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Abstract

Background. Students’ ability of learning is influenced by study habits. Among these,
the use of technologies has assumed a controversial role. The aim of this paper is to
analyse studying approach, the use of technologies and how they affect study habits in
a population of university students addressed by the “Sportello Salute Giovani” (“Youth
Health Information Desk”) questionnaire.

Methods. 16 questions referred to the approach to studying and the use of technologies
(number 77-93) were analyzed. Absolute and relative frequencies were calculated. Strati-
fication for sex, age and socio-economic status were performed and Chi square test was
used to test the difference between sex, age class and socio-economic groups.

Results. 99.7% of students declared to have at least one mobile phone and 68.7% to use
smartphones, i-phones and i-pads. Males (20.9% vs 14.9% female, p < 0.05), older stu-
dents (31.7% among 25-30 years old students »s 21.3% among 18-21 years old, p < 0.05)
and students with the highest socio-economic level (87.8% vs 54.2% of the lowest) seem
more likely to use digital technologies/Internet for educational purposes.

Conclusion. Our survey revealed that most college students still prefer approach the
study using books instead of digital tools, but this attitude is conflicting with how many
hours they use computers and surf Internet per weeks. Therefore, further studies are
needed to understand better technology influence on study habits and its implication
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INTRODUCTION

Almost 20 years ago Al Hilawani and Sartawi [1]
defined study skills as the skills and habits necessary
for getting to know and retrieving information. Com-
petencies of the process of studying are: to acquire and
to record information, to record appropriate responses
to those information, to locate the required informa-
tion, to organize and to manage information synthesiz-
ing these in order to create adequate responses and to
memorize and to retrieve information on demand [2].

On the other hand, study habits are considered how
a student organizes his or her private reading, outside
lecture hours, in order to become expert on a particu-
lar topic [3]. Hence, study habits can be good if they
permit to a student to excel or can be bad if they lead
a student to get mediocre grades. To sum up, a good
process of studying does not consist only in memorizing
facts but in recalling when necessary these facts, and re-
lated information, and to use them in an intelligent way
[4]. Therefore, study habits influence students’ ability
of learning and technologies devices play a crucial role
among factors which can condition study habits. A re-
cent study commissioned by McGraw-Hill Education

has revealed that the use of mobile devices and online
activities can help the process of studying but, on the
other hand, they can influence it badly. According to
this survey, online activities represent the main distrac-
tion for almost 40% of the students interviewed; more-
over, more than 50% of the interviewed affirmed to use
laptop, tablets and phones to text friends when they
are studying [5]. On the other hand, the same survey
has pointed out that students take equally advantage
by using technologies (mostly smartphones than tablets
or computer), for their studying. Moreover, the use of
digital tools for studying permit them to save time that
they employ above all for sleeping [5].

Different authors in literature have stressed on the
studying benefits deriving by the use of mobile devices
for learning, because these could lead to an improved
access to education with better educational outcomes
[4]. Mobile phones represent an important resource
to improve students literary and numeracy skills [6],
and they also permit both independent and collabora-
tive learning experiences [7] leading to a personalized
learning process. Moreover, cell-phones are useful to
support lifelong learning that occurs spontaneously in
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several settings not only represented by the formal ones
[8]. These benefits are balanced by the negative effects
of the improper use of these tools and of psychological
disorders that can be related to their use [4]. The risk,
especially important in young people who represent the
largest users, is to address all human relations in a “sur-
real”, and that the hyper-use to manage relationships,
emotions and states of loneliness turns into a real addic-
tion. Another possible risk associated to the excessive
use of mobile phone is the exponential growth in the
levels of stress and anxiety due in particular to the fact
that it can be accessed and controlled at all times and to
the possibility to just reach out and control other peo-
ple in any place and time. The excessive use of cellular
phones has led to the development of specific disorders
as the “disconnection syndrome” or the “syndrome of
ringing or vibration ghost” [9].

Other tools whose prolonged and incorrect use could
cause a sense of addiction are personal computer con-
nected to Internet and TV. Their incorrect use could
also affect studying in college students [10]. Some data
about technology use in Italian adolescents (11, 13 and
15 years old children) has been provided by the Ital-
ian HBSC Report as part of the article on the risk of
sedentary lifestyle [11]. However, no information about
study habits and technology use among Italian univer-
sity population are available.

The objective of this paper is to present the results
of the “Sportello Salute Giovani” project in order to
analyze the approach to study, the use of technologies
and how the later can affect study habits in university
students.

METHODS

The information regarding the study population and
study design, including the development process of the
“Sportello Salute Giovani” questionnaire, the question-
naire contents, the data entry and cleaning, the codifi-
cation of variables and the sample characteristics, have
been described in the methodological article [12]. To
meet the aim of the present article, only the section re-
ferred to the approach to studying and the use of tech-
nologies (questions 77-93) was analyzed.

Six questions (number 77-82) investigated the ap-
proach towards studying: they were aimed to define
the students’ self-perception of their academic results,
pressure due to the studying burden, students’ attitude
to study alone or with colleagues, students’ predilection
of studying with paper documents, books or digital ma-
terials.

Four questions (number 83-86) were aimed to in-
vestigate how many hours students spent watching TV,
using computers, surfing on Internet or in social net-
works, while two questions (number 87 and 88) were
addressed if students belonged to some associations
and their typology.

Finally, the last four questions (90-93) were aimed
to investigate students’ habits with technology devices,
such as cellular phones, smartphones and their services
(sms sending, hours spent chatting).

For each question absolute and relative frequencies
were calculated. Furthermore, analyses were stratified

for sex, age and socio-economic status as described in
the article of de Waure et al. [12]. Chi square was used
to test the difference between sex, age class and socio-
economic groups. A p value < 0.05 was considered sta-
tistically significant.

Tables and graphs were used to summarize results.
Questions about similar topics and with comparable
answers were grouped together.

RESULTS

The complete tabular presentation of the data regard-
ing this section, including stratification by sex, age class
and socio-economic status, can be found in the Appen-
dix which is available online as Supplementary Material
at www.iss.it/anna.

Most of students declared to have good or very good
academic results although most of them felt to be some-
times or often “under pressure”.

Figure 1 shows that most of students declared “to
like enough” (with percentages around 50%) studying
alone, studying in group, using book and paper docu-
ments and digital technologies, but interesting differ-
ences were highlighted after the stratification (see ta-
bles in the Appendix).

Figure 2 shows the section about technology use.
Most students declared to spend time using computer,
watching TV, surfing on Internet and using social net-
works ranging from less than 7 to 21 hours, with higher
weekly use of TV and social networks.

Only 36.4% of students declared to belong to some
association: most of them was involved in charities
(33.4%), sports (30.1%) and religious groups (14.7%).

Almost all students (99.7%) affirmed to have at least
one mobile phones (13.8% had two or more than two
mobile phone), 68.7% declared to use devices as smart-
phones, i-phones and ipads. Most of students (41.1%)
declared to send up to 50 SMS per day while 64.1%
affirmed to talk on the phone less than one hour a day.

Stratification by sex

Study habits and technology use show interesting
differences with respect to sex. Higher percentage of
females declared to feel a lot under pressure for study
reasons (27.7% vs 18.6%, p < 0.05), to prefer studying
alone (24.9% vs 19.4%, p < 0.05) and only with the sup-
port of books or papers (28.7% vs 20.5%, p < 0.05).

On the other side, males declared to like a lot using
new digital technologies/Internet for educational pur-
poses (20.9% vs 14.9%, p < 0.05) and their attitudes
were corroborated by the weekly time spent on per-
sonal computer (32.8% of males spent more than 22-28
hours/week vs 18.3% of females, p < 0.05) and surfing in
Internet (31.0% of males spent more than 22-28 hours/
week vs 20.0% of females, p < 0.05). On the contrary,
no relevant differences were recorded in the time spent
using social networks or talking on phone and in the use
of devices as smartphone/i-phone/i-pad.

Stratification by age groups

Older students declared to feel a lot under pressure
for study reasons (31.7% among 25-30 years old stu-
dents, 25.9% among 22-24 years old and 21.3% among
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Figure 1
Study habits among Italian university students.

18-21 years old, p < 0.05) and seem more likely to use
digital technologies/Internet for educational purposes
(22.1% among 25-30 years old students, 16.9% among
22-24 years old and 15.2% among 18-21 year old, p <
0.05). Similarly, older students spent longer time us-
ing their personal computer (33.6% among 25-30 years
old students spent more than 22-28 hours/week, 24.7%
among 22-24 years old and 18.5% among 18-21 years
old, p < 0.05) and surfing on Internet (31.5% among
25-30 years old students spent more than 22-28 hours/
week, 23.7% among 22-24 years old and 21.1% among
18-21 years old, p < 0.05).

No relevant differences were recorded in the time
spent using social networks or talking on phone.

Stratification by socio-economic level

Significant differences related to the socio-economic
level were shown in the self-perception of study re-
sults. In fact, the percentage of students that perceived
their study results as very good was higher in the high
socio-economic class (31.9%) and decreased with the
decrease of the socio-economic level reaching 13.7% in
the lower socio-economic group (p < 0.05).

Furthermore, the use of devices as smartphones,
i-pad or i-phones showed a linear trend with the de-
clared socio-economic level, ranging from 54.2% among
students belonging to the lowest level to the 87.8%
among those of the highest.

No relevant differences were recorded in the other
variables.

DISCUSSION

The present survey revealed that most college stu-
dents still prefer approach the studying using books
instead of digital tools. This attitude is conflicting with
how many hours they use computers and surf Internet

per weeks. Most of students answered to use comput-
ers and Internet up to 21 hours per week. These results
are corroborated by the results of a survey adminis-
tered to 549 undergraduate college students attending
a highly selective Midwestern university in which 95%
of the students affirmed to use Internet every day and
the use was mainly related to sending emails, surfing
the web, chatting and, in lesser measure, to conduct
research [13]. Computers and Internet are tools even
more utilized for educational purposes. As it is stated in
another survey addressing 1228 college students, con-
ducted within the United States in 2014, laptops and
notebooks were the most commonly (89%) used mobile
device for school work every week [14]. Moreover, the
vast majority of students interviewed affirmed that us-
ing digital tools, mainly tablets, will transform the way
of learning in future making it also more fun [14]. Com-
puters are reputed a good supplement for learning pro-
cess also by Cameroonian students of the University of
Buea, participating to a survey realized in the academic
year 2009/2010, because they facilitate the learning pro-
cess [15]. High percentages of college students owing
a personal computer (97.3%) and accessing to Internet
(98%) were confirmed by another survey administered
to 299 undergraduate students a mid Atlantic university
in which Authors investigated perceived stress, technol-
ogy use and disruptions and social support [10]. In the
same survey, 97% of students stated to own a mobile
phone, but a quarter of the interviewed declared to be
disrupted by technology in doing or completing their
school-works. Mostly, this disruption was caused by in-
stant messenger although the authors have noticed that
most of the disruption was caused during stressful days
in which students tend to communicate with family or
friends [10].

The cell phone is one of the most rapidly growing tech-
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Figure 2
Tecnology use among Italian university students.

nologies in the world with more than 6 billion subscrib-
ers as reported by United Nations in 2013 [4]. In our
survey, almost all students have a mobile phone (99.7%)
and 68.7% of them has also a device like tablets/i-pads.
The percentage of students sending up to 50 SMS per
day is high (more than 40%), while a lesser use is done
for calling. The increase use of mobile phones and the
possibility to access Internet, surfing the web and chat-
ting on social networks can have effects towards the
students’ studying attitudes: in a survey administered
to students attending the 1+ year in the Faculty of Arts
of the University of Zimbabwe all the respondents de-
clared not to switch off their mobile phones during
studying time, while 65% indicated to put on silent their
phones where they study [4]. Furthermore, over 50%
stated they receive or make calls while they are studying,
but 90% of these calls are not for educational purposes
so they distract students. At the same time, 75% of the
respondents affirmed sending or receiving text message
during study time, but the majority of these messages
were not related to the study. Further, another source
of distraction related to mobile phones is provoked by
the willing of checking their mobile phones several times
bringing forward calls, messages or mails and by the
feeling of upset or stress if there is network accessibility
or phone malfunction. Moreover, respondents owing an
Internet enabled mobile phone declared to visit websites
during their study time, mostly for educational purpose,
even though 20% affirmed to access Internet for non-
educational aim. Furthermore, 70% of the interviewed
people admitted accessing social networks during their
studying time and above all for non-educational pur-
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