use of mobile devices and other electronic means of 

communication, facilitate and anchor the practice of multicommunicating with others during 

meetings (Stephens, 2012). Some of these behaviors are positive and others are negative. 

Multicommunicating and the factors involved are influential in how students use technology in 

class. The concepts that surround multicommunicating can be studied and evaluated in students, 

for how and why they use communication technologies in the classroom. 

  

Hypotheses Linking Learning Motivation and Multicommunicating Behaviors 

 While the multicommunicating scale was developed in organizational settings, the face 

validity of the factors identified from the scale fits a variety of situations (Stephens, 2012). In 

this study, a college classroom has many similarities to an organizational meeting (Blakeslee, 

2001; Garay, 1995; Yu, 2010). Lampe et al. (2011) shows that a classroom can be 

conceptualized as a type of organization since it demands its members (students) to apply their 

knowledge to maintain and support the classroom. He also says that a college classroom has 

certain characteristics which are found in organizations, such as temporality, potentially unclear 

objectives, and shifting membership. Thus, classes can be like organizational meetings, and the 

multicommunicating scale can help us measure the multicommunicating behaviors that occur in 

a classroom.   
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In this educational context, I used the multicommunicating scale, along with research 

from organizational and classroom environments, to examine variables likely to influence how 

students multicommunicate in class. On the individual level, prior research suggests that some 

people want to multitask more than others (Stephens & Davis, 2009), therefore, an important 

control variable is personal preference for multitasking.   The next variable is the engagement of 

students in a classroom in the form of active involvement. This variable is similar to personal 

preference for multitasking because some may be more actively involved in class than others. It 

is important to make the distinction, because students who are more actively involved in the class 

will likely multitask differently than students who are less engaged (Hassoun, 2014).  

 While these control variables will likely influence students’ multicommunicating 

behavior, above and beyond those controls intrinsic, extrinsic, and amotivation should offer a 

unique contribution to the models. These motivations will lead students to multicommunicate for 

different purposes.  

 As described in the above overview of past literature, multicommunicating can be used 

for better understanding of information. In the classroom, instructors constantly give information 

and students may need to better understand that information. A student that is intrinsically 

motivated in academics may feel a stronger need to understand concepts taught. 

Multicommunicating may be a way to better understand intrinsically motivated students. Thus, 

the following hypotheses is proposed: 

H1: Controlling for personal multitasking preferences and being actively engaged in  

 class, intrinsic academic motivation is positively related with multicommunicating during  

 class for the purpose of increasing understanding. 
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 Multicommunicating studies have shown that multicommunicating can be used to support 

and influence others. Intrinsically and extrinsically motivated students both need support and 

some sort of influence during class to accomplish their academic goals for the class. Thus, the 

following hypotheses is proposed: 

H2: Controlling for personal multitasking preferences and being actively engaged in  

 class, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation are positively related with the multicommunicat- 

 ing practice of using technology to support and influence others in the classroom.  

 One of the more common aspects of multicommunicating is wanting to be available to 

receive messages. Since extrinsically motivated people attain their motivation from external 

sources, it would be logical to assume that wanting to be available to receive messages from 

outside sources would be an extrinsic characteristic. Thus, the following hypotheses is proposed:  

H3: Controlling for personal multitasking preferences and being actively engaged in  

 class, extrinsic motivation is positively related with the multicommunicating practice of  

 using technology to be available to others while in class. 

 Multicommunicating and communication technology use has the potential to be used as a 

distraction from an ongoing organizational meeting or classroom. It can be assumed that 

amotivation, which is when there is a lack of motivation, would be a reason for students to 

multicommunicate for distraction purposes. Multicommunicating for distraction purposes can be 

a result of a student’s perception about the class or teacher since classrooms are a place 

purposefully chosen to use communication technology. These perceptions are influenced by how 

a teacher handles classroom policies surrounding technology use. How a student perceives their 

teacher and the class, can influence their multicommunicating practices for distraction purposes. 

If students perceive a teacher negatively, they may be more inclined to not pay attention or feel 
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invested in the lesson. The same idea can be said for students perceiving the class negatively as 

well. If these perceptions are negative, they could be more likely to multicommunicate for 

distraction purposes in similar fashion to those who are amotivated. Thus, the following 

hypotheses is proposed:  

H4: Controlling for personal multitasking preferences, amotivation, teacher perception, 

 and class perception are positively related with the multicommunicating practice of using 

 technology as a class distraction.   
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS 

Method 

 This study relating academic motivation to the types of multicommunicating behaviors 

students exhibit when they use their technology in class incorporated scales measuring academic 

motivation (Vallerand et al., 1989) and multicommunication (Stephens, 2012). The instrument 

was administered online to college students and the variables requiring interval data were 

measured using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1= strongly disagree to 7= strongly agree.  

Participants and Procedure   

 The participants in this study were undergraduate students from different disciplinary 

majors from large university in the Southwestern United States. They received extra credit for 

their participation in the study. The first question on the survey instrument asked them to type in 

the name of a class that they attend and to answer all questions relevant to that class. The classes 

ranged in size from 10 to 500 students. Examples of these classes include: Engineering Physics, 

Interpersonal Communication Theory, International Finance, Astronomy, and Theories of 

Persuasion. The resulting sample (N = 292) was 63% (N = 184) female, and 37% (N= 108) male. 

The mean age of the participants was 20.55 (SD = 2.47).  

Demographic Controls 

 Policy against mobile device use in class.  This single item measure asked students if 

they class had a policy that limited mobile device use in class.  Most of the participants said no, 

N = 185, 63.4%, and the remaining participants said there was a policy in place, N = 42, 14.4%.  

This item had a M = 1.19 and SD = .39. 
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Predictor Measures 

 This study examined four potential predictors of multicommunicating behaviors, and 

thus, they function as controls.  Those controls included personal multitasking preferences, and 

being actively involved in class.  In addition to these controls, the four forms of academic 

motivation are theoretically important predictors of different forms of multicommunicating.     

Personal multitasking preferences. To measure the personal multitasking preferences 

of the students, I used four items obtained from the Stephens (2012) multicommunicating scale.  

I modified the stem of the questions by saying, “During class…” The four measurement items 

included: (1) I multitask; (2) I use communication technology devices; (3) I hope I can always 

use communication technology devices; and (4) Using communication technology devices helps 

me be productive. These items were anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree, were on a 

1-7 scale, and all four items created a scale with an α = .78, M = 4.90, and SD = 1.36. 

 Active involvement. To measure how actively involved students are in class, I used five 

items from the Stephens (2012) multicommunicating scale but replaced the words meeting with 

class. These included: (1) I was actively involved in the class; (2) I contributed to the class; (3) I 

verbally spoke in the class; (4) I was prepared for the class; and (5) I was a passive participant in 

the class (reverse coded). These items were anchored by strongly disagree and strongly agree, 

were on a 1-7 scale, and all five items created a scale with an α = .80, M = 4.03, and SD = 1.40. 

 Student evaluation of teaching (SET). For the student evaluation of teaching scale 

(SET), I took the 13 items from the scale and subjected them to a principal components factor 

analysis with varimax rotation. I used the loading criteria of .65 or greater with no loading on 

another factor greater than .50 to assess the factor structure.  This factor analysis supported the 

existence of two factors, the same two identified by Shelvin et al. (2000).  Those factors helped 
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determine the categories of teacher perception and classroom perception to use as independent 

variables in this study.  

 Teacher perception. To measure the perception of teachers by students, I used nine 

items from the Shevlin et al (2000) student evaluation of teaching scale. I modified the stem of 

the questions by saying, “Now think about the lecturer or professor for this class. That person…” 

The nine measurement items included: (1) speaks clearly; (2) presents material in a well-

organized and coherent way; (3) is able to explain difficult concepts in a clear and 

straightforward way; (4) makes effective use of examples and illustrations in his or her 

explanations; (5) is successful in presenting the subject matter in an interesting way; (6) is 

successful in encouraging students to think independently; (7) is successful in encouraging 

students to do supplementary reading; (8) is very approachable; and has charisma. All nine items 

were used to create a composite measure with an α = .94, M = 5.70, and SD = 1.25. 

 Class perception. To measure how students perceive a class, I used four items from the 

Shevlin et al. (2000) student evaluation of teaching scale. The four measurement items included: 

(1) The class is what I expected; (2) The course material is useful; (3) In this class I learn a lot; 

and (4) In my opinion this class is enjoyable and worthwhile. The four items created a scale with 

an α = .91, M = 5.42, SD = 1.44. 

Academic motivation. To measure different types of academic motivation, I used the 

Vallerand et al. (1992) academic motivation scale.  This instrument has 28 items and prior 

research suggests that it consists of seven sub-scales, each with four items (Vallerand et al., 

1992; Akoto, 2014).  To verify the sub-scale structure, I subjected this scale to a principal 

components factor analysis with varimax rotation. I use the loading criteria of .6 or greater with 

no loading on another factor greater than .4 to assess the factor structure.   
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This resulted in four scales that mapped well on the original scales, but the analysis 

suggested that I combine several sub-scales.  First, I combined two of the intrinsic motivation 

sub-scales (intrinsic motivation to know and intrinsic motivation to experience stimulation) to 

create an eight item composite measure with an α = .90, M = 4.96, and SD = 1.20.  Next, I 

combined two of the extrinsic motivation scales (extrinsic motivation-external regulation and 

extrinsic motivation-identified regulation) to create an eight item composite measure with an α = 

.89, M = 6.02, and SD = .94. The extrinsic motivation-introjected regulation four item measure 

was left in its original form and that composite measure resulted in a scale with an α = .87, M = 

5.40, and SD = 1.37. The four items that created the original amotivation scale were combined 

and resulted in a scale with an α = .90, M = 2.25, and SD = 2.25. Finally, the four items 

comprising the intrinsic motivation to accomplish subscale failed to load cleanly on any single 

factor, so this subscale was removed from the analysis.   

Outcome Measures 

   I relied on Stephens’ (2012) multicommunicating scale and the five sub-scales that 

describe the types of multicommunicating behaviors and modified the stem to ask about 

multicommunicating in a classroom instead of in a meeting environment.  Since that scale was 

developed for workplace use, I took 18 items from the scale and subjected them to a principal 

components factor analysis with varimax rotation. I used the loading criteria of .6 or greater with 

no loading on another factor greater than .4 to assess the factor structure.  This helped determine 

the categories of multicommunicating behaviors to use as dependent variables in this study.  The 

resulting factor structure closely resembled Stephens’ workplace findings with one exception; I 

could not distinguish between the five items designed to measure social support and the three 

items called influencing others found in the organizational study.  Therefore, I combined these 
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items and re-named the factor “classroom support” because that best describes what the items 

measure in a classroom environment.   

 Understanding. The first factor of multicommunicating behavior is called understanding 

because it describes how students use technology to seek and send information.  The three 

measurement items included: (1) Verify your understanding of the class content; (2) Request 

clarification of the class content; and (3) Get questions answered that help you stay engaged in 

the class. These three items created a scale with an α = .91, M = 3.89, SD = 1.72.  

 Classroom support. The two combined sub-scales constituted what I call classroom 

support and was an eight item composite measure. The items included: (1) Influence others 

during class; (2) Encourage others to ask questions during class; (3) Control the direction of the 

class; (4) Change others’ opinions in class; (5) Provide others advice about how they should 

bring up a point; (6) Encourage others; (7) Coach others; and (8) Make you feel a part of the 

class. These eight items created a scale with an α = .96, M = 2.48, SD = 1.51.  

 Being available. The next multicommunicating-related behavior was being available 

because an important reason why people use technology to carry on multiple conversations, is 

because they want other people to be able to reach them.  The four measurement items included: 

(1) Allow you to remain available to others even when you are in a class; (2) Be reachable during 

a class; (3) Be connected to others during a class; and (4) Be within reach if others need me 

during a class. These three items created a scale with an α = .95, M = 5.08, SD = 1.60.  

Classroom distraction. The final factor included a three item measure that I called 

classroom distractions. The three measurement items included: (1) Joke with others; (2) Make 

sarcastic comments to others; and (3) Distract you from your class goals. These items anchored 

by never and always, were on a 1-7 scale, and all three items created a scale with an  
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α = .78, M = 3.27, SD = 1.57.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

Results 

 The correlations for all variables (two-tailed) used in these analyses are displayed in 

Table 1. A  p < .05 acceptance criterion for significance was used for the reported statistical tests. 

Relevant data assumptions including multicolinearity and outliers were checked for the 

regressions and no participants were removed. The demographic controls were checked and none 

of them influenced the models; therefore, they were removed for hypothesis testing.  Other 

variables such as gender, policies for or against communication technology, and classroom 

norms proved to be insignificant. Thus, they were pulled out from the regression analysis as well. 

All the control variables were entered and where they are significant they are reported below. 

 Tests for multicollinearity indicated that co-linearity was present VIF = 2.50 for teacher 

perception and VIF = 2.50 for class perception with a tolerance = .40.  This is logical since these 

variables are part of a larger concept.  To determine if multicolinearlity was a problem in the 

regression analyses, I relied on the recommendations of Mertler and Vannatta (2005) and Miles 

and Shelvin  (2001), who both recommend a VIF of below 10 being acceptable for most 

analyses. 
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Table 1: Correlations Between Variables in Study  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1.   Combined Intrinsic Motivation 1.00               

2.   Combined Extrinsic Motivation  .30*** 1.00           
    

3.   Extrinsic motivation to introject regulation .51*** .51*** 1.00         
    

4.   Amotivation -.19** -.41*** -.25*** 1.00        
    

5.   MC for Understanding  .21*** .09 .13* .12 1.00       
    

6.   MC for Classroom Support .21*** -.04 .11 .17** .57*** 1.00      
    

7.   MC for Being Available -.02 .19** .14* -.09 .22*** .16** 1.00     
    

8.   MC for Class Distractions -.04 -.05 .01 .19** .29*** .54*** .30*** 1.00    
    

9.   Personal Multitasking Preferences -.09 .09 .06 .02 .43*** .21*** .59*** .27*** 1.00   
    

10. Being Active in Class .17** -.04 .05 .10 .19** .37*** .02 .05 -.09 1.00  
    

11. Class Multitasking Norms .03 .12* .08 -.12 .24*** .15** .32*** .16** .41*** -.17** 1.00 
    

12.   Policy .12 .06 .06 .14 -.16* -.10 -.07 -.02 -.16* .17* .52*** 1.00    

13.  Teacher Perception   .20** .21*** .18** -.15* .09 .08 .15* -.04 .06 .29*** .19** -.03 1.00   

14.  Class Perception  .26*** .16* .17** .14* .12 .19** .10 .04 .08 .29*** .19** -.00 .76*** 1.00  

15.   Gender -.01 .19** .19** -.12 -.12* -.05 .02 -.08 -.07 -.10 .03 -.01 -.05 -.05 1.00 

 

 
Note.  MC = multicommunicating  

* Correlation is significant at the .05 level 

 ** Correlation is significant at the .01 level 

 *** Correlation is significant at the .001 level         
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Hypothesis 1: Understanding 

 The first hypothesis predicted that controlling for personal multitasking preferences, and 

whether students are actively participating in class, intrinsic academic motivation is positively 

related with multicommunicating during class for the purpose of increasing understanding.  

Hypothesis one was examined using a hierarchical linear regression and there were two blocks of 

variables entered based on theoretical relevance. In block one of the regression, personal 

multitasking preferences and being active in class was entered to predict understanding. Personal 

multitasking preferences (β = .45, p < .001) and being active in class (β = .22, p < .001) were 

significant predictors for understanding and the resulting model was significant with an F (2, 

216) = 32.62, R2
adj = .23, p < .05. 

 In block two of the regression, intrinsic motivation was added to the model. The 

combined intrinsic motivation variable was significant and contributed unique variance to the 

model (β = .25, p < .001).  This overall model was significant with a F(3, 215) = 29.74, R2
adj = 

.28, p < .001 with a significant R2change = .07  Therefore, hypothesis one was supported since 

intrinsic academic motivation contributed to the model above and beyond personal multitasking 

preferences and being active in class. The resulting model contributed 28.3% of the variance in 

predicting understanding. The regression model is represented in table 2. 
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Table 2: Predicting Understanding 

 

Predictor β
a

1
  β

b

2
   ∆R2       R2

 adj 

Block 1    

Personal Multitasking Preferences .45***   

Being Active in Class .22***   

                .23*** 

Block 2    

Personal Multitasking Preferences    .47***  

Being Active in Class    .17**  

Extrinsic motivation to introject 

regulation 
 -.05  

Combined Extrinsic Motivation  .02  

Combined Intrinsic Motivation        .28***  

   .07*** 

Total R2
adj                .28*** 

 
a. Standardized beta from regression equation with only Block 1 variables in the equation.  

n = 210 for Block 1. 

b. Standardized beta from regression equation with variables in Blocks 1 and 2 in the equation. 

n = 207 for Block 2. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Classroom Support (influence and social support combined) 

The second hypothesis predicted that controlling for personal multitasking preferences 

and being active in class, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation are positively related with the 

multicommunicating practice of using technology to support others in the classroom. Hypothesis 

two was examined using a hierarchical linear regression and there were two blocks of variables 

entered based on theoretical relevance. In block one of the regression, personal multitasking 

preferences and being active in class were entered first. Personal multitasking preferences (β = 

.24, p < .001) and being active in class (β = .42, p < .001) were significant predictors for the 

multicommunicating practice of supporting others in the classroom. The resulting model was 

significant, F(2, 205) = 27.39, R2
adj = .20, p < .001. 

 In block two of the regression the combined extrinsic motivation variable, the extrinsic 
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motivation in the form of guilt variable, and the combined intrinsic motivation variable were 

added to the model. The combined extrinsic motivation variable was a significant individual 

predictor (β = -0.21, p < .01), but it was in the direction opposite from what predicted. The 

combined intrinsic motivation variable (β = .24, p < .001) was a significant predictor and the 

extrinsic motivation for introjected regulation variable was not a significant predictor (β = .06, p 

>.05).  The overall model was significant with an F(3, 202) = 15.43, R2
adj = .26, p < .001, with a 

significant R2 change = .06.  Hypothesis two was only partially supported since the intrinsic 

motivation variable was a positive predictor of supporting others in class and the combined 

extrinsic motivation variable was a significant negative predictor of the multicommunicating 

practice of supporting others in the classroom above and beyond the control variables. The 

resulting model contributed 25.9% of the variance in personal multicommunicating behaviors 

predicting classroom support. The regression model is represented in table 3. 

Table 3: Predicting Classroom Support 

 

Predictor β
a

1
  β

b

2
  ∆R2     R2

 adj
 

Block 1    

Personal Multitasking Preferences .24***   

Being Active in Class .42***   

              .21*** 

Block 2    

Personal Multitasking Preferences   .27***  

Being Active in Class   .36***  

Extrinsic motivation to introject 

regulation  
           .06  

Combined Extrinsic Motivation  -.21**  

Combined Intrinsic Motivation   .24**  

   .06** 

Total R2
adj             .26** 

 
a. Standardized beta from regression equation with only Block 1 variables in the equation.  

n = 205 for Block 1. 

b. Standardized beta from regression equation with variables in Blocks 1 and 2 in the equation. 

n = 202 for Block 2.   

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Hypothesis 3: Being Available 

 Hypothesis three predicted that controlling for personal multitasking preferences and 

being active in class, extrinsic motivation is positively related with the practice of using 

technology to be available to others while in class. Hypothesis three was examined using a 

hierarchical linear regression and there were two blocks of variables entered based on theoretical 

relevance. In block one of the regression, personal multitasking preferences and being active in 

class were added to the model.  Personal multitasking preferences (β = .59, p < .001) was the 

only significant control variable since being active in class (β = .09, p > .05) was not significant. 

The resulting model was significant with an F(2, 215) = 58.15, R2
adj = .36, p < .001. 

 In block two of the regression, the combined extrinsic motivation variable and extrinsic 

motivation for introjected regulation were entered and they were not significant predictors above 

and beyond the control variables (β = .12, p > .05, β = .05, p > .05). The second step in the 

regression did have a significant R2change = .02, and the overall model had an F(4, 213) = 31.62, 

R2
adj = .37, p < .05. Despite this increase in R2, since the predictors were not significant, 

hypothesis three was not supported, because only the control variable, personal multitasking 

preferences, successfully predicted engaging in practices to remain available to others. The 

regression model is represented in Table 4. 
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Table 4: Predicting Need for Availability 

 

 

Predictor β
a

1
  β

b

2
   ∆R2       R2

 adj 

Block 1    

Personal Multitasking Preferences      .61***   

Being Active in Class .01   

              .36*** 

Block 2    

Personal Multitasking Preferences      .59***  

Being Active in Class  .11  

Combined Intrinsic Motivation  -.06  

Extrinsic motivation to introject 

regulation 
 .04  

Amotivation  -.05  

Combined Extrinsic Motivation  .11  

   .02 

Total R2
adj   .37*** 

 
a. Standardized beta from regression equation with only Block 1 variables in the equation.  

n = 203 for Block 1. 

b. Standardized beta from regression equation with variables in Blocks 1 and 2 in the equation. 

n = 199 for Block 2. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 

Hypothesis 4: Class Distractions 

 The fourth hypothesis predicted that controlling for personal multitasking preferences, 

teacher perception, and class perception, amotivation will be positively related with the 

multicommunicating practice of using technology as a class distraction.  Hypothesis four was 

examined using a hierarchical linear regression and there were two blocks of variables entered 

based on theoretical relevance. In block one of the regression, the three control variables were 

entered.  Personal multitasking preferences (β = .32, p < .001), teacher perception (β = -.21, p < 

.05), and class perceptions (β = .22, p < .05) were all three significant predictors of 

multicommunicating for class distraction purposes.  It is important to note that more positive 

teacher perceptions negatively predicted increased uses of multicommunicating for distraction 

purposes, while more positive class perceptions were associated with increased 
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multicommunicating for distraction purposes.  The resulting model was significant with an F(3, 

217) = 9.58, R2
adj = .11, p < .001.  

 In block two of the regression amotivation was added to the analysis. Personal 

multitasking preferences (β = .32, p < .001), teacher perceptions (β = -.20, p < .05), and class 

perceptions (β = .24, p < .05) were still significant predictors and amotivation was also a 

significant predictor (β = .19, p < .01).  Amotivation added a significant amount of additional 

explanation to the model with a significant R2change = .04, p < .01.  The final model was 

significant with an F(4, 216) = 9.72, R2
adj = .14, p < .001. Therefore, hypothesis four was 

partially supported since amotivation did contribute significantly beyond the control variables, 

but the control variable, class perceptions, contributed significantly in the direction opposite to 

the predictions.  The resulting model contributed 13.7% of the variance in personal 

multicommunicating behaviors. The regression model is represented in table 5. 

Table 5: Predicting Motivation for Distractions 

 

 

Predictor β
a

1
  β

b

2
  ∆R2     R2

 adj 

Block 1    

Personal Multitasking Preferences .32***   

Teacher Perception -.21*   

Class Perception .22*              

               .11** 

Block 2    

Personal Multitasking Preferences  .32***  

Teacher Perception  -.20*  

Class Perception  .24*  

Amotivation  .19**  

   .04** 

Total R2
adj             .14** 

 
a. Standardized beta from regression equation with only Block 1 variables in the equation.  

n = 217 for Block 1. 

b. Standardized beta from regression equation with variables in Blocks 1 and 2 in the equation. 

n = 216 for Block 2. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Discussion 

 College instructors watch students use laptops and mobile devices in classrooms and 

often wonder what students are doing on their hidden screens. This study took a balanced 

approach in considering the range of behaviors that students invoke when they use their mobile 

devices and other communication technologies in class.  I focused specifically on how academic 

motivations, coupled with concepts from SDT, are linked to the types of multicommunicating 

behaviors. In essence, the study was designed to determine how academic motivation amongst 

college students affects multicommunicating behavior. 

 The findings suggest that even in the classroom, students are engaging in both productive 

and destructive behaviors when using communication technology. These behaviors are explained 

in the data as a regression analysis. I will discuss these results based on their significance to the 

data analysis, which includes: how SDT influences meaning behind the results, intrinsic 

motivation, extrinsic motivation, personal preferences for multicommunicating, amotivation, 

instructors, and the classroom. 

 There are three major instructional communication contributions of this study that are 

attributed to the main findings and their explanations.  First, I demonstrated that using self-

determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991) and 

academic motivations (Vallerand et al., 1992) as theoretical perspectives predicted the different 

reasons that people carry on multiple conversations during class.  Second, an instructional 

context examination of multicommunicating practices, extends prior work on carrying on 

multiple conversations at once beyond workplace contexts.  Finally, by examining the different 

types of academic motivation, the findings suggest that instructors may have more control over 
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classroom use of personal mobile devices than previously thought. In other words, the findings 

offer insight into instructional practices and classroom management. 

Implications for Self-Determination Theory and Classroom Mobile Device Use 

 While self-determination theory provides solid reasons to differentiate between intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1991), it is rare to see scholars link 

learning motivations to technology use in the classroom.  The study provides an important link 

between educational psychology and instructional communication. The concepts and 

assumptions explained in SDT offers insight into the motivations behind student communication 

technology use. Through SDT, I can analyze how self-determined behavior influences decision 

making in the classroom. SDT along with academic motivation attributes to the relevant linkage 

between SDT and multicommunicating in explaining motivations and the multicommunicating 

practices that come from those motivation. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

The multicommunicating practice of gaining and sharing understanding could be 

considered one of the most productive and educational reasons that students multicommunicate 

in class. Dennis and colleagues (2010) were the first scholars to identify this type of 

multicommunicating, and they showed that in meetings, people who are seeking clarification and 

understanding (along with other support factors) can encourage others to participate.  The 

findings show that intrinsic motivation predicts that students will multicommunicate to increase 

their understanding.  I also found that students who are actively engaged in class and those who 

enjoy multitasking will use their devices even more to increase their understanding. This should 

be encouraging to instructors, because intrinsically motivated students are likely to use their 

devices to increase their understanding instead of wasting time. When students have a sense of 
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autonomy and competence, it increases a students’ intrinsic motivation and increases academic 

performance by satisfying certain needs as discussed in SDT (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990). 

Competence is one such need that is met, which for SDT involves knowing how to reach a 

desired external and internal outcome. Attaining information for better understanding can be 

both an internal and external outcome. Multicommunicating potentially increases the efficiency 

in collaborative decision making and information gathering and thus, a sense of competence is 

achieved (Dennis et al, 2010). Dennis et al. (2010) noted that the exchange of information by 

participants in his study was in real time while multicommunicating, and information was being 

transferred incredibly efficiently. The participants in the study were able to gather information 

from outside sources quicker, and ultimately make faster decisions. Attaining information from 

others for better understanding course material satisfies the need for competence for intrinsically 

motivated students. 

Intrinsic motivation also played a significant role in students multicommunicating for the 

purpose of supporting others in class.  This particular outcome represented two of Stephens’ 

(2012) multicommunicating sub-scales, but it seems plausible that in a classroom environment, 

students can be supportive of others and try to influence them in similar ways.  Once again, it 

appears that the internal drive to enjoy learning means that when people are multicommunicating 

for understanding purposes, they will engage in productive behaviors like helping classmates 

learn and understand as well.  Turner and Reinsch (2007) showed that the perceived likelihood of 

engaging in the behaviors of multicommunication was significantly affected by the status of 

conversational partner(s).  Their study specifically found that people were more likely to initiate 

multicommunication when communicating with peers (rather than organizational superiors). In 

the context of this study, students are communicating with other students to attain a better 
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understanding and achieve classroom support.  This can be explained by the idea that supportive 

relationships in which autonomy is encouraged increases intrinsic motivation, perceived 

competence, and self-esteem (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981).  

Extrinsic Motivation 

While unexpected, the combined form of extrinsic motivation, consisting of getting 

rewards and punishments and being driven by external factors, predicted that students will 

refrain from multicommunicating to support others.  The original conceptualization and 

argument for this hypothesis was based on the idea that the desire to support others originates 

externally as well as internally.  There are two related potential explanations for this finding. 

First, this data might provide a window into the confusion that currently exists concerning the 

acceptability of using mobile devices in class. For instance, the data offers reasonable 

assumptions as to the positive functionality of multicommunicating in the classroom. Secondly, 

providing social support to others during class is not necessarily considered an integral part of 

learning; therefore, it is possible that people who are externally motivated see no value in 

multicommunicating to help others, or they fear retaliation from the instructor. 

The external motivation scale—introjected regulation, feeling guilty—was not a 

significant positive or negative predictor of multicommunicating to provide classroom support.  

This seems reasonable since students are rarely expected to reach out to other students during 

class to provide them support or to influence their behavior. A students’ concept of what it 

means to be a student, the behaviors associated with that role, and what external sources expect 

of a student do not generally include participating in supportive behaviors with other students. 
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Personal Preferences, Not Motivation Predict Being Available 

 One of the growing findings concerning why people multicommunicate is that they want 

to be available if others want to reach them (Stephens, 2012).  In her study comparing the 

different reasons people multicommunicate, Stephens (2012) found that being available mattered 

more than any of the other multicommunicating practices.  In this study, the mean for how often 

students reported using their technology to be available was the highest of any other practice 

(this finding was similar in Stephens, 2012), but it appears that being available is not driven by 

any specific type of learning motivation.  

Multicommunicating to be available seems to be an individual preference. Being 

available is seen as a connection that is “like breathing” which makes some people feel "alive"; 

that is, available for information exchange at all times (Reinsch et al., 2008, p. 398). Students 

need to be available to receive information from others at a consistent rate. The degree to which 

a student wants to remain available is based on their individual preferences, but according to the 

results, wanting to be available is a need that most students cherish. For instance, as technology-

based collaborations increase, social pressures also increase, making individuals want to be 

constantly connected regardless of intrinsic or extrinsic motivations (Wajcman & Rose, 2011).  

 While being available is largely focused on other people and emphasizes bidirectional 

communication, learning motivations are not linked to why people multicommunicate to be 

available. A student’s academic motivation is not what drives a student to want to be available 

for information exchange. Being available can consist of being ready to engage in information 

gathering or even to find a distraction from the class, but that need to be available is not derived 

from academic motivation.  
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Amotivation, Teacher Perception, Class Perception and Class Distractions 

 Amotivated students view their academic performance as being controlled by others, and 

thus, they feel they have little control over their learning.  The classroom environment is one 

where external controls are often in place and are rationalized with the notion that such controls 

can facilitate a student's learning (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). When controlling strategies are used 

in an educational environment, the feelings of enthusiasm and interest are instead replaced with 

feelings of anxiety, boredom, or alienation. Those controlling environments could decrease self-

determined behaviors and feelings of autonomy in the classroom.   

 In this study, as the level of student amotivation increased, students reported using their 

devices more often for distraction purposes. This finding is logical, and it has some interesting 

implications if the instructor influences the amotivation state.  This finding suggests that 

controlling strategies, such as ambiguous classroom device policies, could increase the use of 

mobile devices in the classroom more than less controlling environments.  This study suggests 

that in these environments, students who are multicommunicating are more likely to be engaged 

in distracting behaviors like making jokes and deliberately getting distracted from class.   

 Analyzing hypothesis four also suggests that of the three predictors amotivation, teacher 

perception, and classroom perception, is each a viable reason for a student to multicommunicate 

for distraction purposes in both models. The results say that more positive teacher perceptions 

negatively predicted increased use of multicommunicating for distraction purposes, while more 

positive class perceptions were associated with increased multicommunicating for distraction 

purposes.  If the student does not like the teacher there is a significant correlation that a student 

will multicommunicate for distraction. When student multicommunicate for class distraction 

purposes, it is more likely they dislike the teacher. Additionally, students that enjoy the class can 
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multicommunicate for distraction. Based on the regression analysis, the perception of the teacher 

and class affects multicommunicating for class distraction more than amotivation. This may be 

due to the teacher fostering amotivated thoughts and general dislike from the students based on 

the instructor’s teaching style or disrespectful (making fun, being sarcastic) communicative style 

(Wade, 1994). Classroom norms and the likeability of the class itself might be an explaination 

for the finding that positive class perception lead to multicommunicating for class distraction. 

Even if students enjoy a class, multicommunicating can be a behavior that has become a norm 

for the class. This is similar to Stephens and Davis’ (2009) findings on organizational meetings 

and group norms for multicommunicating.  When students like the class, or the content of the 

class, they might feel comfortable enough in the class to feel like they can engage in 

multicommunicating behaviors with no repercussions. 

  In general, students will engage in distractions despite a specific variable being more 

prevalent than the other. When members of an organization engage in a meeting, the participants 

will multicommunicate with other members for support, understanding or even for a distraction 

(Rennecker et al., 2010). Those members do not have to particularly like the meeting or dislike 

the meeting to practice multicommunicating. Students can either enjoy or not enjoy a class; they 

will still multicommunicate. According to the study, amotivation, perception of the instructor, 

and perception of the class a student can result in students being more liable to 

multicommunicate for distraction purposes.  

 Even though the variable of class distractions was measured as a more negative 

multicommunicating practice, it is important to realize that distractions can be helpful if they 

function as classroom breaks.  Jett and George (2003) suggest that the breaks employees have in 

organizations offer a period of rejuvenation and can foster creativity for problem solving, and the 
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same could be applied to the classroom. Like employees of an organization, students that 

multicommunicate for distraction can feel less controlled by their extensive classroom 

obligations (Dennis et al., 2010). Feeling less controlled can satisfy the need for autonomy. 

Instructors and Classroom Multicommunicating 

 Taken together, these findings shed light on how different types of learning motivation 

are associated with the diverse multicommunicating behaviors exhibited by students.  Some of 

these behaviors can lead to increased learning, but other multicommunicating behaviors can be 

detrimental to learning.  Research suggests that attempting to regulate technology use in the 

classroom is tricky. Sending texts beneath desks, and minimizing web browsers when instructors 

are near, show that many students ignore policies and purposefully hide their use of technology 

in the classroom (Tindell & Bohlander, 2012; Watkins, 2009). These behaviors make instructors 

suspicious, and they find it difficult to monitor what students are actually doing during class 

(Watkins, 2009).   

Yet, these findings should encourage instructors by suggesting that some students are not 

simply goofing off with their mobile devices, but are using technology to learn. Furthermore, 

instructors might have more control over classroom mobile device usage than they realize. 

Creating supportive relationships with students, ones where autonomy is encouraged, could 

increase intrinsic motivation, perceived competence, and self-esteem (Deci, Schwartz, Sheinman, 

& Ryan, 1981). Thus, if students do engage in multicommunicating behaviors, it is more likely 

that they will use their mobile devices for positive educational purposes, such as understanding 

or support.  

Like employees, students who are externally motivated to use mobile devices tend to be 

those who want to satisfy the norms of their settings and obtain the approval of their peers (Park 
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et al., 2011). The results of the current study suggest that external motivations do not lead 

students to multicommunicate for classroom support and that may be due to those students not 

knowing if offering support was a class norm or something that their peers or instructors desire. 

To encourage productive multicommunicating, establishing class norms or conveying what 

others expect from the students might satisfy the needs of extrinsically motivated students.  

 Communication about expectations of mobile device use seems to be a valuable, yet often 

overlooked classroom practice.  Tindell and Bohlander (2012) surveyed college students about 

their mobile phone usage and found that students do not think their instructors are aware of their 

texting behavior, and that it is easy to use mobile device in class without being caught. However, 

students do not want to be confronted by an instructor; thus, if the instructor has a firm policy for 

mobile device use, students text less frequently in class (Tindell & Bohlander, 2012). These 

empirical findings support claims of how extrinsic motivations (external regulation) function.  

Extrinsically motivated students want to avoid confrontation from outside forces; therefore, 

setting strict policies can help those students, but instructors must weigh that decision with the 

knowledge that policies can also reduce a student’s sense of autonomy and self-determined 

behaviors. 

 The current study has shown students who multicommunicate can be actively involved in 

the class, and that the instructor influences multicommunicating for distraction purposes. The 

theoretical premises of SDT suggest that for people to have self-motivation, competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy must be fulfilled. Instructors can encourage or establish these three 

needs so that those who multicommunicate can have higher motivations to be active in class. The 

instructor influences the amount of participation students offer, and students believe that this 

influence depends on the way the professors communicates (Fritschner, 2000; Rocca, 2010). The 
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primary reason students do not participate and engage with the class could be an instructor’s 

communication style (Wade, 1994). For example, students are less likely to be active in class if 

professors do not pay attention to the students, make fun of them, put them down, or are overly 

critical of them. These forms of communication are counter-productive to the human needs of 

motivation as SDT suggests. Instructors should be aware that their communicative style 

influences class behavior in terms of how technology is used. 

 Either the classroom or the instructor providing support can satisfy the human needs SDT 

describes. A supportive classroom climate increases student confidence and comfort in 

participation, which comes from students and instructors respecting one another and being 

supportive (Wade, 1994).  As the study suggests, multicommunicating can be used for classroom 

support. Multicommunicating can also aid in creating a supportive climate if an instructor allows 

for it to occur in the classroom. According to Hyde and Ruth (2002), instructors can facilitate a 

supportive environment by providing positive feedback and handling controversial topics with 

open arms.  

 I suggest applying this framework to issues surrounding communication technology use. 

With communication technology being used in class more and more, an instructor that guides its 

use for the betterment of the classroom experience, will create a more naturally supportive and 

engaged climate. Communication technology can be another tool to better a classroom 

experience, not only for the instructor but for students as well. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 While this study accomplishes its objectives well, there are some limitations to consider.  

I examined the practices of multicommunicating, not generalized multitasking. The findings 

cannot explain whether the specific practices enhance or detract from learning, because the goal 
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was to understand how learning motivations influenced multicommunicating practices. Another 

limitation is that the sample included more female than male participants, which is something 

worth considering in future studies.  However, I examined the correlations between sex and the 

variables in the study and found very few relationships. The sample also includes very few small 

classes (less than 20 students); therefore, when interpreting these findings I realized that small 

classroom environments can create different technology-use norms (Hassoun, 2014).  Another 

limitation is that this study is college-specific. The results may not be generalizable in K-12 

educational systems, since the level of access to communication technology differs. The final 

notable limitation is that students self-reported their responses about using technology in the 

classroom. Self-reporting typically mutes or reduce responses that reflect poorly on the 

respondents but nonetheless accurately reflect how they really behave.  It allows students to 

potentially rationalize a behavior their instructors typically see as problematic and also because 

their self-reports may well deviate in self-serving ways from actual behavior. 

 There are several important directions for future research that can advance understanding 

about the contemporary, technology-filled classroom. While this study focused on the learning 

motivation of students, another important consideration is instructor style.  Even though some 

instructors are establishing classroom technology use policies, students can be unsure about the 

acceptability of using mobile devices in class.  Future research can study how perceptions of the 

class environment, perceptions of the instructor, and the teaching style of instructors affect the 

motivation of students in class. From this type of research I can better understand students’ 

desires to multicommunicate or multitask in general, and the influence that instructors have on 

those classroom behaviors. According to self-determination theory, people internalize and accept 

the values and practices of others who express a desire for connectedness, especially in settings 
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where they have a sense of belonging (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Instructors would benefit to 

understand how to create that sense of belonging. Students using communication technology is 

just one of many new factors filtering the learning environment, and understanding how to 

incorporate those new factors to achieve a positive classroom atmosphere is important to learn. 

 Additional research can look more in depth at the idea that when a student is 

multicommunicating, they may not just be talking to one other person, but multiple individuals 

whose social roles lay outside of an academic context. The results of the study showed that 

students do not need academic motivation to want to be constantly available. This may be due to 

the idea that there can be multiple conversations going on through multicommunicating that are 

not school related. The number of conversations someone is having that have not concluded 

influences the level of intensity of multicommunicating (Reinsch et al., 2008).  For example, the 

more diverse social roles become, interacting as the role of student, friend, son, daughter, only 

increases the intensity of multicommunicating, because of the constant role shifts between 

conversations. This implies that when a student is multicommunicating and waiting to be 

available, they are not just doing that as a student to receive academic related information. They 

may be wanting to be available to receive information from their other roles and positions in life, 

such as being available to receive a message from his or her parent, friend or employer. Students 

are using class time to balance academic and social priorities (Watulak, 2010).   

 Finally, future research should examine how multicommunicating can be helpful in the 

learning process. Understanding if multicommunicating helps academic achievement and grades 

is important to know, especially for creating classroom rules. Examining multicommunicating 

and mobile device use in the classroom opens doors for other studies that focus on using various 

types of technology in the classroom. It can be speculated that multicommunicating can help 
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with the learning process, but based on the current study, it cannot be proved, because it was not 

tested. Research that expands on this area can quantify learning outcomes with 

multicommunicating practices. 

 

Conclusion 

 This study can suggest that communication technology is having an impact in the 

learning environment of college students.  Within these environments, the practice of 

multicommunicating is just one avenue of technology use students have to participate during 

class. While multicommunicating, students can still be engaged in the classroom, but they can 

demonstrate those behaviors in different ways and for different purposes. Some are visibly 

witnessed and understood, others are more discreet.  

 The study found that what students are doing with communication technology (such as 

mobile devices) and the motivations for using it, are different from student to student depending 

on the predictors I outlined in the research. The overall findings suggest that certain academic 

motivations of students affect whether or not they will multicommunicate in class, as well as 

how they utilize multicommunicating. The study utilized self-determination theory to 

hypothesize predictions linking intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation, to 

classroom technology use. Included with these variables were how the perception of the teacher 

and classroom can affect the use of communication technology in the classroom. 

 This study’s results and the ideas presented can offer instructional communication 

scholars a better way to examine what students are doing when they use technology in class. This 

can promote the idea that multicommunicating practices could have positive effects for the 

learning process. Understanding the effects of multicommunicating scholars can offer strategies 
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on how to integrate technology in the classroom, as well as knowing how to establish and issue 

any policies regarding technology. For example, the study can provide insights and suggestion 

on how to guide the formation of classroom structure and the overall behaviors of the instructor. 

 Finally, this study can offer better insights into the mindset of students and where their 

motivation for communicative behaviors in the classroom originate (such as their academic 

motivation).  As technology becomes more prevalent in the classroom, students must become 

aware of their behaviors, and how they are perceived by not only instructors, but by other 

students. Multicommunicating as a concept is a phenomenon that students may not be aware 

even exists. When students can recognize that multicommunicating is being practiced and its 

implications, it can then be utilized for the betterment of their learning.
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