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Digital Behavior of University Students
in India and the U.S.: Cultural Values
and Communication Technologies in
the Classroom
Robert Shuter, Uttaran Dutta, Pauline Cheong,
Yashu Chen, & Jeff Shuter

Focusing on Indian and American university students, this investigation explores the
impact of authority values on students’ classroom digital behavior in individualistic and
collectivistic societies. The results indicate that university students in India and the U.S.
differ significantly in (1) frequency of digital usage, (2) preferred classroom policies to
control usage, (3) perceived impact of digital usage on learning, attention, and student
participation, (4) and preferred instructor strategies for handling distracting uses of
digital media. The findings are discussed in terms of Indian and U.S. cultural value
differences in the source and focus of authority within collectivistic and individualistic
societies.

Keywords: India & United States; Intercultural New Media; Mobile Devices & Edu-
cation; University Classroom

In the 21st century, we have witnessed the proliferation of information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) applications in various spheres of human communication
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including academia (Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2014). In an era of globalization, the
increased access to ICT infrastructures and devices such as laptops, smart/mobile
phones, and tablet computers opens up newer information sharing and pedagogical
avenues (Bowen, 2015). Although many ICT studies have been conducted globally in
recent years, intercultural explorations of the digital behavior of students in classroom
settings, particularly in universities and colleges, remain underresearched (Sanchez-
Franco, Martinez-Lopz, & Martine-Velicia, 2009). Moreover, ICT research conducted
in nonacademic contexts has not paid adequate attention to understanding how users’
cultural backgrounds may be affecting their digital behaviors (Poster, 2008).

Previous ICT studies have primarily focused on how digital behaviors are influ-
enced by global factors, but they have rarely examined in what ways indigenous
cultural forces may affect ICT use. For example, the preponderance of global digital
research has investigated the influence of mobile applications (Ling, 2008; Shuter &
Chattopadhyay, 2010), technology infrastructures such as network quality (Baron &
Segerstad, 2010), and mobile service plans on users’ mobile behaviors (Barker & Ota,
2011; Lin, Peng, Kim, Kim, & LaRose, 2012). Generally missing from global ICT
research is how cultural factors, such as shared values, mindsets, and worldviews, may
affect the type of mobile applications people choose, their preferred mobile service
plans, and their decisions regarding what platforms to use, how often, with whom to
use them and in what settings. These are culture- and setting-specific questions and
are generally reserved for intercultural new media investigations, an area first devel-
oped by Robert Shuter, which examines how culture and context affect the social uses
of new media, how new media influences culture, and in what ways new media
informs intercultural communication theories (Shuter, 2012; see also Cheong, Martin,
& Macfadyen, 2012). Our investigation is situated within intercultural new media
studies and explores the influence of selected cultural values of India and the United
States on the digital behavior of students in the university classroom.

Previous intercultural classroom research has primarily investigated digital multi-
tasking and its influence on learning (Viberg & Grönlund, 2013; Vorderer & Hastall,
2009) and digital media as well as its impact on student grades and cognitive
performance (Sanchez-Franco et al., 2009; Viberg & Grönlund, 2013). However, the
aforementioned research has paid little attention to understanding how ICT use in the
classroom affects communication behaviors such as student participation and atten-
tion as well as student preferred policies for managing ICT classroom use. This essay
investigates whether Indian and United States undergraduate university students
differ in (i) classroom policy preferences for controlling ICT usage, (ii) perceived
impact of digital behaviors on student participation, attention, learning, and (iii)
student perceptions of effective instructor strategies for managing digital distractions.
In addition, this research examines whether cultural values, specifically values that
define power relationships (i.e., authority values), affect students’ digital behaviors in
university classrooms in India and the United States. Finally, this study extends recent
intercultural new media research on the effects of cultural values on digital behavior in
the classroom (Cheong, Shuter, & Suwinyattichaiporn, 2016; Shuter, Cheong, & Chen,
2016).
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India and the U.S.: Culture & Communication Technologies

In India, the number of mobile users is growing rapidly, with the mobile subscriber
base increasing nearly 10 times from 90 million in 2005 to about 900 million mobile
users in 2015 (Jain, Kumar, & Singla, 2015, p. 669). Cell phones in India often
substitute for computers since there are 65 times more cell phone connections than
broadband internet links (Giridharadas, 2009). Utilized for a variety of functions, cell
phones in India assist in wiring money, locating jobs, paying for groceries, receiving
political information, and keeping in touch with friends and extended family mem-
bers. India is the world’s largest democracy, with cell phone users often communicat-
ing their opinions during live political television broadcasts via text messages that are
displayed on television screens as commentators talk (Giridharadas, 2009).

Not surprisingly, university students in India rely on cell phones and laptops in
classes, especially when they receive institutional support and affordable ICT coverage
(Keengwe & Bhargava, 2014; Ramani, 2015). Although research on university student
ICT usage in India is scarce, studies suggest that students who utilize ICTs in class
tend to perform less satisfactorily than those who do not bring them to the classroom
(Shrivastava & Shrivastava, 2014). In fact, research suggests that Indian students suffer
from nomophobia (no-mobile-phone-phobia) and experience anxiety when they are
separated from their phones, which may cause them to use ICT devices everywhere
including the classroom (Singh, Gupta, & Garg, 2013).

The majority of ICT research in university classrooms has been conducted in
technologically developed regions such as Western Europe and North America.
New media studies in the U.S. and Europe have generally indicated that ICT
devices in the classroom are sources of potential distraction and can hamper
teaching and learning, cause loss of concentration among students and teachers,
and often create barriers to attention (Wei, Wang, & Klausner, 2012). For
example, Wood et al. (2012) and Junco (2012) found that U.S. students who
do not use ICTs in class perform better than students who do.

In addition to differences in technology use, India and the United States are
culturally different. For example, Hofstede (1983) argued that the culture of the
U.S. is individualistic and consequently “the ties between individuals are loose;
everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her immediate
family” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 51). In individualistic cultures like the U.S., people
may belong to many groups but view themselves as independent from these
groups (Triandis, 1988). In contrast, India is a more collectivistic culture than
the U.S. and, thus, people prefer developing “we-ness” with others, rooting their
personal identity in groups (Hui, 1988 p. 18; see also Lebra, 1976). Moreover,
India and the U.S. differ in their value orientations toward power, with Indians
rated on the Power Distance Index (PDI) as higher power distance than the U.S.
and, as a result, preferring more unequal and hierarchical power relations than
Americans (Hofstede, 2001; Oyserman, 2006).

At the same time, social relations in the U.S. and India have structural simila-
rities, particularly how they conceptualize power in relationships, which is referred

Western Journal of Communication 3



to as authority values. Utilizing the expanded polythetic view of individualism and
collectivism developed by Triandis and Gelfand (1998) that includes ranking
authority members, researchers argue that both U.S. and India tend to be “ver-
tical” cultures: valuing hierarchy, placing less emphasis on equality, and paying
more attention to ranking people based on their power and authority (Sivadas,
Bruvold, & Nelson, 2008). Verma and Triandis (1999) found that the United States
tends to be vertical and individualistic while India possesses a vertical and collec-
tivistic orientation. As a result, Indians emphasize group relations, and individuals
tend to value institutions with power even more than people in authority. In
contrast, vertical individualists like Americans encourage self-reliance and auton-
omy but within a hierarchy where an individual’s power and authority are
preeminent.

India and U.S. differences in values towards power and authority may have
significant implications for students’ use of digital media in the classroom. Past
studies have shown linkage between values towards authority and the use of
digital media in the classroom; however, this research has focused exclusively on
individualistic cultures with small to moderate power distance and more equal
authority relations (Shuter et al., 2016). The current investigation is the first to
explore the implications of authority values on students’ classroom digital beha-
vior in individualistic and collective societies. We pose the following research
questions for this study:

1. In terms of using ICT devices such as mobile phones, laptops and tablets in
university classrooms, do Indian and U.S. university students differ in the
following: (i) frequency of usage; (ii) preferred classroom policies regulating
use; (iii) perceived impact of digital behavior on students’ participation,
attention, and learning; and (iv) preferred instructor strategies for minimizing
distracting digital behaviors?

2. Do Indian and U.S. students differ in values towards authority in terms of
student–instructor relationships, and does this influence the digital behaviors
of students in classrooms?

METHOD

Data Collection

Participants in this comparative study were 920 college students, drawn from a
larger multiyear, multimethod study conducted among students and faculty
members in Asia, Europe, and the United States. Survey interviews were con-
ducted with students in the U.S. from two universities (a public research uni-
versity in the Southwest, and a private university in the Midwest) and in India (a
large university located in eastern India) between October 2013 and July 2014.
Students were recruited via e-mail and in-class invitations to participate after
Institutional Review Board approval was secured. Surveys were administered
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face-to-face in class by trained research assistants. Students were requested to
complete the survey within 15–20 minutes and were not given any incentives for
their participation.

Measures

The survey is comprised of questions on (a) students’ digital and social media use; (b)
preferred classroom policies in managing use of electronic devices in class; (c)
perceived impact of digital use on learning, attention, and student in-class participa-
tion; (d) preferred instructors’ strategies in negotiating digital distractions; and (e)
perceptions of students about power distance between themselves and their instruc-
tors (refer to Appendix for the list of survey items adapted from Baker, Lusk, &
Neuhauser, 2012; Campbell, 2006; Tindell & Bohlander, 2012).

To measure students’ digital and social media use, eight questions were
utilized on the number of hours students use their technology devices, such as
(a) laptops/tablets and mobile phones on a typical day when school is in session;
(b) average number of messages, updates, and voice calls they make, share, or
receive daily; (c) frequency of visiting social networking sites during class; and
(d) the frequency in which they used their mobiles and computers during class to
check or send messages. Preferred classroom policies were measured by students’
response to various statements concerning the use of electronic devices in class,
for example: “University policy should prohibit all use of electronic devices
during classes unless such use is specifically required by the course instructor”;
“The policy should be solely determined by the course instructor”; “The policy
should be included in the course syllabus”; and “There should be no policy.”
Perceived impact of digital and social media use in class was assessed by
students’ responses on a 7-point Likert scale to a series of statements on the
implications of digital media use on student learning, attention, and participa-
tion, including “It is disruptive when another student’s cell phone goes off in
class” and “Cell phone use in class is appropriate only if it is done quietly and
used to look up information that is relevant to class material.”

To evaluate preferred instructors’ strategies for managing digital distractions,
students’ responded (multiple options accepted) to eight statements, ranging
from “ignore it” to “discipline and reprimand the student in class,” to “impose
a grade based penalty concerning this conduct.” The last part of the survey
measured students’ perception of values towards power and authority with five
statements adapted from Hofstede’s (1986) study on cultural differences in
teaching and learning which focused on differences in instructor–student inter-
actions with respect to power distance. Power Distance is defined as the degree
to which inequality of power is culturally accepted and tolerated by the society at
large (Hofstede, 1986). Students’ perception of instructional authority and power
was measured by students’ response to statements like “Professor and students
have equal status in classroom” which reflects low power distance, to “Professors
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have the right to decide standards of performance expected from students” which
indicates a perception of high power distance. Students’ responses were measured
on 7-point Likert scales, ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Data Analysis

T-test for equality of means with two tail probabilities calculated were used for this
comparative study to explore the differences between the students from the U.S. and
India. All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 21 and employed a .05 and
.001 level of significance. Because of the size of the samples, Cohen’s d was calculated
to assess effect sizes for significant differences at three standard intervals: small (0.2),
medium (0.5), and large (0.8) (Cohen, 1988).

RESULTS

Characteristics of the Sample

There were 920 respondents, 45.54% were male and 54.46% were female; 544
were from the U.S, and 376 were from India. The range in age for respondents
was from 16 to 50 with a median age of 20. In terms of educational year, 34%
were freshmen, 29.6% were sophomores, 22.4% were juniors, and 14% were
seniors. Respondents represented more than 50 academic disciplines. In terms
of race/ethnicity, 46.3% were Caucasian/Non-Hispanic White, 7.5% were Hispa-
nic, 38.7% were Asian, and 5.8% were African American.

Indian and American students differ statistically significantly in ICT owner-
ship and frequency of digital use (Table 1). In terms of ownership of ICTs,
Americans report owning significantly more tablets and laptops than Indians
whereas Indian students have significantly more desktop computers than Amer-
icans. U.S. university students also report that they visit more than three social
networking sites per day inside and outside class which is significantly more than
Indians who indicate visiting less than two social networking sites. Americans
report that they use laptops and tablets in class 1–4 times per week and cell
phones 5–10 times per week which is significantly higher than Indian students
who use ICT devices (laptops/tablets/phones) in class 1–5 times per month. U.S.
students report that they use their laptops/tablets for about 4 hours on a typical
day when school is in session, which is significantly more than Indians who use
their laptops/tablets for about 2 hours. Cohen’s d scores for all analyses can be
found in the results tables.

Furthermore, Indian and American students differ statistically significantly in
preferred classroom policies to control ICT usage, perceived impact of digital use
on learning and student participation, and preferred strategies of instructor for
handling digital distractions in class (Table 2). In terms of classroom policies,
significantly more Americans than Indians prefer that digital policies should be
discussed in class, included on the course syllabus, and solely determined by the
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instructor. However, significantly more Indians than Americans prefer that
digital policies should be established by the university that prohibit use of
electronic devices during class unless such use is specifically required by the
course instructor. Indians also prefer significantly more than Americans that a

Table 1 Means: Digital Use for Indian and American College Students

Country

Indian American t df

Cohen’s

d

Ownership of tablets .16 .31 5.02*** 918 .33

(.37) (.46)

N = 920 N = 920

Ownership of laptops .56 .97 18.16*** 918 1.20

(.50) (.16)

N = 920 N = 920

Ownership of desktop .44 .26 −5.95*** 918 −.39

(.50) (.44)

N = 920 N = 920

Number of SNS in use 1.98 3.14 8.30*** 915 .55

(1.77) (2.27)

N = 917 N = 917

Use computer/laptop/tablet during class 2.6232 3.9868 5.736*** 895 .38

(3.34518) (3.60121)

N = 366 N = 531

Use cell phone during class to check or send

messages

5.5959 4.9285 −1.415 877 −.10

(7.67834) (6.28739)

N = 372 N = 507

Use laptops/tablets on a typical day when

school is in session

1.62398 3.4539 10.695*** 916 .71

(2.2527) (1.70698)

N = 376 N = 542

Use mobile phones outside class on a typical

day when school is in session

2.7527 4.2155 12.407*** 917 .82

(1.76937) (1.74890)

N = 376 N = 543

Messages, updates, and voice calls that are

made or shared every day

68.9667 88.2470 .757 873 .05

(125.08808) (481.18053)

N = 375 N = 500

Messages, updates, and voice calls that are

received every day

85.1662 65.9768 −1.870 891 −.13

(154.19839) (149.39032)

N = 376 N = 517

Note. Standard Deviations appear in parenthesis below means. Cohen’s d at 0.2 is small effect, 0.5 is a medium
effect, and 0.8 is a large effect (Cohen, 1988).
*p ≤ .05. ***p ≤ .001.
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consistent written digital policy should be established by the university. Finally,
Indians prefer significantly more than Americans that digital policy should be
determined democratically (e.g., by a student vote) on a class-by-class basis.

Indian and Americans exhibit multiple statistically significant differences in perceived
impact of digital behavior on students’ participation, attention, and learning (Table 3).
Significantly more Indian students thanAmericans are distracted by the use of cell phones
in class and become annoyed if a cell phone rings or make noises. More Indians than U.S.
university students also believe that use of a cell phone is significantly more disruptive for
the learning process. Significantly more U.S. students than Indians are positive about
potential use of cell phones for improving learning activities. Also, significantly more
Indians than Americans think that instructors tend to avoid asking questions to students

Table 2 Means: Preferred Classroom Policies to Regulate Use of Digital Media for Indian
and American College Students

Country

Indian American t df

Cohen’s

d

University policy should prohibit all use of

electronic devices during classes unless such use

is specifically required by the course instructor.

.3191 .0976 −.58

(.46677) (.29705)

N = 376 N = 543 −8.786*** 917

A consistent written policy that would apply to all

classes should be established by the university.

.1543 .0792 −.24

(.36167) (.27028) −3.599*** 917

N = 376 N = 543

The policy should be solely determined by the

course instructor.

.1809 .6033 13.991*** 916 .92

(.38541) (.48966)

N = 376 N = 542

The policy should be determined democratically

(e.g., by a student vote) on a class-by-class basis.

.2660 .1750 −.22

(.44243) (.38028) −3.334*** 917

N = 376 N = 543

The policy should be included on the course

syllabus.

.0878 .6446 1.34

(.28333) (.47909) 20.219*** 917

N = 376 N = 543

The policy should be discussed in class. .3537 .5985 7.511*** 917 .50

(.47876) (.49065)

N = 376 N = 543

There should be no policy. .1330 .1805 1.928 917 .13

(.34000) (.38494)

N = 376 N = 543

Note. Standard Deviations appear in parenthesis below means. Cohen’s d at 0.2 is small effect, 0.5 is a medium
effect, and 0.8 is a large effect (Cohen, 1988).
*p ≤ .05. ***p ≤ .001.
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Table 3 Means: Perceived Impact of Digital Media on Learning, Attention and Class
Participation for Indian and American College Students

Country

Indian American t df Cohen’s d

Instructors tend to avoid

asking questions to

students who use

laptops and phones in

class.

4.4814

(1.59488)

N = 376

3.6427

(1.60067)

N = 543

−7.821*** 917 −.52

Instructors are reluctant

to ask students what

they’re viewing on their

laptop/tablets/phones.

3.9920

(1.65003)

N = 376

3.9446

(1.48333)

N = 542

−.454 916 −.03

Students who use their

phones in class tend to

interact less in class

discussion.

4.7101

(1.58779)

N = 376

4.5952

(5.89272)

N = 544

.748 918 .05

It is distracting when

other students check

their updates or surf the

web during the class.

4.4574

(1.88419)

N = 376

3.7279

(1.77238)

N = 544

−5.980*** 918 −.40

Any use of cell phones in

class is generally

disruptive to the

learning process.

4.9920

(1.80737)

N = 376

3.7463

(1.66150)

N = 544

−10.783*** 918 −.71

It is disruptive when

another student’s cell

phone goes off (rings/

makes noises) in class.

5.7420

(1.39902)

N = 376

5.1324

(1.45685)

N = 544

−6.342*** 918 −.42

Cell phone use in class is

appropriate only if it is

done quietly and used

to look up information

that is relevant to class

material.

5.0691

(1.52333)

N = 376

5.3180

(5.86308)

N = 544

.804 918 .05

Certain types of cell

phone use in class can

assist in the learning

process.

4.9787

(1.45312)

N = 376

5.2744

(1.41689)

N = 543

3.078* 917 .20

(Continued )
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who use laptops or phones in class, and that instructors are reluctant to ask students what
they are viewing on their ICT devices. Moreover, significantly more Indians than Amer-
icans believe that students who use laptops in class tend to hide behind them and avoid
class participation and are also reluctant to answer instructor questions posed to the class.
Significantly more Americans than Indians want to use cell phones in class for safety in
case of campus emergency. Cohen’s d scores are less than 0.2 for (a) students hiding
behind ICTs to avoid class participation, (b) instructor reluctance to ask students what
they’re viewing on their ICTs, and (c) cell phone use in class for safety in case of campus
emergency.

In terms of preferred instructor strategies for handling distracting digital behaviors in
class, Indian and U.S. students also differ statistically significantly (Table 4). Significantly
more U.S. students than Indians think that, if a student’s cell phone rings during the class,
the instructors should ignore it or make a joke and otherwise call attention in a light-
hearted way. Significantly more Indians than Americans think that instructors should
discuss any cell phone interruption with the student at the moment it happens and then,

Table 3 (Continued)
Country

Indian American t df Cohen’s d

As part of the campus

emergency alert system,

cell phones are critical

to my safety and should

be left on at all times.

5.3085

(1.58342)

N = 376

5.5092

(1.35511)

N = 542

2.058* 916 .14

Students who use their cell

phones or laptops in

class tend to focus on

their online activity

rather than the topic

related to the class.

4.9362

(1.60372)

N = 376

4.7904

(1.44647)

N = 544

−1.436 918 .09

Students who use laptops

in class tend to hide

behind them to avoid

class participation.

4.4521

(1.67263)

N = 376

4.0037

(7.19955)

N = 538

.199*** 918 .01

Students who use laptops

in class tend to be

reluctant to answer

instructor questions

posed to the class.

4.3032

(1.61116)

N = 376

3.7151

(1.48958)

N = 544

−5.693*** 918 −.38
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in class, reprimand, discipline, and/or impose a grade penalty on the student. Cohen’s d
scores are less than 0.2 for making a joke or calling attention in a light-hearted way.

In terms of the authority items regarding professor–student relationships (Table 5),
Indian students agree significantly more than Americans that professors and students
have equal status in the classroom. Significantly more Americans than Indians agree
that professors have the right to decide standards of performance expected from
students. Cohen’s d scores for both significant results are less than 0.2.

DISCUSSION

In terms of the use of digital media in the classroom, the results indicate university
students in India and the U.S. differ significantly when it comes to: (1) frequency of

Table 4 Means: Preferred Instructor Strategies when Handling Distracting Cell Phone
Use in Class for Indian and American College Students

Country

Indian American t df Cohen’s d

Ignore it. .1755

(.38093)

N = 376

.5213

(.50001)

N = 541

11.317*** 915 .75

Make a joke or otherwise call attention

but in a light-hearted way.

.1973

(.42027)

N = 375

.6285

(.9908)

N = 541

1.691*** 717 .13

Discuss the interruption with the student

right then.

. 3218

(.46779)

N = 376

.1201

(.32544)

N = 541

−7.699*** 915 −.51

Discipline and reprimand the student in class. .2207

(.41530)

N = 376

. 0314

(.17462)

N = 541

−9.469*** 915 −.63

Speak with the student in private after class. .3378

(.47358)

N = 376

.3290

(.47029)

N = 541

−.276 915 −.02

Impose a grade-based penalty for this conduct. .0798

(.27132)

N = 376

.0111

(.10482)

N = 541

−5.344*** 915 −.35

Impose a grade-based penalty starting

with the second offense.

. 0718

(.25851)

N = 376

. 0795

(.27074)

N = 541

.430 915 .03

Note. Standard Deviations appear in parenthesis below means. Cohen’s d at 0.2 is small effect, 0.5 is a medium
effect, and 0.8 is a large effect (Cohen, 1988).
*p ≤ .05. ***p ≤ .001.
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digital usage; (2) preferred classroom policies to control usage; (3) perceived impact of
digital usage on learning, attention, and student participation; (4) and preferred
instructor strategies for handling distracting uses of digital media. With respect to
digital usage, U.S. students use their laptops and mobile phones in class significantly
more than do Indians which is consistent with reduced costs in the United States of
ICT equipment and especially usage plans and services. That Indians tend to report
using desktop computers more than Americans is not surprising given the accelerated
pace of the mobile revolution in the U.S. with personal ownership of smart phones
approaching 68% while in India it’s 17% (Pew Research Center, 2015; Satapathy,
2016).

When it comes to preferred classroom policies to regulate ICT use, India and U.
S. vertical authority values, which organize individuals and institutions hierarchi-
cally, appear to be influential. That is, Indians prefer significantly more than
Americans that the university, not the instructor, should set digital policy which
would apply to all classes. In contrast, Americans prefer significantly more than
Indians that digital policy be determined solely by the instructor and, unlike
Indian students, included on the course syllabi. These findings are consistent
with research of Verma and Triandis (1999) that, while Indian and U.S. students

Table 5 Means: Beliefs about Professor–Student Relationships for Indian and American
College Students

Country

Indian American t df Cohen’s d

Professor and students have equal status in the

classroom.

3.6835 3.4412 −.756* 918 −.05

(1.91509) (6.00370)

N = 376 N = 544

Students have the right to express disagreement with

their professors in public.

4.6330 4.5864 −.423 918 −.03

(1.77790) (1.54249)

N = 376 N = 544

Professors should consult with students before

making decisions that affect them.

5.4309 5.3162 −.372 918 −.02

(1.37035) (5.86584)

N = 376 N = 544

Professors have the right to decide standards of

performance expected from students.

5.0266 6.1875 2.468* 918 .16

(1.54206) (9.02737)

N = 376 N = 544

Students should question ideas that the professor

presents in class.

5.6995 6.1875 1.159 918 .08

(1.31761) (8.09120)

N = 376 N = 544

Note. Standard Deviations appear in parenthesis below means. Cohen’s d at 0.2 is small effect, 0.5 is a medium
effect, and 0.8 is a large effect (Cohen, 1988).
*p ≤ .05. ***p ≤ .001.
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possess vertical authority values, they differ in source of control, with Indians
preferring that the university determines digital policy while U.S. students prefer
instructors.

Moreover, Indian universities are far more centralized and standardized than U.S.
universities with curriculum, grading—albeit, all major educational policies—devel-
oped and controlled by Indian university administrators, which significantly limits the
authority of Indian instructors (Umashankar & Dutta, 2007). This appears to be
connected to 19th-century colonial British rule of India when the ancient Vedic
education system of Acharyo Devo (teacher is like God) was replaced by institutions
of higher education that centralized power in administrators rather than teachers. The
Indian guru or teacher, revered throughout Indian civilization, became far less central
to higher education when in 1857 the British created their first Indian universities “to
connect Indian education to European knowledge; to transmit the cultural values
specific to Britain and Europe and to make available to the raj (the British Crown in
India) a class of clerks and bureaucrats” (Singai & Sridhar, 2012, emphasis in original).
As a result, today’s Indian university students look to central administrators, not the
classroom instructor, to control their education.

Institutional power is often preeminent in universities situated in collective and
vertical societies like India where colonial rule reordered authority relations replacing
instructor adoration and control with institutions founded on standardization and
conformity. In contrast, universities situated in highly individualistic and vertical
societies such as the United States tend to emphasize instructor freedom and indivi-
dual student success and, as a result, the classroom instructor is more central and
powerful than central administration (Altbach, 2001).

Interestingly, despite differences in power between Indian and U.S. university
instructors, both U.S. students and their Indian counterparts in our study report
similar hierarchical values about teacher–student relations. That is, both believe
instructors have the right to decide standards of performance and reject the view
that students and professors should have equal status in the classroom. However,
Indian and U.S. students would like to be “consulted” by their instructors on decisions
as well as question instructor ideas presented in class. Hence, while Indian and U.S.
students share vertical values toward their instructors, they do want a voice in their
classes.

Turning to perceived impact of digital media on learning, attention, and student
participation, Americans are significantly more positive than Indians about the use of
mobile devices in class. For example, significantly more Americans than Indians think
ICTs can be used in class to aid learning. This positive view of mobile devices is in
stark contrast with the Indian perspective that cell phones, laptops, and tablets disrupt
the learning process, are quite annoying when they ring or make noise during class,
and that instructors are reluctant to ask student questions, and students refrain from
answering instructor questions, when they are on their devices. These results may also
be linked to differing cultural values.

Since individualism is the hallmark of the new mobile age (Castells, Fernandez-
Ardevol, Qiu, & Sey, 2009), it is not surprising that university students from a
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vertical collectivistic society like India are less tolerant of ICTs in the classroom
than are Americans (Triandis, 2001). For Indian students, ICT use in class
potentially threatens the common good while Americans, as vertical individualists,
view ICTs as benefiting each student’s learning. In order to protect the common
good, Indian students are significantly more inclined than Americans to prefer
disciplining, reprimanding, and imposing a grade penalty on students for distract-
ing cell phone use in class. In contrast, Americans are significantly more apt than
Indian students to safeguard individual student rights by preferring that instruc-
tors simply ignore inappropriate cell phone use in class.

This study provides important insights into intercultural new media studies. Not
only does this study reinforce past research that cultural values towards authority and
power in individualistic societies influence students’ digital behavior in university
classrooms, but it also extends this finding to a collectivistic society. Past research,
for example, has compared U.S. and Danish students’ digital behavior and found that
Americans, as vertical individualists, differ significantly in preferred digital behavior
and policies from Danes, who tend to be horizontal individualists and prefer more
equal authority relations, especially between students and instructors (Shuter et al.,
2016). In our study and consistent with past research, the preferred digital behaviors
and policies of American and Indian students seem to be influenced by their shared
vertical authority values; however, each society appears to situate authority differently,
with Indians preferring institutional authority while Americans bestow authority on
classroom instructors. These different cultural views of authority and individualism/
collectivism are reflected in quite different digital preferences of American and Indian
university students.

It also clear from our findings that, in future investigations, the field of new
media studies needs to focus more on culture in both academic and nonacademic
settings. With respect to university classrooms, for example, our findings suggest
that American and Indian students utilize digital media quite differently and have
different expectations for managing classroom digital devices. This finding is
important on a theoretical level because it suggests, along with our past Danish/
U.S. digital media research, that major new media theories (e.g., media richness
and hyper-personal theories) that have emerged in the U.S., and are implicitly
grounded in U.S. values and norms, may need to be reexamined through multi-
cultural lenses. Current theories of new media are not a substitute for generating
culture-based theories that strive to explain sociocultural influences on the social
uses of new media (Shuter, in press).

To further refine our understanding of the influence of authority values on
digital behavior, it is necessary to conduct classroom research in additional
individualistic and collective societies. Since current and past digital studies have
concentrated primarily on vertically structured individualistic and collective socie-
ties, it would be valuable to compare preferred digital behaviors and policies in
horizontal and vertical collectivistic societies. It also is important to conduct
research in different social settings beyond the classroom to explore the impact
of culture and context on digital behavior. Comparative intercultural new media
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studies in varied contexts will provide a deeper understanding of sociocultural
influences on digital behavior.

Additionally, future research on digital media in the classroom should attempt
to balance sample sizes more evenly across cultural and age groups than was
achieved in this study where samples were skewed towards Americans as well as
university freshmen and sophomores. It is judicious in future investigations to
gather more balanced samples especially among university juniors and seniors who
may have different views about digital media than freshmen and sophomores.
Finally, research on digital media in the classroom should utilize mixed methods,
gathering both self-report data, as in this study, and real-time observations.
Observational classroom studies, both quantitative and qualitative, should focus
on students’ and instructors’ real-time digital behaviors which can potentially
enrich future results.
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APPENDIX

Section 1: Your Use of Computers and Phones
Direction: Read the questions and FILL IN or CHECK your answers

Q1 Which of the following devices do you currently own? (Check (ALL that apply)
□ Mobile Phone □ Tablet □ Laptop □ Computer □Others; specify__________

Q2 How many social networking sites (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) do you currently
use? _________
Q3 How many hours do you use your laptops/tablets on a typical day when school
is in session? _________
Q4 How many hours do you use your mobile phones on a typical day when school
is in session? _________
Q5 On average, how many messages, updates, and voice calls do you make or
share every day? _________
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Q6 On average, how many messages, updates, and voice calls do you receive every
day? _________
Q7 How often do you use your computer/laptop/tablet during class?

Used in almost every class
Used in class 5–10 times per week
Used in class 1–4 times per week
Used in class 1–5 times per month
Rarely used in class
Never used in class

Q8 How often do you use your cell phone during class to check or send messages?
Used in almost every class
Used in class 5–10 times per week
Used in class 1–4 times per week
Used in class 1–5 times per month
Rarely used in class
Never used in class

Q9 How often do you STOP using your computer and phone, and UNPLUG
yourself completely from communication technologies?

Never
Rarely
At least once a year
At least once a month
At least once a week
At least once a day

Q10. Which of the following statement/s do you agree with? (Check(ALL that apply)
Concerning the use of electronic devices in the classroom…

University policy should prohibit all use of electronic devices during classes unless
such use is
specifically required by the course instructor.
A consistent written policy that would apply to all classes should be established by
the university
The policy should be solely determined by the course instructor.
The policy should be determined democratically (e.g., by a student vote) on a class-
by-class
basis.
The policy should be included on the course syllabus.
The policy should be discussed in class.
There should be no policy.
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Section 2: Your Beliefs on In-Class Computer and Phone Use

Direction: Check only one for each statement.

Strongly

Disagree Disagree

Somewhat

Disagree Neutral

Somewhat

Agree Agree

Strongly

Agree

It is distracting when other

students check their

updates or surf the web

during the class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Any use of cell phones in

class is generally

disruptive to the

learning process.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

It is disruptive when

another student’s cell

phone goes off (rings/

makes noises) in class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Cell phone use in class is

appropriate only if it is

done quietly and used

to look up information

that is relevant to class

material.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Certain types of cell phone

use in class can assist in

the learning process.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

As part of the campus

emergency alert system,

cell phones are critical

to my safety and should

be left on at all times.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students who use their cell

phones or laptops in

class tend to focus on

their online activity

rather than the topic

related to the class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students who use laptops

in class tend to hide

behind them to avoid

class participation.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students who use laptops

in class tend to be

reluctant to answer

instructor questions

posed to the class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □
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Directions: Check only one for each statement.

Q11. Which of the following statements do you agree with? (Check (ALL that apply).
If a student’s cell phone rings during class, the instructor should…
Ignore it.
Make a joke or otherwise call attention but in a light-hearted way.
Discuss the interruption with the student right then.
Discipline and reprimand the student in class.
Speak with the student in private after class.
Impose a grade-based penalty for this conduct.
Impose a grade-based penalty starting with the second offense.

Strongly

Disagree Disagree

Somewhat

Disagree Neutral

Somewhat

Agree Agree

Strongly

Agree

Instructors tend to avoid

asking questions to

students who use

laptops and phones in

class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Instructors tend to be

clueless as to what

students are actually

viewing on their laptop/

tablets/phones.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Instructors are reluctant to

ask students what

they’re viewing on their

laptop/tablets/phones.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students who use their

phones in class tend to

interact less in class

discussion.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students who use their

phones in class tend to

be reluctant to answer

instructor questions.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □
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Section 3: Your Beliefs on Relationships
Directions: Check only one for each statement.

Strongly

Disagree Disagree

Somewhat

Disagree Neutral

Somewhat

Agree Agree

Strongly

Agree

Professor and students

have equal status in the

classroom.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students have the right to

express disagreement

with their professors in

public.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Professors should consult

with students before

making decisions that

affect them.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Professors have the right

to decide standards of

performance expected

from students.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □

Students should question

ideas that the professor

presents in class.

□ □ □ □ □ □ □
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