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The integration of digital pedagogy into English Language Teaching (ELT) has 

transformed instructional practices, offering unprecedented access to interactive 

tools and multimodal resources. However, the pervasive use of digital technology 

has also introduced cognitive and behavioral learning distractions that can hinder 

second language (L2) acquisition. This study investigates the primary sources of 

learning distractions during digital English instruction and evaluates their impact 

on student engagement and language learning outcomes. Utilizing a sequential 

explanatory mixed-methods design, quantitative data were collected via a survey 

of undergraduate EFL students (N = 150), followed by qualitative semi-structured 

interviews with students (n = 12) and English instructors (n = 6). Multiple linear 

regression analysis indicates that off-task digital multitasking (β = -.471, p < .001) 

and instructional/interface overload (β = -.332, p < .001) significantly predict 

reductions in perceived language task performance quality. Qualitative findings 

grounded in Sweller's Cognitive Load Theory reveal that extraneous cognitive load 

caused by digital interruptions severely fractures attention during receptive tasks 

(listening and reading) and introduces task-switching penalties during productive 

tasks (writing and speaking). Grounded in these empirical insights, the paper 

provides a framework of concrete pedagogical strategies designed to optimize 

digital English learning environments. 
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1. Introduction 

The rapid adoption of digital pedagogy in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

classrooms has restructured traditional instructional paradigms. Mobile devices, 

Learning Management Systems (LMS), interactive web applications, and collaborative 

online spaces provide dynamic opportunities for authentic language input and 

autonomous learning. Modern language classrooms increasingly leverage digital 

ecosystems to foster communicative competence and real-time collaboration. 

Despite these clear pedagogical advantages, the constant connectivity inherent in 

digital environments poses a fundamental challenge: learning distraction. In digital 

English learning contexts, distractions manifest through off-task digital multitasking, 

media switching, notification disruptions, and cognitive interface confusion. Foreign 

language acquisition requires high cognitive engagement, including active auditory 

decoding, lexical retrieval, syntactic processing, and discourse planning. Consequently, 

frequent digital interruptions break attentional continuity and impede deep language 

processing. 

This study addresses two primary research questions: 

What are the primary drivers and sources of learning distraction when digital 

pedagogy is implemented in EFL classrooms? 

How do these digital distractions affect students' cognitive engagement and specific 

language skills (listening, reading, speaking, and writing)? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Digital Pedagogy in English Language Teaching 

Digital pedagogy refers to the strategic, critical use of digital tools to enhance 

teaching and learning experiences. In ELT, tools such as Gamified Learning Platforms 

(GLPs), shared online documents, and multimedia discussion boards are widely 

deployed to increase motivation and communicative interaction. While technology 

integration supports learner autonomy, its efficacy relies heavily on instructional 

design that mitigates off-task behavior. 

2.2 Cognitive Load Theory and Digital Distraction 

According to Sweller's Cognitive Load Theory (CLT), human working memory has a 

strictly limited processing capacity. When learners engage with L2 tasks, they expend 

Intrinsic Cognitive Load to decode foreign vocabulary and syntax. When digital 

environments force learners to simultaneously evaluate pop-up notifications, open 

browser tabs, or respond to instant messages, their Extraneous Cognitive Load rises 

sharply. This leaves minimal working memory available for Germane Cognitive Load—

the cognitive effort required to construct long-term mental schemas and consolidate 

language structures. 
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3. Methodology 

This study employs a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Quantitative survey data collected in Phase 1 provides an empirical 

overview of distraction frequency and triggers, which was subsequently explored and 

explained through qualitative interviews in Phase 2. 

3.1 Participants & Sampling 

The target population comprised undergraduate EFL students enrolled in blended 

and online English courses at a state university. 

Quantitative Sample: N = 150 undergraduate students selected via proportionate 

stratified random sampling based on academic year and English proficiency levels 

(CEFR B1–B2). 

Qualitative Sample: n = 12 students selected via purposive sampling based on high 

and low self-reported distraction scores from Phase 1, and n = 6 university English 

instructors with at least 5 years of digital pedagogy experience. 

3.2 Research Instruments 

3.2.1 Digital Learning Distraction Questionnaire (DLDQ) 

The DLDQ is a 25-item survey adapted from the Media Multitasking Scale (MMS) 

and modified for EFL instruction. It employs a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(Never) to 5 (Very Frequently). The instrument was validated by two ELT specialists, 

and a pilot test (n = 30) demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.89). 

Dimension Indicator / Focus Item Count Sample Item 

  

Off-Task Digital 

Multitasking 

(OTDM) 

Social media, instant 

messaging, streaming 

during instruction 

7 items "I check social media 

notifications while 

listening to online 

lectures or audio 

materials." 

Instructional & 

Interface Overload 

(IIO) 

Navigating multiple 

tabs, confusing LMS 

layouts, app 

switching 

6 items "Switching between 

multiple apps during 

a single task makes 

me lose focus on the 

language content." 

Cognitive Fatigue 

& Inattention (CFI) 

Screen fatigue, 

attention drift during 

reading/writing tasks 

6 items "I find it difficult to 

maintain 

concentration when 

reading long digital 

English texts." 
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Dimension Indicator / Focus Item Count Sample Item 

  

Self-Regulation & 

Mitigation 

Strategies (SRMS) 

Notification blocking, 

active goal setting 

6 items "I turn off app 

notifications or use 

'Do Not Disturb' mode 

during English 

learning sessions." 

3.2.2 Semi-Structured Interview Protocols 

Two semi-structured interview protocols were developed: 

Student Interview Protocol (8 items): Explored personal experiences with digital 

interruptions across specific language skills (listening, reading, speaking, writing) and 

self-regulation behaviors. 

Instructor Interview Protocol (6 items): Examined observed student engagement, 

instructional design friction, and digital platform management strategies. 

4. Results 

4.1 Quantitative Results: Regression Analysis 

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted using SPSS to assess whether 

Off-Task Digital Multitasking (X1) and Instructional/Interface Overload (X2) 

significantly predicted Perceived Task Performance Quality (Y). The overall regression 

model was statistically significant, accounting for 48.2% of the variance in task 

performance, R² = .482, F(2, 147) = 68.41, p < .001. 

Predictor 

Variable 

Unstandar

dized B 

Std. Error Standardiz

ed β 

t-value p-value 

  

(Constant) 4.12 0.28 - 14.71 < .001 

Off-Task 

Digital 

Multitaskin

g (X1) 

-0.42 0.06 -.471 -7.00 < .001 

Instruction

al/Interface 

Overload 

(X2) 

-0.28 0.05 -.332 -5.60 < .001 

Note: Dependent Variable = Perceived English Task Performance Quality. 
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Off-task digital multitasking (β = -.471) exerted a stronger negative effect on student 

performance quality than interface overload (β = -.332), demonstrating that internal 

behavioral habits disrupt language learning focus more severely than platform 

complexity alone. 

4.2 Qualitative Results: Thematic Analysis 

Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework, three core qualitative 

themes were identified from interview transcripts: 

Attentional Fracturing in Receptive Skills: Students reported that notifications 

severely damaged listening and reading comprehension. Unlike L1 processing, L2 

decoding requires unbroken working memory focus."If an Instagram notification pops 

up while I am listening to a 3-minute TOEFL audio, my brain instantly shifts. Even if 

I ignore the message, I miss 5 to 10 seconds of the audio, and I lose the whole context." 

(Student Participant #04) 

The Task-Switching Penalty in Productive Skills: Switching between messaging 

apps, translation tools, and writing platforms fragmented the composition 

process."Students think they are multitasking effectively, but their writing shows clear 

signs of cognitive disruption—abrupt topic shifts, incomplete sentences, and heavy 

reliance on direct machine translation." (Instructor Participant #02) 

Emergence of Low-Tech Compensatory Strategies: Successful learners actively used 

physical notebooks alongside laptops to shield themselves from screen distractions."I 

keep a paper notebook next to my laptop. Writing down target vocabulary with a pen 

keeps my hands away from my phone and prevents me from opening extra browser 

tabs." (Student Participant #11) 

5. Discussion 

The empirical findings demonstrate that while digital pedagogy provides flexible and 

communicative learning environments, it introduces substantial cognitive hurdles. 

Through the framework of Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller et al., 2019), off-task digital 

multitasking generates excessive Extraneous Cognitive Load. Because foreign 

language processing inherently demands substantial Intrinsic Cognitive Load for 

lexical and syntactic decoding, excessive extraneous load depletes working memory, 

leaving insufficient bandwidth for Germane Cognitive Load (schema construction). 

Furthermore, interface overload directly reflects Sweller's Split-Attention Effect and 

Redundancy Principle. When educators require students to navigate multiple 

disconnected web applications during a single lesson, cognitive resources are expended 

on interface navigation rather than target language processing. In terms of Levelt’s 

(1989) L2 production model, task-switching disrupts the Formulation stage, forcing 

learners to simplify syntax or rely excessively on machine translation tools. 

6. Pedagogical Implications 

To mitigate digital learning distractions without discarding the benefits of digital 

pedagogy, EFL instructors should adopt concrete, structured teaching strategies. 
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Instructional 

Phase 

Target 

Cognitive/ELT 

Challenge 

Concrete 

Pedagogical 

Strategy 

Actionable 

Classroom 

Execution 

  

Lesson Design & 

Pre-Task 

Interface Overload & 

Split-Attention Effect 

Platform 

Streamlining 

(Single-Hub Model) 

Consolidate all digital 

materials (audio, 

texts, submission 

forms) into a single 

LMS page. Avoid 

requiring more than 

two active browser 

tabs during live 

sessions. 

Lesson Design & 

Pre-Task 

Lack of Goal 

Orientation & Self-

Regulation 

Digital Pre-Task 

Contracting 

("Focus Warm-Up") 

Establish a 1-minute 

setup routine before 

tasks: instruct 

students to turn on 

"Do Not Disturb" 

mode and close 

background 

messaging apps. 

During Task: 

Receptive Skills 

Attentional 

Fracturing & Audio 

Stream Loss 

Segmented Input 

with "Focus Blocks" 

Divide long listening 

tracks or reading 

texts into 3–5 minute 

micro-chunks 

(Pomodoro-style). 

Provide targeted pre-

questions to direct 

selective attention. 

During Task: 

Receptive Skills 

Screen Fatigue & 

Passive Engagement 

Hybrid "Analog-

Digital" Note-

Taking 

Require students to 

keep physical 

notebooks beside 

devices to handwrite 

key vocabulary while 

reading/listening on 
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Instructional 

Phase 

Target 

Cognitive/ELT 

Challenge 

Concrete 

Pedagogical 

Strategy 

Actionable 

Classroom 

Execution 

  

screen, keeping 

hands occupied. 

During Task: 

Productive Skills 

Task-Switching 

Penalty & Over-

Reliance on 

Translation 

Constrained 

Writing & Time-

Boxed Drafting 

Use live collaborative 

documents for 10-

minute sprint writing 

tasks. Restrict 

external dictionary 

access to predefined 

L2 glossaries. 

Post-Task & 

Assessment 

Extraneous Load & 

Cognitive Overload 

Asynchronous 

Reflection & 

Digital Detox 

Wraps 

End synchronous 

digital classes 5 

minutes early. Have 

students log off 

screens and complete 

a quick handwritten 

reflection or spoken 

voice-note summary. 

7. Conclusion and Future Research 

7.1 Conclusion 

Digital pedagogy remains a powerful framework for modern English language 

education. However, its success depends on addressing the pervasive issue of digital 

distraction. Off-task digital multitasking and interface complexity act as major 

cognitive barriers that displace the working memory capacity needed for L2 schema 

construction. Mitigating these distractions does not require abandoning digital tools, 

but rather implementing distraction-conscious digital pedagogy that streamlines 

interfaces, structures focus intervals, and fosters student self-regulation. 

7.2 Recommendations for Future Research 

Longitudinal Assessment: Employ experimental longitudinal designs to track the 

impact of distraction mitigation strategies on standardized L2 proficiency scores over 

an academic year. 
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Neurocognitive Methodologies: Incorporate eye-tracking and EEG cognitive load 

measurements to map visual and cognitive attention drift during digital tasks. 

Generative AI Dynamics: Investigate the dual role of Generative AI tools as both 

sources of cognitive distraction and adaptive tools for personalized focus management. 

Cross-Cultural Comparisons: Explore how digital distraction patterns and self-

regulation capacities vary across differing socioeconomic contexts and educational 

levels. 
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