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Mobile media practices of young people in 
«safely digital», «enthusiastically digital», and 
«postdigital» schools

Annekatrin Bock and Felicitas Macgilchrist

Abstract
How do schools today engage with mobile media? Drawing on ethnographically oriented 
research at German Schools Abroad, this paper teases out three sets of practices regarding 
young people’s mobile media use: «safe», «enthusiastic», and «postdigital». Presenting 
vignettes from three schools to illustrate each set of practices, the paper demonstrates 
how students are differently controlled, guided, and given space to shape their worlds 
through the practices. The paper highlights that these practices exist simultaneously. 
They enact different (not better or worse) institutional priorities and different (not better 
or worse) understandings of young people’s mobile use. The paper also highlights the 
tensions when schools aim to control young people’s mobile use, arguing that each set 
of practices undermines itself. It ends by reflecting on the implications for future research 
and practice if we see increased mobile media use in schools not, as often assumed, 
as a mark of «progress», «improvement» or «modernity», but instead as emerging from 
different understandings of school and young people.

Die Medienpraktiken von Jugendlichen in «geschützt-digitalen», «enthusiastisch-
digitalen» und «post-digitalen» Schulen

Zusammenfassung
Wie gehen Schulen gegenwärtig mit mobilen Medien um? Ausgehend von ethnografisch 
orientierter Feldforschung an Deutschen Auslandsschulen, arbeitet der Beitrag drei Muster 
schulischer Praktiken im Umgang mit der Smartphone-Nutzung von Jugendlichen heraus: 
«geschützt-digitale», «enthusiastisch-digitale» und «post-digitale» Praktiken. Anhand von 
Feldforschungsvignetten aus drei Schulen beschreibt der Beitrag die jeweiligen Muster 
anschaulich, um nachvollziehbar zu zeigen, wie unterschiedlich Schülerinnen und Schüler 
durch die Praktiken kontrolliert, geregelt oder befähigt werden, ihre Welt im Bildungskon-
text zu gestalten. Der Beitrag zeigt, dass die beschriebenen Praktiken gleichzeitig existie-
ren. Sie setzen unterschiedliche (nicht bessere oder schlechtere) institutionelle Prioritäten 
und unterschiedliche (nicht bessere oder schlechtere) Verständnisse der Mediennutzung 
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von Jugendlichen um. Der Beitrag macht die Spannungen sichtbar, die entstehen, wenn 
Schulen die Nutzung mobiler Medien von Kindern und Jugendlichen kontrollieren wollen 
und argumentiert, dass jedes Muster schulischer Praktiken sich selbst untergräbt. Der Bei-
trag endet mit einer Reflexion der Implikationen der Studienergebnisse für zukünftige For-
schung und schulische Praktiken: Die zunehmende Nutzung mobiler Medien in der Schule 
ist nicht zwingend als Ausdruck von «Fortschritt», «Verbesserung» oder «Modernisierung» 
zu sehen, sondern wird vielmehr durch die unterschiedlichen Verständnisse von Schule 
und jungen Menschen hervorgebracht.

Introduction
Children and adolescents today arguably live in a «mediatized» world, spending 
their time «in» rather «with» media (Bird 2013; Couldry and Hepp 2017; Deuze, Blank, 
and Speers 2012). Their engagement with digital technology is, however, far more 
«varied and often unspectacular» «than the urban myth of digital natives» suggests 
(Kirschner and van Merriënboer 2013, 171; see also Boyd 2014; Selwyn 2009; Twenge 
2018). In this media world, schools – as places where young people spend much of 
their waking lives – must also decide how to engage with mobile media, and how to 
encounter these varied and unspectacular media practices. This paper presents find-
ings from ethnographically oriented fieldwork which explored how mobile media are 
being used in schools today. More specifically, drawing on an understanding of «dis-
course» as sociomaterial practice, the paper asks which discourses on mobile media 
are being enacted in schools, i.e. which configuration of sociotechnical imaginaries, 
infrastructural resources, institutional priorities, power relations, and understand-
ings of the subject and sociality are being (re-)produced. 

The paper observes three sets of practices in schools today: «safe», «enthusias-
tic», and «postdigital». It highlights marked differences among these three sets of 
practices: Students are differently policed, guided and given space to shape their 
worlds; they are introduced to entirely different perspectives on the powerful role of 
mobile media in today’s world. After outlining relevant research, the paper sketches 
its methods and theoretical framing, before presenting the three sets of practices 
through vignettes from the field. It concludes with two reflections: First, on how each 
set of practices «backfires» to a certain extent, creating the conditions for its own sub-
version. Second, on the implications of these practices for popular models of tech-
nology integration in schools which posit a «development» from less to more use, 
or from «substitution» and «augmentation» to «modification» and «redefinition». In 
line with other ethnographic and critical approaches to education and technology, 
we argue that more – or more relaxed – use of mobile media in schools is not inher-
ently a sign of progress or improvement. Instead, the findings illustrate how strongly 
school practices are connected to particular discourses about mobile media, with all 
the «messy» power relations such discourses entail.
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Children and Adolescents using mobile media in and out of school
The increasing digital media uptake by children and adolescents (Ito et al. 2013; 
O’Mara and Harris 2016; Ólafsson et al. 2014) has been accompanied by a large body 
of research that examines the rise of children’s and adolescents’ mobile phone use 
around the world (Feierabend, Plankenhorn, and Rathgeb 2017; Australia: Johnson 
and Oliver 2014; or Griffiths and William 2018; Tanzania: Joyce-Gibbons et al. 2018; 
Turkey: Nuray Zan 2015; or internationally: OECD 2015). More specifically, studies 
have turned their attention to the role of mobile phones in education (Keengwe, 
Schnellert, and Jonas 2014). While previous research on children’s and adolescents’ 
mobile phone use in education has tended to focus on the quantity of media use or 
the different uses of media in and out of school, this paper draws attention to the 
entanglement of practices and institutional setting. 

Four contemporary strands of research are of particular interest for this paper: 
(1) developmental models of how to effectively integrate mobile media into educa-
tion, (2) effects of mobile phone use in educational settings, (3) advantages/disad-
vantages of media use in the classroom, and (4) media practices.
1. Much popular writing on educational technology adopts a developmental ap-

proach to mobile media. Schools and educators that are hesitant to adopt tech-
nologies such as mobile media are criticized and encouraged to be more like those 
schools and educators that are (note the positively connotated words) «embrac-
ing» change, «freeing» themselves from the «constraints» of paper-based learn-
ing and achieving «digital normalization» (Lee and Broadie 2016). Well-known 
models such as SAMR (Puentedura 2012) describe possible uses of mobile media, 
including substitution, augmentation, modification, and redefinition, where the 
latter (modification and redefinition) are more positively valued than the former 
(substitution and augmentation). This literature reverberates on social media and 
in professional development workshops. It also echoes in research on teaching 
practices (e.g., McKnight et al. 2016). In the enthusiastic uptake of digital technol-
ogy, there is little to no critical reflection on institutional contexts, the differing 
needs of teachers, students, learning, teaching, schools, or the legacies of inequi-
table educational policy.

2. A long tradition of quantitative research and large scale studies has investigated 
children’s and adolescents’ everyday, out-of-school media use (Bos et al. 2014; 
Feierabend, Plankenhorn, and Rathgeb 2017; Feierabend, Rathgeb, and Reutter 
2018). This research is generally interested in the effects of mobile phone use in 
educational settings (Nuray Zan 2015; Griffiths and William 2018) with (quasi)ex-
perimental approaches identifying the potential for technology to improve learn-
ing outcomes (see for instance Sung, Chang, and Liu 2016; Wu et al. 2012). What 
these stimulus-response oriented studies cannot address is the complexity and 
messiness of everyday media practices.
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3. Turning more explicitly to the use of media are studies investigating the advan-
tages and disadvantages of mobile phone use in the classroom. These have fore-
grounded two arguments. First, students are not as enthusiastic about mobile 
media use in school as is often assumed. In interviews, students express a desire 
for rules that regulate smartphone use in school, limit the time spent with devices 
in class, and disconnect personal and school use of apps (Friedrichs-Liesenkötter 
and Karsch 2018; Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016). Second, particular schools, 
while not explicitly encouraging the educational use of mobile media in class, 
tend to restrict mobile media use and/or set specific rules about where and when 
«phones can be used». Many educators forbid mobile phones (Katz, Felix, and 
Gubernick 2014) or feel strongly that mobile phones should not be used in edu-
cational contexts, assuming it to be an «inappropriate tool for the classroom» or 
considering it to be «distracting and harmful» (Thomas and Muñoz 2016). These 
studies, however, have strongly focused on teachers’ and students’ perceptions 
of, and reflections on, likely usages in school (Thomas and Muñoz 2016; Joyce-
Gibbons et al. 2018; Ott et al. 2018; Friedrichs-Liesenkötter and Karsch 2018), they 
have not yet aimed to observe actual ongoing media use and practices in school.

4. Most closely related to the approach of this paper are ethnographically informed 
studies interested in mobile phone practices in learning contexts (Pimmer 2016; 
O’Mara and Harris 2016). These studies tend not to investigate positive or nega-
tive «learning outcomes», but instead stress the complexity and uncertainty of 
sociotechnical practices in schools (Sims 2018; Breiter, Welling, and Schulz 2012; 
Wiesemann and Fürtig 2018). They investigate the complex disruptive/reproduc-
tive practices, identity work, and governance functions in which mobile media are 
entangled (Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016; Selwyn et al. 2018). Studies have 
explored, for instance, transformations of traditional roles and power relations 
in formal education (Garcia 2012) or how mobile technologies serve as a cultural 
resource that young people use for meaning-making or for challenging classroom 
practices (Ranieri and Bruni 2013; Bock and Probst 2018). These studies have pri-
marily examined schools which enact what we below call «enthusiastically digi-
tal» practices. Their findings could thus be interpreted, often against the authors’ 
aims, as supporting the perspective in the first set of studies, cited above, that 
«more» digital is «better» or at least «inevitable» as schools reform and transform 
their practices. What is, however, happening in schools which take up digital tech-
nology in other ways? Which competing discourses on digital technology are be-
ing enacted in schools which are less enthusiastic?

Contributing to this emerging field of ethnographically informed studies, this paper 
takes an in-depth look at media practices in selected schools in order to explore how 
divergent discourse on mobile media is being enacted in schools. We pick up various 
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strands of previous research by orienting our analysis not only to schools’ infrastruc-
ture and overall approach to technology integration, but also to the way key educa-
tional actors imagine young people to «be», their imagined needs, desires and forms 
of sociality. Moreover, crucially, we orient to schools’ institutional priorities.

Theoretical and methodological underpinnings
We look at school as a public space where young people spend much of their wak-
ing lives. We focus on «media practices» – not learning – with an understanding of 
practices in line with practice theories as those routinized types of material, bodily, 
mental, affective, technological, tactical, social, unbounded, mundane and often in-
advertent behavior in which media are entangled in today’s sociotechnical everyday 
(Schatzki 2008). We understand «discourse» not simply as speech and writing, but as 
systems of signification that include institutions, infrastructure, and other forms of 
materiality (Wrana and Langer 2007; Laclau and Mouffe 1985). With an approach to 
«discourse ethnography» or «ethnographic discourse analysis» (Macgilchrist and Van 
Hout 2011; Krzyżanowski 2011), we are thus interested in observing how discourse 
is enacted through sociomaterial practices, i.e., the norms, common-sense under-
standings, power relations and ideas of the subject and sociality that emerge when 
sociotechnical imaginaries are enacted in the school (drawing on, e.g., Jasanoff and 
Kim 2015; Haraway 1991). Focusing analytical attention on the enacting of discourse 
through practices enables us to tease out surprising, unexpected or inexplicable 
«rich points», ruptures and ambivalences in the data (Macgilchrist, Ott, and Langer 
2014; Agar 2006).

This paper draws on data generated in two research projects (2016 – 2018), which 
observed young people’s media practices in nine German Schools Abroad (DAS): 
in Africa, Asia, Europe, North America, and South America. DAS are international 
schools that orient to German curricula and are part of a network of schools that 
shares equivalent educational, structures, routines, institutional frames, rules, and 
agents.1 An interdisciplinary team of eight researchers collected field data from Sep-
tember to December 2016 and June to December 2017. The fieldwork was comprised 
of three-week research stays, with one researcher at each school. Each researcher 
conducted classroom observations, interviewed school leaders, teachers, librarians, 
and edtech coaches (individuals employed to keep up to date on new educational 
technology [edtech] developments, and to provide in-service teacher training) and 
led group discussions with students.

1 For more information on the German Schools Abroad system, and the two research projects, see (Szakács-
Behling et al. 2020) and the project blogs: http://digitale-medien-und-deutsche-auslandsschulen.gei.de, 
http://globaldas.gei.de. These schools are well-resourced schools, partially private and partially state-
funded. We draw on these schools in this paper not to make specific argument about German Schools 
Abroad but to highlight patterns which resonate more broadly with different forms of formal schooling. 
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We collected, analyzed, and interpreted our data as a team through a focused 
ethnographic approach. Understanding data collection as an «iterative, recursive 
and abductive» practice, this orients to the processual character of data interpreta-
tion (see also Agar 2006). During fieldwork the team met via digital technologies, 
constantly reflecting and problematizing the researchers’ roles, their positionality 
and their co-producing role in interpreting the data (Bartlett and Vavrus 2017; Bikker 
et al. 2017; Burawoy 2003).

«Thus, comparison was enabled from an early stage of research and continued 
throughout via critical exploration of moments of surprise – known as ‘rich 
points’ (Agar 2006) discussed within the team, allowing for productive possi-
bilities of irritation and disruption.» (Szakács-Behling et al. 2020).

To explore the discourses on mobile media that are being enacted in schools, this 
paper selects «vignettes» from three focal schools (Mohn and Amann 2006). Although 
no school could ever coherently enact only one discourse, each school we observed 
had a tendency towards one discourse. In line with ethnographic and discourse-an-
alytical epistemologies, our goal here is not to describe a typology or identify pro-
totypes, but to present compelling in-depth accounts of situated practices. The vi-
gnettes do not aim to support a model or a claim to universal truth. Instead, they aim 
to be recognizable and to resonate with other schools in other locations.

Vignettes from the case study schools

(1) «Safely digital» practices
Three observations from what we will call the Purple School (pseudonym) illustrate 
the first set of practices identified in this research. In the first, the school’s head-
teacher explains the school policy of banning mobile phone use during the day; in 
the second, we collate a series of classroom practices; in the third, students tell us 
about their subversion of the policy. 

In an interview, the headteacher describes the new policy:
«We had a policy up to last year where they were allowed to use their phones 
during break time. […] But last year, […] I noticed they weren’t talking to each 
other. They were all on a device; they were all playing games, that was one 
aspect of it. The other aspect was that sometimes issues that were arising out-
side of school through social media were coming into the school environment. 
And they were proliferating around the school community through the mo-
bile phone. Not that the kids were sending things, but that they were showing 
things on them. And so we decided, no, this has got to be a safe environment 
for kids and at least there is a zone whereby nothing/ or there is a time of the 



142

Annekatrin Bock and Felicitas Macgilchrist www.medienpaed.com > 23.10.2019

day from 8:15 in the morning until 4:15 in the evening, when they finish, noth-
ing is sent. Nothing comes in. Or they’re not aware of it, you know? And that 
it’s a zone, a mobile-free zone or a device-free zone for that time.»

The headteacher reflects on how bullying has changed with the widespread use of 
mobile phones:

«And fear is the impact that they have outside of school because you can’t 
control it. And they can be devastated, you know? For children who are par-
ticularly vulnerable, you know, to that kind of behavior, they have no respite. 
There is no time which is not happening to them. When I was growing up, you 
know, bullying was somebody calling you names, but when you went home 
that was it, you know? You were safe. Now, there is no respite; there is no time 
at which you cannot be affected by it. And that to me is very concerning, you 
know? And it is there, and we have limited control over it outside of the school. 
But we can control it here. And that’s what we say, once it begins to encroach 
on the school environment, then we will act. And it was/ I expected greater 
resistance when we introduced that policy.»

In fact, parents were very supportive of the new policy banning mobile phones, and 
the student council only voiced limited displeasure. The head continues:

«But, you know, it is one way of us protecting them in here from all of the, I 
suppose, the unpleasant stuff that happens on social media, you know, that 
they have or may have to deal with, you know?»

These extracts illustrate the keywords that produce a discourse of safety, protection, 
and control. Students here need a «safe environment», where they can – for a time – 
have «respite» from social media. They need to be «protected» from «the unpleasant 
stuff that happens on social media». A «mobile-free zone» or «device-free zone» is the 
school’s response to these perceived needs.

During the fieldwork, this discourse was enacted in classroom practice. We ob-
served, for instance, official posters warning about cyberbullying, and of a project 
week dedicated to cyberbullying, which included informational events on bullying, 
and project work designing posters. There were professional development courses 
for teachers on ensuring well-being for teachers and students, and on dealing with 
online violence. Moreover, we observed a discussion in the Philosophy class on ethi-
cal online behavior and ethical interactions in WhatsApp peer groups. The school-
wide policy is enacted in pedagogical choices which prioritize school control, safe 
zones, and a protective approach to students’ (and teachers’) perceived needs.

Students, however, unsurprisingly, exhibited behavior which contravened the 
formalized school policy. They did not simply put their phones away at 8:15 am and 
retrieve them at 4:15 pm. Instead, they developed hidden ways of using their mobile 
phones to break the rules. In an informal chat on the way to the interview room, 
when the interviewer took out her phone to check the time, the students told her 
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how they smuggle their phones into the school toilets to check WhatsApp and the 
push notifications from their social media accounts to remain up-to-date on what is 
happening outside the «safe environment» the school aims to create. As generations 
of students before them, they use the classic space within the school building (the 
toilets) to maneuver themselves beyond the school’s control; but they update these 
practices of escaping control to our current media age. 

These three sets of observations from the Purple School highlight this particu-
lar school’s approach to developing and enforcing a school-wide ban on mobile de-
vices during school hours. We believe they will resonate with a broad range of other 
schools in Germany (and possibly beyond Germany).2 The school practices enact sev-
eral dimensions of the discourse of safety, protection, and control: 

First, the school’s infrastructure and approach to technology integration: These 
schools are likely to have interactive whiteboards and projectors that enable the 
teachers to continue traditional teaching practices in a digitally assisted teaching 
scenario. They are less likely to introduce 1:1 models, since requiring each student to 
have a tablet or notebook would thwart attempts to create a safe, device-free zone.

Second, the view of young people: In this scenario, students are seen as vulner-
able, at-risk, and in need of protection by adults (see Craft 2011). Since students are 
thus considered less capable of making decisions about their own mobile media use, 
teachers, administrators, and school leaders decide what is «good» or «bad» media 
use (see Sims 2014). Quality peer communication is seen as face-to-face interaction. 
Losing that face-to-face communication is seen as detrimental to students.

Third, institutional priorities: These schools enact an understanding of formal ed-
ucation as protective of young people. It should create a cocoon, a safe environment 
where students can find respite from pressures outside the school walls. Even if not 
all students are vulnerable to cyberbullying, the school sees its role as caring for the 
most vulnerable. It does this by controlling and regulating media use. Schools, in this 
understanding, are responsible for setting and enforcing coherent school-wide poli-
cies regulating media practices. Networked connections to spaces beyond the school 
boundaries are seen as risky. Mobile devices signal uncontrolled, unfiltered, poten-
tially inappropriate practices. Although not observed at the schools in our fieldwork, 
there is space here for a related discussion of the role of schools in protecting young 
people from their exploitation by technology corporations primarily interested in 
harvesting data (see Watters 2017; Williamson 2018). This «data care» is institution-
alized across schools in Germany, with broad awareness of the implications of using 
Google products for student privacy.

2 Further research that we are currently conducting on media practices in schools supports our assumption 
that this school is not an isolated instance, but an illustration of how one discourse on mobile devices is 
enacted in schools. Each school, of course, enacts the discourse in its idiosyncratic way, blending it with 
other discourses. 
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Fourth, ruptures: The observations demonstrate, however, how the policy «back-
fires» in practice. Not all students see themselves as vulnerable and in need of pro-
tection. They enact themselves as agentic and capable of controlling their own mo-
bile and communicative practices. By finding zones in which they can use prohibited 
devices privately, they subvert attempts to regulate their online communication.

(2) «Enthusiastically digital» practices
In the second school we present here, the Yellow School, we experienced an atmos-
phere of enthusiastic support for, and celebration of, the possibilities of using mobile 
media during the fieldwork. This school has been thinking about introducing novel 
technology for about the same length of time as the Purple School but has made 
significantly different decisions about what and how to integrate mobile media into 
school life. As above, three sets of observations ground our account of «enthusiasti-
cally digital» practices. In the first, we summarize teachers’ accounts of the advan-
tages of working with new technologies. In the second, we describe three parallel 
classroom situations. In the third, we report, as above, on students’ subversive use 
of digital technology to achieve their goals. 

In interviews, teachers mentioned a host of advantages of working with the new 
technologies. They particularly enjoyed the new possibilities of sharing work with 
their colleagues. The school had developed a very open mode of collecting and 
making available lesson plans across the subjects. They listed the benefits for novel 
group communication practices, creative and collaborative ways of working together 
and using mobile phone apps, e.g., a calculator or language apps, as learning tools 
in the classroom. One teacher stressed the opportunities for digital participation by 
using mobile media: 

«I see a great opportunity in this. In the availability of the same information, at 
any time; that everyone can inform themselves on anything and accordingly 
make an informed decision themselves.» 

In these examples, teachers’ enthusiasm for mobile media arises from two primary 
functions of the media: as «tools» for digital education and as «sources» for gaining 
information.

These priorities enact an enthusiastically instrumental discourse (not in a nega-
tive sense, but in the sense of technology being instrumental to achieving educa-
tional success). Mobile media here are novel «instruments» to help solve a host of 
pedagogical challenges. Many of the goals reflect the classic aims of progressive edu-
cational reform movements, i.e., empowering students, encouraging their independ-
ence, facilitating collaboration, critical thinking, creativity, and a love of learning. 
Mobile media are seen as technological tools to support these pedagogical goals.
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Individual teachers had leeway in the Yellow School to decide when and how 
they wanted to use which (old or new) technology. Most of the classrooms had an 
interactive whiteboard; each student had a tablet (iPad). We observed, for instance, 
students working in three German classes. In one, the teacher worked with the black-
board, starting her lesson with a paper-pencil Hangman game. The game was the an-
alogue «opening» for the lessons’ exercise that introduced the students to QR-Codes. 
In the second class, the teacher started the lesson with a quiz and used a shared 
Google Classroom document to collect the students’ answers. In the third class, the 
teacher explained to the students that they were going to make a news clip with their 
iPads. Previously, she had asked classes to write a newspaper text. This year, with the 
iPads, they emulated the TV news instead. 

There was no school-wide policy mandating that teachers should use techno-
logical tools. Teachers could decide the pedagogical benefit on a case-by-case basis. 
What becomes clear, however, is that across the fieldwork, it was consistently the 
teachers who decided which media to use for which specific task. Students were, in 
a sense, consumers of their teachers’ decisions.

Students did, however, also subvert the enthusiastically instrumental orienta-
tion to mobile media. They subverted the generally teacher-led approach to media 
use in classrooms, for instance, by suggesting to teachers how their iPads could be 
integrated more seamlessly into tasks. In one case, students took out their phones 
in the history lesson to take photos of what the teacher wrote on the blackboard, 
though he explicitly asked the students to write down the final remarks of the lesson 
by hand. This teacher admitted to us in an interview that he also knows that the stu-
dents secretly forward the photos, and that he is still undecided whether to support 
these practices or to forbid them. In another case, the students explicitly requested 
their teacher to upload the assignments and classroom notes to the school cloud. 
The teacher was initially skeptical about the purchase of doing this but was then 
pleasantly surprised at how well it worked and how enthusiastically the students 
used the notes to prepare classroom lessons and tests. A moment that young people 
may not have parsed as «subversive» but which we noted with interest arose during 
a group discussion: When asked if anything had changed in the roles of students and 
teachers since getting individual iPads, students responded: 

Student 1: «Yeah. That’s more like, the teacher is more like the helper. And 
not the one who says it is done this way and that way and the only source of 
information, because if the teacher says something and nothing else, then you 
have to believe him. Whether it’s right or not because you don’t know. But 
then, when you have iPads, and so on, the teacher is not just your source of in-
formation, he helps you and gives you information on the side and he explains 
that.» (Girl, 13 years old)
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Student2: «Or you can explain things to him if you know more information 
about it.» (Girl, 13 years old)

Students reflect on how the teacher shifts from being the singular source of informa-
tion in the classroom to being an «assistant» (a «helper»), facilitating their knowl-
edge acquisition. Moreover, the students begin to explain things to the teacher, i.e., 
it is clear that they sometimes know more than the teacher does. These shifting roles 
arguably unsettle the traditional knowledge hierarchies of formal schooling.

As above, these observations highlight one particular school’s approach to mo-
bile media, which potentially resonate with other schools today. The practices enact 
several dimensions of the enthusiastically instrumental discourse:

First, the school’s infrastructure and approach to technology integration: These 
schools aim to secure funding in order to ensure that the basic infrastructure (hard-
ware, software, connectivity) is available to all teachers who plan to use it. If pos-
sible, these schools employ dedicated IT admins or use decentralized IT support 
systems. While school leaders often express a desire for all teachers to use mobile 
media as much as possible, they acknowledge individual differences and the need 
to respect teachers’ autonomy and professionalism. A teacher’s motivation, inspira-
tion, and experiences determine the extent to which he or she will use mobile media. 
Overall, rather than foregrounding anxiety, here, technology is embraced as «exciting 
and enabling» (Craft 2011, xvii), as a way of improving schooling.

Second, the view of young people: This approach acknowledges that young peo-
ple live «in» media. It aims to connect with young people’s everyday lived experi-
ence in order to make the most of their interests and informal capacities in learning 
contexts. Young people are seen as differentially capable of engaging critically, crea-
tively, collaboratively, and independently with mobile media and networked connec-
tions beyond the school. Teachers, however, still make decisions for young people 
in schools. The goal is to foster their capacity to use technology as a tool to achieve 
legitimized ends (e.g., learning, critical thinking, collaboration, media production; 
not playing).

Third, institutional priorities: The priorities of these schools map well to the pri-
orities of educational policy-makers today, and to the vibrant online communities 
advocating innovative forms of digital education, including such disparate sites as, 
e.g., EdSurge, global edtech conferences, or Twitter (e.g., #twitterlehrerzimmer, #ed-
techchat). The institution aims to prioritize the pedagogical (‘Primat des Pädagogis-
chen’, e.g., KMK 2016, 9) rather than blindly purchase and use digital technology sim-
ply because of a «coolness factor» or its status as new technology. Mobile media are, 
in this sense, folded into pedagogical principles, i.e., teacherly decisions. Teachers 
and other adults are seen as curators of the media which young people should use 
during the school day. Since the institution of formal schooling prioritizes learning 
and educational success, mobile media are primarily used as instruments to achieve 
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these goals. Although student-led activities are desirable within this enthusiastically 
instrumental discourse, these tend to be embedded within the institutional require-
ments of formal education, similar to policy discourses on education in a digital 
world (KMK 2016, Macgilchrist 2017).

Fourth, ruptures: Students generally welcome innovative, productive, motivat-
ing use of mobile media, such as collaborative writing and making news clips. Some 
acknowledge matter-of-factly their subversion of traditional power hierarchies when 
they explain their superior knowledge of a topic to their teacher. Although the role of 
teacher-as-facilitator is lauded as a transformative goal of progressive education, it 
arguably remains quite unusual (and perhaps disorienting) for many teachers today. 

(3) «Postdigital» practices
The third set of observations stem from the Blue School, a school which has been 
using laptops and other mobile devices for almost 20 years. The school is very well-
resourced. During the fieldwork, Grades 5 and 6 were working with Surfaces. The 
school employs several «edtech coaches» who are responsible for keeping up to date 
on new hardware and software. They inform and support teachers, project work, and 
students. The observations in this section focus first on young people and adults 
discussing the ambivalences of mobile media in school; second, on activities we 
observed during the school day; and third, on a teacher-librarian reflecting on how 
technology can (or cannot) help transform formal education. 

In extensive group discussions, young people talked about how they engage with 
mobile media during their school day. Their comments were balanced and nuanced. 
They reflected on how some of them prefer to learn with the laptop or on paper, with 
one student noting that he finds studying with the laptop strange because it is so 
easy to get distracted. Another student comments that she used to print out docu-
ments from Moodle to study with them, but since they use OneNote more often, and 
it is very difficult to print, it is easier to work with those materials on the laptop. How 
one prefers to study, she reflects, is a matter of taste.

Reflecting on the changes to student and teacher roles when students now may 
know more about a specific issue than teachers if they have accessed information 
online (see Yellow School above), these students continue the discussion by reflect-
ing on the need to nevertheless align their answers to what the teacher thinks is 
the right answer, because «the teacher grades you». The students discuss several 
teachers who insist they are right, despite students’ questioning. In these cases, the 
students take the teacher’s position despite their conviction that the information 
they found online was more accurate than the teacher’s position. They also mention 
one teacher, in Sports Science, who was prompted by the students to do some more 
research on the topic himself and changed his mind, agreeing that the students had 
found valuable new information. 
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The school librarian reflected on the role of education in the post-industrial fu-
ture. Since so many middle-class jobs are going to be replaced by technology, she 
says, we need to rethink what school is about:

«We need to stop making students feel stupid and start making them feel clev-
er. The reverse («das Umgekehrte») of what school has been. [...] Of course, 
they are digital natives, but they still need a lot of interpersonal skills. They 
need to know how to use their time sensibly («sinnvoll») and they need to 
be able to interact humanely («intermenschlich agieren»). [...] And that is, of 
course, a contradiction, because we do that with technology. We defamiliar-
ize, yes, and somehow find a balance».

In each of these observations, technology is tied up in ambivalences, contradictions, 
and forms of sociality. Our interview questions asked about «digital» technology and 
«digital» practices, but the answers invariably folded «the digital» into multi-faceted 
sociotechnical configurations, far more so than the other schools. Unlike the Pur-
ple and Yellow Schools, for the Blue School, the digital is not at the forefront of at-
tention. Instead, these students and librarian are producing what could be called a 
«postdigital» discourse on mobile media. The «post» highlights the backgrounding 
of digital technology in these schools (Jandrić et al. 2019; Macgilchrist 2019; Taffel 
2016). Here all sorts of media (mobile devices, apps, clouds, paper, pencils, 3D print-
ers) live alongside one another. «Postdigital schools» do not draw mobile media into 
the rhetoric of progress, novelty, and innovation.

This postdigital configuration was also enacted in school activities we observed 
throughout the fieldwork. Young people hand out flyers with the QR code for a pod-
cast they had made for Pink T-Shirt day (on cyberbullying, a topic they had chosen). 
In the school’s Digital Technology Lab, students document their progress on OneNote 
as they use CAD software to design storage items they then physically build. A class 
turns off all the lights, projectors, computers in their classroom so that the teacher 
can read aloud a Christmas story (from his iPad, so he needs no light), creating a 
warm and cozy auditory experience. Students co-author a story using collaborative 
writing tools. It is set in the past, and when one student includes a phone call in the 
story, two fellow students whisper together, check on Wikipedia and then raise their 
hands to say that phones had not yet been invented in that period. Students in a 
German class finish their task, the teacher opens one of the students’ documents on 
the interactive whiteboard and reads it aloud. Picking up on one issue from the text, 
she writes some modal verbs on the blackboard; the class discusses modal verbs for 
a while. In each of these instances, various technologies from various «ages» are wo-
ven together to inform passers-by, craft an object, create an atmosphere, co-create a 
story, or learn grammar. 
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What happens to schooling in this postdigital configuration? Innovation is a word 
often used in relation to technology. We asked teachers in each school what «inno-
vation» meant to them. Whereas in other schools, they usually replied by noting 
specific technologies, teachers in the Blue school reflected more broadly. One, for 
instance, said that innovation for him means «first of all a certain amount of thinking 
otherwise» («Querdenken und Andersdenken»). He compared the school structure, 
which remains fairly teacher-centered, even in the most innovative of moments, and 
the 45-minute classes, where a radical change is to move to 90-minute cycles: 

«Yes, of course, we are innovative when it comes to digital media. You get 
there, at least in the average of what can be done, I think this school is very, 
very far. But to think school as a whole innovatively, as an overall model in its 
structures, in its togetherness, in what we actually want, what we actually are, 
that is where we are still very far from, even abroad.»

The teacher from the cited interview was interested in structural change, and in 
getting students more involved in their learning. He was excited by transformative 
models such as in a Swedish school he had heard of, where students no longer have 
regular subject-specific classes, but work on larger scale projects and seek out the 
specific knowledge as they need it. Ironically, the school’s design lab that won a prize 
for innovation could rarely be used by students in the higher years. They had no time. 
They had to fulfill the requirements of the formal curricula.

The schools in which we observed postdigital practices had longer histories of 
working with digital technology than the protective or enthusiastic schools. Mobile 
media were no longer new and disruptive, but part of the everyday. Returning to the 
dimensions noted above:

First, the school’s infrastructure and approach to technology integration: These 
schools integrate mobile media into teaching and learning routines and «build» 
classrooms that are open to mobile media use, for example by connecting differ-
ent devices, allowing unrestricted WiFi access, and making personnel available as 
edtech coaches. Different technologies are given equal weight, from pencil to 2-in-1 
device; from interactive whiteboard to blackboard.

Second, the view of young people: Is more difficult to pin down in this third ap-
proach. Some teachers espouse the classic hierarchy of knowledge, whereas other 
teachers are more likely to take their own learning forward by following up on infor-
mation that students have found online. Cyberbullying is still an issue that crops up, 
but students are also given free reign of their mobile devices. There is little policing 
in classes of what students might be doing on their devices. In turn, students express 
nuanced reflections on which kind of technology (paper or mobile device) is better 
for which kinds of tasks. They show a keen awareness of the potential for distraction.
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Third, institutional priorities: The priority lies on innovative forms of learning, on 
using appropriate technology (light switches, collaborative tools, podcasts, design 
labs, chalk) to make learning interesting and meaningful. Students shape, to a cer-
tain extent, how they use mobile media throughout their school day. 

Fourth, ruptures: But precisely herein lies the main rupture we noticed at post-
digital schools, highlighted by the teacher above: Innovation stands at the forefront 
of attention, and innovation can certainly be seen in small changes in these schools, 
but school structures are not fundamentally transformed. Young people shape some 
of their own media use throughout the day. However, they also remain firmly posi-
tioned within the temporal and informational modes of traditional, formal, legiti-
mized state curricula. These more fundamental transformations can be aided by the 
ease of using mobile media, but they are largely based on pedagogical/policy/politi-
cal decisions that are independent of technology.

Concluding thoughts
Exploring how discourses on mobile media are being enacted in schools, this paper 
has teased out three bundles of school-based mobile media practices. Although no 
school will enact a single unified approach to mobile media, we observed shared 
repertoires in each school, i.e., a shared school culture of engaging with mobile 
media. The paper presents vignettes from three focal schools, suggesting that the 
practices in these schools are recognizable in other secondary level schools in the 
German school system, and potentially beyond: (1) «Safely digital» practices enact 
a discourse of safety, protection, and control. They limit the use of mobile devices 
to create a safe environment for students. (2) «Enthusiastically digital» practices en-
act a discourse of innovation and novelty. They integrate new (often mobile) media 
to support students’ creativity, critical thinking, and collaborative communication 
practices and to achieve teacherly objectives. (3) «Postdigital» practices enact a dis-
course of techno-ambivalence, backgrounding «the digital», and foregrounding the 
sociality of schooling and the contradictions of focusing on mobile media as a solu-
tion. They use divergent media for divergent purposes, without being too concerned 
or too enthusiastic about any particular medium (old or new; static or mobile). «In-
novation» in postdigital schools does not refer to technology integration, but to fun-
damentally transforming the institutional structures of formal schooling. 

Further research could explore the extent to which these three sets of practices 
resonate more widely in other schools, paying more attention to the contexts of each 
school, and the extent to which discourses of risk, creativity, student-centeredness, 
data care, etc. are circulating and/or have become common-sensical. In addition, 
to understand more fully how mobile media can be used in schools, e.g., for digital 
literacy, subject-specific teaching, or project work, we need further research that re-
lates students’ out-of-school mobile media practices to in-school practices.
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We end this paper with two reflections. First, on how each set of practices pro-
vides the «seeds of its own subversion» (Hepburn 1999, 641): The stated goal of a 
«safely digital» school is to create a safe environment by minimizing mobile media 
use. Yet students find ways to confound this, such as taking their mobile phones to 
the toilets. By prohibiting mobile phone use, the school closes the space to openly 
discuss and reflect on how students can best engage safely with mobile devices. The 
ostensible goal of «enthusiastically digital» schools is to embrace the transforma-
tional pedagogies and possibilities of the digital. Yet teachers remain the decision-
makers, deciding which kinds of (mobile) activities students will do, and thus under-
mining a core goal of transformative pedagogies that students take charge of their 
own learning. In «postdigital» schools, transformational innovation stalls precisely 
because mobile media are not drawn into the rhetoric of progress, novelty, and in-
novation. Schooling is still regulated from the top down and remains fairly teacher-
led, fulfilling formalized state curricula. Although technology is no longer seen as a 
means of overcoming the institutional constraints of schooling, nothing has replaced 
technology’s utopian promise.

Our second reflection turns to the implications of these findings for popular 
models of integrating technology in schools. Overall, the vignettes support critical 
arguments about the inability of institutional or teacherly decisions to determine, 
plan, restrain, or orient young people’s mobile media use. The effects of policies on 
technology use are invariably indeterminate and indeterminable in practice. The dif-
ference between a cautious uptake of mobile media is not, as is often assumed (in 
policy, practice, and scholarship), a developmental step «behind» more widespread 
or faster uptake of media. Instead, each approach to mobile media enacts a societal 
discourse on mobile media. The practices exist contemporaneously; they are the en-
actments of differing (not incremental) discourses.
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