
 

 

 

 

Abstract— It has been estimated that 85.5% ([14]) of school 

aged children own a mobile phone in the UK from which 29% 

([10]) of them access the Internet. It is assumed that this 

ownership provides the children with the opportunity to 

establish and maintain social connections with their fellow 

peers. According to Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory 

([21]) this social interaction with peers plays a role in children’s 

cognitive development that has been exploited in modern 

educational systems in various ways.  

This ongoing research aims to make further use of this 

association between ownership of mobile devices, social 

interaction and learning by ultimately introducing a 

technological solution for children to communicate with their 

peers and access peer generated content. It will investigate 

whether the mobility and the information source; peer versus 

non-peer, enhances children’s learning. 

Two separate investigations have been conducted, so far, to 

determine the sources and the tools children use to obtain 

support for their learning. A survey of 74 Key Stage 3 children 

and two focus group sessions with 34 similar age children found 

that they actively use technologies, such as Facebook, SMS and 

email, to establish peer interaction.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

HE growing usage of social media in current times has 

caught the attention of children, with around 65% of 9-16 

year olds who use the Internet in the UK, having their own 

profiles on social networking sites ([10], p40).  This use of 

social networking along with the high ownership of mobile 

phones in UK school-aged children (85.5% according to the 

National Literacy Trust ([14])) has provided them with ample 

opportunities to socialize with their peers. It is believed that this 

social interaction between peers has a positive effect on their 

cognitive development ([21], [5], [12], [1], [6]).  This 

association has been exploited in modern educational systems 

through the encouragement of cooperative work, project-based 

learning and peer tutoring systems. Furthermore, this area has 

also been the focus of many research projects that aim to 

provide technologically enhanced tools to support those 

activities ([18], [3], [11]).  

This research aims to investigate whether mobile devices and 

peer generated content play a role in supporting learning in Key 

Stage 3 pupils in the UK. The paper will first give a review of 

the literature that provides the rationale for specifically 

investigating peer learning in 11 to 14 year old Key Stage 3 
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pupils. It will then provide a discussion of a questionnaire 

administered to determine the pupils‟ ownership and use of 

mobile devices as well as the sources of information they utilize 

for learning purposes. This will be followed by a discussion of 

focus group sessions held to clarify the pupils‟ sources for 

learning support and the tools they currently make use of to 

communicate with those sources. The paper will then conclude 

with a discussion of the next stage for this research.  

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A. Peer learning 

The effect of peers‟ social interaction on their cognitive 

development has long been of interest to researchers. According 

to Vygotsky ([21]), a child‟s cognitive development can only 

occur if “the child is interacting with people in his environment 

and in cooperation with his peers” (p90). Furthermore, 

according to Damon‟s ([5]) analysis of developmental theories, 

peer interaction has many benefits such as encouraging the 

development of accurate and superior understanding and 

creative thinking.  These views have encouraged researchers to 

investigate the effect of peer interaction on learning and 

development ([1], [12], [19]). In a study performed by 

Amigues([1]) on school pupils, they were found to perform 

better on a post-test if they had interacted with their peers 

during an assigned task than if they had worked on the task 

individually. Spörer et al. ([19]) also found from their study on 

12 to 13 year olds‟ learning of reading comprehension that 

those who learned from their peers performed better in post 

tests than those who had learned through traditional methods of 

teacher facilitated instruction.  Moreover, according to a study 

by Manion & Alexander ([12]), children also gain from peer 

interaction by adopting their peers‟ strategies in solving a task.  

B. Developmental Considerations 

The most important skill for a child to develop is the ability 

to seek and acquire help from peers and adults ([15]). This is 

considered a sophisticated skill as it depends on viewing others 

as potential resources and on learning how to interact with those 

resources to achieve one‟s ultimate goal ([15]). Thus it is 

necessary to review the literature on help seeking to determine 

an age range that has started to develop the skill of successful 

help seeking.  This review of the literature could be broadly 

split into two areas: the children‟s circle of support, and their 

help seeking behavior.  

Research has suggested that children‟s orientation shifts from 

family to peers as they grow older ([4] and [20]). According to 

a study on 9 to 15 year old children conducted by Bowerman & 
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Kinch ([4]), a clear increase was found in the children‟s 

preference of associating with peers more than with family 

members. Furthermore, in another study on 10 to 13 year olds, 

performed by Steinberg & Silverberg ([20]), it was found that at 

the age of 11, dependence starts to shift from parents to peers 

and that 13 year olds were found to be the most peer oriented of 

the group. NelsonLeGall & Gomerman ([17]) observed that 

children aged 3 to 11 showed an increasing trend towards 

asking peers for help, both academic and social. However, the 

study also found that until the age of 11, peers were considered 

mainly as a source of social support with teachers providing the 

main source of academic support. 

Furthermore, research ([13], [16], [8]) has indicated that 

older children consider their peers (of the same age) as potential 

helpers more often than younger children do their peers. 

According to a study by Myers & Paris ([13]), 11 to 12 year 

olds were more likely to report seeking help as a strategy for 

managing difficulties. Additionally, Nelson-Le Gall & Glor-

Scheib ([16]) carried out an observational study in classrooms 

of different levels and found that 10 to 11 year olds sought their 

peers for help in the classroom more often than they sought the 

teacher‟s help. As for the types of questions asked, Good et 

al.‟s([8]) observations of 5 to 18 year old pupils, in classroom 

settings, found that at the age of 12 to 13 pupils started to ask 

more academic questions than non-academic ones and that the 

ratio increased with the increase in age. Furthermore, the type 

of answers to those questions had an effect on the pupils‟ 

achievement level, according to a study by Webb & 

Mastergeorge ([22]).  They found upon observing 12 to 13 year 

olds working in small groups in a classroom setting and after 

testing their knowledge, that those who received help from 

peers in the form of explanations and who provided the same 

type of help performed better than those who experienced 

neither and also those who provided or received help that did 

not include explanations.  

Therefore, it can be established from the research above that 

at the age of 11, a child‟s dependence starts to shift from family 

to peers and that peers are considered as potential sources for 

academic help.   

III. METHODS USED 

A. Questionnaire 

As a first step towards realizing the research‟s goals, a 

questionnaire was conducted to determine Key Stage 3 pupils‟ 

ownership and use of mobile devices. The questionnaire also 

provided an initial overview of the pupils‟ current learning 

resources. This was especially important since the results from 

this enquiry would help shape the next stage of this research.  

1) Subjects 

Seventy-four pupils from a local school filled out an 

electronic questionnaire about their use and ownership of 

mobile devices, of which 21 were Year 7 pupils (mean age 11.8 

years) and 53 were Year 9 pupils (mean age 13.9 years). 

2) Materials and procedure 

The questionnaire was created to examine the pupils‟ 

ownership and use of mobile devices for learning activities as 

well as to identify the information sources that they used for 

their learning. The questionnaire consisted of 12 questions, 4 of 

which were open-ended and 8 were closed, with 2 questions on 

the pupil‟s age and school year and 4 questions on their mobile 

devices‟ ownership and features. Two questions related to their 

type of access (mobile, desktop computer or none) to various 

online services such as micro-blogging and social networking 

websites and photo and video sharing services. 

Another two questions were about the information sources, 

such as family members, peers and online social media, they 

might exploit for their learning. The first of which was a closed 

question that asked them to specify the frequency of referral to 

the information source based on a four-point Likert Scale of 

Always, Often, Rarely and Never. The four points were 

specifically chosen for their relative simplicity and suitability to 

the pupils‟ ages.  

Additionally, an open-ended question asked about the 

services they preferred to access through a desktop computer as 

opposed to a mobile device. The last question in the 

questionnaire was an open-ended question on their comments 

about their general use of mobile devices for learning purposes.  

3) Results 

a) Mobile devices’ ownership and features 

Upon analyzing the questionnaire, it was found that 93% of 

the pupils owned or had access to a mobile phone and 77% 

owned other mobile devices; 52.7% owned a Nintendo DS, 

23% an iPod or MP3 player, 5.4% an iPod Touch, 5.4% a 

laptop and 6.7% a PlayStation Portable (PSP).  Furthermore, it 

was found that 94.6% of the pupils included text messaging as 

one of the features present on their mobile phone, 52.7% 

included email and 82.4% included web-browsing. 

 

b) Mobile devices’ usage 

When asked about their access to online services, it was 

found that the service most accessed through a mobile device 

was instant messaging (77%). Social networking services, such 

as Facebook, came as second most accessed through a mobile 

device (51.4%) and general browsing and online search 

facilities as third (45.9%). Table I displays the respondents‟ 



 

 

 

access in more detail.  

 

c) Sources of Information 

When asked about the frequency of referral to various 

sources of information, it was found that 50% of the pupils 

claimed to always refer to search engines, 40.5% claimed to 

always refer social networking services such as Facebook and 

28.4% always referred to friends. Alternatively, sources most 

often referred to were family members (54.1%), friends (48.6%) 

and classmates (44.6%).  

On the other hand, Wikipedia and textbooks were rarely 

used as sources of information (36.5%) as were the school‟s 

intranet (35.1%) and classmates (9.5%). Additionally, micro-

blogging services such as Twitter and Encyclopedias were 

considered as sources never used for learning support (62.2% 

and 51.4% respectively) as were teachers and social networking 

services (27%). Table II displays the pupils‟ frequency of use 

for the sources inquired about. 

4) Discussion 

The analysis of the questionnaire clearly displays Key Stage 

3 pupils‟ tendency to seek support from their family members 

and peers for their studies. Additionally, it has shown that 

online social networking services, where they could potentially 

communicate with both family members and peers, are 

considered as a source of information most used second only to 

search engines. This finding is especially of interest as it 

displays how young people may cultivate technologies to fulfill 

their need for support. Therefore, it was clear that further 

investigation, into the tools and methods the pupils used and 

adopted in seeking support for their studies, was required.                                                                                                                                                                   

B. Focus groups 

The findings from the questionnaire indicated peers and 

family members as pupils‟ preferred sources for academic 

support. This, combined with them citing social networking 

services as sources for support, raised the question of the tools 

pupils may draw on in their search for academic support. 

Therefore, it was determined that the most appropriate method 

to adopt to investigate this would be focus groups. Focus groups 

were specifically chosen due to their suitability for research 

with children ([7], [9], [2]) as they provide children with a 

familiar environment where they can interact freely with their 

peers as opposed to being interviewed by an adult ([9]).    

1) Subjects 

A total of 34 Key Stage 3 pupils from a second local school 

participated in two focus group sessions. Although the first 

session was balanced in terms of gender, this was not possible 

for the second session as the number of female pupils was 

closer to one third of the group, rather than one half. However, 

this was not considered to be of concern, as the research was 

not focusing specifically on gender differences.   

2) Procedure 

The focus groups were conducted in a classroom in the 

pupils‟ school with one of their teachers present. Both sessions 

were started with stating the purpose of the session, gaining 

approval for the session to be audio recorded, reassuring the 

pupils that they would remain anonymous when transcribing 

the session and reassuring them that the discussion would 

remain confidential. 

However, different approaches were adopted for each session 

with one adopting a more subtle approach to introducing the 

questions and the other employing a direct approach of asking 

questions. In the first session, the moderator described different 

scenarios, where a third person clearly required assistance or 

support, and asked the participants about their behavior if faced 

with such a scenario. The moderator then followed up with 

some questions on the reasons behind their choice of the type of 

assistance they would seek. Additionally, if the participant had 

indicated seeking help from a particular person, the moderator 

asked about the method or tool they used for communicating 

with that helper. The second session was approached in a more 

direct manner where the pupils were asked about the people or 

resources they sought when they required assistance, for their 

learning, homework or other general situations. They were also 

asked about the tools they used for communicating with their 

potential helpers and how they used those tools.  A different, 

more direct, approach was adopted for the second discussion 

due to the pupils‟ low engagement in the previous discussion 

where third person scenarios were used. 

3) Results 

The session recordings were transcribed and the pupils were 

referred to by aliases to ensure their anonymity. The 

transcriptions were then coded using a thematic analysis 

approach which found that the pupils sought help from persons 

who were relatively familiar to them such as family members, 

peers or authority figures. This does not indicate full reliance on 

people for help as they also stated that they referred to non-

person information sources such as calculators, bus route maps, 

instructions and online search engines. On the other hand, 

14.7% of the participants stated that they would attempt to solve 

their problem alone and added that they wouldn‟t take any 

further steps if they were unsuccessful. As for communication, 

it was found that the pupils preferred direct one-to-one 

communication with their potential helpers through co-located 

or remote means such as mobile phones and online 

synchronous and asynchronous communication.  

4) Discussion 

The focus groups‟ findings regarding seeking help from 

peers and family members were expected, although the pupils‟ 



 

 

 

reports of seeking their family members‟ support more often 

than their peers was not expected. Additionally, some of the 

pupils reported not seeking any support when encountering 

difficulties in academic tasks. Both findings; seeking family 

members more often than peers and not seeking support, do not 

align with the findings from the first study involving 

questionnaires or from previous research([8],[13], [17], [18]). 

This contradiction could be due to the nature of the focus group, 

as it may have encouraged some pupils to adopt others‟ claims 

of not seeking help thus creating a „bandwagon‟ effect. It could 

also be due to a change in trend in the sources of support since 

the work of Good et al., Myers & Paris, Nelson-Le Gall & 

Gumerman, and Silva et al. ([8], [13], [17], [18]).  Further 

investigation is required to determine whether either of these 

occurrences is the case.   

IV. FUTURE WORK 

The next stage of this research is to clarify whether there is a 

change in trend as to where pupils of this age group seek help, 

or whether results of the focus groups were skewed due to a 

„bandwagon effect‟. Further interviews will be conducted with 

Key Stage 3 pupils in order to avoid the potential peer pressure 

found in focus groups. The interviews will attempt to not only 

clarify the sources of help for pupils and the tools they might 

use to communicate with their potential helpers, but also to 

provide a forum for discussion of those tools‟ advantages and 

disadvantages. This will inform future development of a peer-

to-peer learning environment. 

Based on the analysis of the questionnaire results, social 

networking services are considered as a significant source of 

support for Key Stage 3 pupils (40.5% of pupils always used 

them for support). The analysis also found that those social 

networking services were accessed through mobile devices by 

half of the questioned pupils (51.4%). In addition, the focus 

groups also showed the pupils‟ preference for one-to-one 

communication with their potential helpers through mobile 

phones or online synchronous or asynchronous communication. 

This strongly indicates that a future prototype should have 

social networking features (the exact nature of those will be 

determined from the interviews) and should enable the pupils to 

contact their potential helpers through a mobile device.  

The ultimate goal of this research is to develop a peer-to-peer 

learning environment which uses mobile technology. In order to 

do this, requirements for this prototype need to be gathered. 

This requirements gathering will involve the development of an 

initial prototype that will aim to facilitate help seeking between 

peers. This prototype will form the basis of further investigative 

study into the needs of Key Stage 3 pupils when accessing help 

from their peers. The pupils will then review the prototype 

during focus group sessions to obtain the requirements for the 

final peer learning environment. This user centred design will 

ensure that the final product‟s design and functions will be 

according to their needs and expectations.  
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