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WHITE PAPER

Tablets in the classroom:
10 best practices for primary
schools and teachers
Primary schools regularly seek for new
ways to engage with young digital
natives in the classroom to stimulate
new learning experiences and to offer
an inclusive education for all.
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The use of tablets in schools offers
promising support for meeting these
goals. Many primary schools have
begun to experiment with tablets, such
as the iPad or the Galaxy Tab, for
educational purposes in the classroom.
These devices have been found to be
highly suitable for primary schools
because they are portable and
convenient to use in a traditional class
setting compared with PCs and the
touchscreen is intuitive for young
children with many apps having simple
user interfaces that are quick to learn.
However, there are some pedagogical,
social and organisational issues:
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• Teachers lack training in using
tablets in the classroom, there is little
support for teachers in planning
tablet-based activities and there are
few examples of proper use in the
classroom
• Some educators are concerned that
using tablets might be less effective
than traditional classroom activities

• Parents might be concerned that
their children will become addicted to
games and social networks, leading
to behavioural problems in the future.
• There are mixed recommendations
or no clear policy on tablet use from
educational authorities
This paper presents ten best practices
that can be implemented at primary
schools to guide the effective use of
tablets, as follows:
1. Treat tablets as a classroom
resource, not a personal possession.
2. Agree a policy for charging,
maintaining and repairing devices.
3. Encourage knowledge sharing
among teachers.
4. Utilise existing resources for
choosing educational applications.
5. Search for non-native language
applications.
6. Plan lessons with blended traditional
and tablet activities.
7. Encourage collaborative use when
appropriate.
8. Be sensitive to age, gender, cultural
factors.
9. Take interest in creations and
achievements.
10.Be prepared for success and failure.
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By following these best practices, schools can
overcome some of the issues of using this new
media in the classroom and begin to reap the
benefits of effective tablet usage as presented in
the final part of this paper.

Best practice #1: Treat tablets as a
classroom resource, not a personal
possession
When it comes to purchasing tablets, there has
been significant hype about “one-to-one
computing” where every student is given a
computing device (laptop, tablet, etc). However,
there is little evidence that such initiatives are
more effective than others.
In terms of device management and cost
effectiveness, it is better to treat tablets as a
shared resource for the whole school to use. From
the research that has been undertaken in Thai
primary schools, it is not essential to equip every
child with a tablet because teachers are not going
to use the tablet for every class. (Just as families
buy 1 tablet that has to be shared by all children.)

Best practice #2: Agree a policy for
charging, maintaining and repairing
devices
Who is responsible for making sure the tablets are
in good working order? Often the success of a
class is due to technical issues that are often out
of the control of the teacher. Schools should make
the job of the teacher as trouble-free as possible
by agreeing a policy for charging the devices,
installing new applications, and updating software.
Devices will get broken, so always prepare more
devices than you need and there should also be a
process for repairing existing devices and
purchasing new devices.

and also for recommending specific applications
that were successful in their classes.

Best practice #4: Utilise existing
resources for choosing educational
applications
According to interviews with teachers, the hardest
task for teachers is finding appropriate mobile
applications that match the content of their
curriculum. The app stores are the first resources
for finding new educational apps, by browsing
popular educational categories by age group or
searching subject keywords. However, there are
more specific websites designed specifically for
teachers, for example the Apps4Youth, which is a
Thai focussed site with categories that match Thai
primary levels and subjects. Within both the app
stores and app list sites, reviews can help
teachers to decide whether the app is suitable.
New applications are launched and updated
regularly, so subscribe to or monitor these
resources for more ideas for tablet-based
activities.

Best practice #5: Search for non-native
language applications
Apps that involve drawing, animation, languagelearning, mathematics, or constructionist
approaches might not require any native language
or literacy skills. Some app developers have made
considerable effort to make their educational
content accessible to all, even to those children
who cannot read or have difficulties reading.

Furthermore, regularly review the school policy to
find a solution that makes the use of technology
as painless as possible. The aim of this best
practice is to make using a tablet as easy as using
a textbook.

Furthermore, some apps that are limited to
English language only, actually do not require
much English vocabulary. Our studies have found
that most non-English-speaking children have no
problem navigating English only apps due to good
visual clues or similar patterns of interaction (e.g.
the “Play” or “Start” button is usually large and
obvious). Hence, this best practice encourages
Thai teachers to search for apps that are not in
Thai language in order to access a greater variety
of content.

Best practice #3: Encourage knowledge
sharing among teachers

Best practice #6: Plan lessons with
blended traditional and tablet activities

There will always be one or two “tech savvy”
teachers who quickly adapt to using any new
devices as part of their classes. The challenge is
to transfer this enthusiasm and knowledge to the
rest of the teaching faculty. This best practice
encourages schools to arrange meetings for
teachers to share their experiences using tablets
in their classrooms. Teachers can also create their
social groups (online or offline) for sharing tips

From our experience in the classroom, simply
giving the students a tablet and a task to do was
not guaranteed to give positive outcomes.
However, most classes were successful when the
class began with an explanation of the concepts
or content to be studied. For example, the English
classes worked best when the vocabulary was
introduced at the beginning of the class with
speaking practice, and then reviewed again after
the tablet activity.
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This best practice proposes that tablet-based
activities should blend naturally into a regular
classroom routine. If appropriate, give students a
preliminary activity that leads up to the tablet
activity (it will also give you time to prepare the
tablets!). Be aware that after the tablet activity,
there might be resistance to taking the tablets
away from the students.

Best practice #7: Encourage collaborative
use when appropriate
In an experiment with Thai primary school
students, the results showed that students’
preference for games was determined by whether
they played collaboratively or individually. In
particular situations, students may prefer using the
tablet collaboratively. Therefore, this best practice
encourages teachers to allow students to work
together on one tablet between two or more
students. Appropriate activities are a game or
puzzle that can be solved collaboratively, or a
constructive activity that favours interaction.
Exceptions might be drawing or reading that might
be better with a one-to-one ration of tablets to
students.

Best practice #8: Be sensitive to age,
gender, cultural factors
What works for one class, might be less effective
for another. The content of an app might excite
one age group, but be considered too immature
for another age group. Unexpected differences
were found in analysing the relative achievements
of age and gender groups engaged in
computational thinking activities on the iPad.
Hence, this best practice warns that engagement
may vary between different age, gender and
cultural groups.

Best practice #10: Observe and adapt
when things go wrong
Not every activity will be a huge success – be
prepared for some failures. There will be weeks
when students don’t follow the activities you have
planned and they start opening different apps than
you intended. Remember that using tablets in the
classroom is a learning experience for teachers as
well as students. In these situations, it is likely that
you can observe that the students have found the
activity either too challenging or not challenging
enough. This best practice says “don’t be
disheartened” but instead use the observations as
a way to adapt and evolve future lessons.

The benefits of tablet-based classroom
activities
The ten best practices discussed in this white
paper are designed to help schools and teachers
to overcome the difficulties of implementing tabletbased activities in the classroom. By following
these best practices, teachers can spend less
time on solving technical issues and more time on
teaching with the following benefits:
•

•

Best practice #9: Take interest in
creations and achievements
The results that students receive on the tablet are
equally important as they would be in a traditional
classroom activity. Some examples of the results
of tablet-based activities could be: completing all
the levels, a fastest time, a high score, creating an
animation, or solving a problem in a novel way.
However, they might not be as obvious without
taking time to explore the tablet. In the same way
we would praise a child's drawing, we should
praise whatever their achievement on the tablet is.
Teachers need to be interested, as a motivator to
see the significance of using the tablet as an
educational tool, and to push the students to
greater heights.

•

Offer new experiences – The advantages of
new media like mobile technology is that it can
deliver content that is not possible in a
textbook and it can support students in the
creation of content that is not possible with pen
and paper. Whether this is creating an
animation, exploring virtual worlds, or making
mathematics more concrete, the teacher has
the potential to offer children new learning
experiences.
Develop digital natives of the future –
Familiarity with mobile technology and the
development of mobile technology skills will
enable students to be more productive and to
solve problems throughout their education and
careers. Starting at primary school will prepare
the students to become the digital natives of
the future.
Give value to mobile technology – Many
children (and parents) view smartphones and
tablets as gaming devices, but by using them
in the classroom for learning, it teaches
children that they are valuable educational or
productivity tools for a variety of uses.

For more information about making effective use
of tablets in primary school classrooms, please
visit our website www.mobcomlab.com for other
publications. Mobile Computing Lab is a research
group at Naresuan University with more than 5
years experience in working with primary schools
to understand how to make the most effective use
of mobile technology.

