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Peers and Instructors as Sources of Distraction from a Cognitive Load
Perspective

Abstract
Framed by literature regarding classroom interactions that affect students’ cognitive processing, this study
provided an integrative approach to understanding distracting instructor and student communication.
Participants qualitatively reported on either a distracting peer (n = 90) or instructor (n = 127). The responses
were coded using anti-citizenship behaviors and instructor misbehaviors. One additional category emerged
that extends the instructor misbehavior literature. Participants completed a new distraction scale and a
cognitive load scale. Our results revealed differences in frequencies for each behavior, but all instructor and
student behaviors were equally distracting and had similar negative influences on students’ cognitive load.
Implications for instructors to manage these distracting behaviors are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
Higher education instructors are teaching in an atmosphere 
that has been described as the “age of distraction” (O’Donnell, 
2015, p. 187) and a “culture of distraction” (Kane, 2010, p. 375). 
Classroom distractions are those behaviors that challenge the 
attention, focus, and information processing of students. Because 
the college classroom is fraught with opportunities for distrac-
tions, students’ abilities to process course information is influ-
enced, often negatively. Learners’ cognitive processing capacity 
is limited, especially when difficult content is presented through 
poor instruction (Sweller, 1988) or when peers distract from 
the learning process.  As a result, distracted students’ abilities 
to process content and construct schema is hampered (Sweller, 
van Merrienboer, & Pass, 1998). Further, although some behaviors 
are described as distracting, distraction has not been effectively 
operationalized in extant literature. Thus, this study is guided by 
three goals: (a) develop a typology of instructor and student dis-
tractions, (b) develop and validate a distraction measure, and (c) 
examine behaviors for their level of distraction and influence on 
students’ cognitive load.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Classroom distractions can manifest in many forms.  Previous 
scholars have examined loud side conversations, confrontation-
al behaviors, compulsively communicating, cheating, allowing cell 
phones to ring, student challenge behaviors, student misbehav-
iors, and off task behaviors as distracting (Boice, 1996; Camp-
bell, 2006; Fried, 2008; Johnson, Claus, Goldman, & Sollitto, 2017; 
Kearney, Plax, Sorensen, & Smith, 1988; McCroskey & Richmond, 
1993; McPherson & Liang, 2007; Simonds, 1997). Similarly, and 
perhaps most popular in the literature, students and instruc-
tors are highly susceptible to distractions via social media and 
technology use (Elder, 2013; Kuznekoff, Munz, & Titsworth, 2015; 
McCoy, 2013; Sana, Weston, & Cepeda, 2013; Qian & Li, 2017). 
Distracting behaviors are often attributed to students, but in-
structors have the potential to create distractions as well. For 
example, instructor disclosures that are negative, irrelevant, oc-
cur too frequently, contain intimate or sensitive information, or 
are otherwise perceived by students as inappropriate may dis-
tract students from focusing on course or learning objectives 
(Sidelinger, Nyeste, Madlock, Pollak, & Wilkinson, 2015; Zhang, 

Shi, Tonelson, & Robinson, 2009). Thus, this study examines both 
students and instructors as sources of distraction in the college 
classroom.

Students: Anti-Citizenship Behaviors as 
Sources of Distraction
Many of the student behaviors that are deemed distracting also 
emerged in Myers et al.’s (2015) study on classroom anti-citizen-
ship behaviors. Simply put, Myers et al. (2015) defined classroom 
anti-citizenship behaviors as intentional behaviors that disrupt 
the classroom. They argued that:

all students in the classroom can be affected by anti-citi-
zenship classroom behavior—whether it be the students 
who engage in this behavior, the students who witness this 
behavior, or the students who are the direct targets of this 
behavior—and can become distracted by it (p. 236).

In their study, four primary categories emerged including 
physical (e.g., fidgeting, arriving late), participatory (e.g., jokes, 
participation level), technology (e.g., using computers, phone 
noises), and etiquette (e.g., side conversations, eating). When 
peers engage in distracting behaviors, students report sub-op-
timal outcomes including feeling distracted or becoming angry 
at peers (Galanes & Carmack, 2013). Myers et al. (2015) found 
that these anti-citizenship behaviors were negatively related to 
affective learning, perceived cognitive learning, state motivation, 
and communication satisfaction. Further, distracting behaviors 
disrupt the learning environment and may be initiated by or neg-
atively impact both students and instructors (Hirschy & Braxton, 
2004; Seidman, 2005). Thus, students may not feel as connected 
to other students. For example, Johnson (2013) identified neg-
ative relationships between a connected classroom climate and 
distracting texting.  In addition to a negative classroom environ-
ment, research has also demonstrated links to decreased student 
learning (Kuzenkoff et al., 2015; Kuzenkoff & Titsworth, 2013; 
Sana et al., 2013). Yet, the link between distraction and changes in 
learning has not been fully explored. Thus, there are two primary 
critiques of the distraction literature including (a) a lack of focus 
on instructors as sources of distraction and (b) missing opera-
tionalization of distraction. 
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Instructors: Misbehaviors as Sources of 
Distraction
Instructor misbehaviors, or “any instructor classroom behavior 
that interferes with instruction and learning,” may also distract 
students (Goodboy & Myers, 2015, p. 133; Kearney, Plax, Hays, 
& Ivey, 1991).  In the seminal misbehaviors study, Kearney et al. 
(1991) identified three primary categories of instructor misbe-
haviors including incompetence, indolence, and offensiveness. In 
an effort to update this line of research, Goodboy and Myers 
(2015) replicated the study and identified three categories of 
instructor misbehaviors: antagonism, lectures, and articulation. 
Goodboy and Myers note that not all of the behaviors identi-
fied were actually misbehaviors in the sense that they actually 
detracted from the classroom or learning. Thus, distraction may 
only constitute one facet of instructor misbehaviors. Though 
related, we argue that distracting behaviors and instructor mis-
behaviors may comprise separate and distinct constructs. An 
instructor distracting behavior is a behavior that (a) directs stu-
dents’ attention away from course content and (b) detracts from 
student learning, therefore offering a possible explanation for 
why instructor misbehaviors negatively affect learning. 

A comprehensive typology of distracting behaviors from 
both students and instructors would be beneficial. Given the ev-
idence that suggests instructors and students co-construct the 
classroom environment (Galanes & Carmack, 2013; Sidelinger 
& Booth-Butterfield, 2010) and Boice’s (1996) argument about 
uncivil and potentially distracting behaviors, that students and 
teachers are “partners in generating and exacerbating” (p. 458), it 
is important to examine distracting behaviors from both sourc-
es to understand how they contribute to the overall classroom 
environment. Without a clearer conceptualization of which stu-
dent and instructor behaviors forestall students’ attention and 
focus when learning, instructors are unable to identify and avoid 
or correct distracting behaviors, either that they exhibit or that 
their students may exhibit. Hence, related to the first two cri-
tiques, we posed the following two research questions:   

RQ1: Which peer behaviors reported by students as incivil-
ities are also distracting in the classroom?

RQ2: Which instructor (mis)behaviors do students report 
are also distracting in the classroom?

Because distracting behaviors may challenge the attention, 
focus, and information processing of students, cognitive load the-
ory is an appropriate theoretical lens framing this study.

Distraction and Cognitive Load 
Cognitive load theory (CLT) is a foundational theoretical frame-
work in educational psychology that explores instructional fac-
tors influencing learners’ cognitive processing capabilities.  CLT 
deals with the capacity of learners’ working memory where in-
formation is processed, stored, and retrieved in/from long-term 
memory (van Merrienboer & Sweller, 2005; Pass, Tuovinen, Tab-
bers, & van Gerven, 2003) and examines the way learners’ cog-
nitive resources are focused and used in instructional settings 
(Chandler & Sweller, 1991).  Distractions influence the learning 
environment and may lead to unnecessary cognitive load, conse-
quently shifting students’ focus away from desired information.  

Cognitive load refers to the mental strain (negative load) or 
intentional processing of information (positive load) by learners 

based on the difficulty of the content being learned, presentation 
of the content, and/or the learner’s effort to deeply process in-
formation and construct schema (Pass, Renkl, & Sweller, 2003). 
It is a multidimensional construct consisting of three types of 
mental load (See figure). First, intrinsic cognitive load represents 
difficulty of the content and the previous experience and/or 
knowledge the learner may have with the content/subject (Pass 
et al., 2003). Second, extraneous load is the way in which infor-
mation is presented. It is imposed and/or reduced strictly by an 
instructor’s teaching strategies or poor instruction (Chandler & 
Sweller, 1991; Jong, 2010; Sweller, 1988). Similarly, we argue that 
peer behaviors can also create extraneous load that prevents 
students from fully processing the course content. Third, is ger-
mane cognitive load. Unlike intrinsic and extraneous cognitive 
load, germane cognitive load is considered positive because it 
describes deeper processing of information and information 
storage. In fact, increased germane cognitive load should be the 
instructor’s goal for all their students as it is the capacity a learn-
er has to deeply process content after accounting for intrinsic 
and extraneous cognitive loads (Sweller et al., 1998).  

Cognitive load influences instructional climates and learning 
outcomes. For example, instructors should seek to use mixed 
work examples with conventional problems to help learners’ 
mentally integrate content (Chandler & Sweller, 1991), use sim-
ple-to-complex problems (van Merrienboer & Sweller, 2005), 
offload information into different communication channels (May-
er & Moreno, 2003, 2010), avoid non-essential and confusing 
information, and stimulate instructional processes that lead to 
conceptually rich and deep knowledge (Jong, 2010).  Recently, 
instructional communication scholars explored the influence of 
instructor clarity on students’ ability to deeply process informa-
tion. Specifically, student learning is maximized under conditions 
of high instructor clarity and high learner motivation to pro-
cess content (i.e., reducing cognitive load; Bolkan 2015; Bolkan, 
Goodboy, & Kelsey, 2016).  Additionally, perceived message con-
tent relevance and cognitive load influences both academic per-
formance and perceived cognitive learning (Sexton, 2017). Thus, 
positive instructor behaviors (e.g., clarity, relevance) have prom-
ising effects on cognitive load and student learning outcomes. 
Conversely, distractions may increase extraneous load, reducing 
students’ capacity for deep processing of information, rendering 
distractions detrimental to climate and learning.

While many of these student and instructor behaviors are 
assumed or anecdotally reported to be distracting, scholars have 
yet to measure the extent to which each behavior is distract-
ing. For example, Goodboy and Myers (2015) and Kearney, Plax, 
Hayes, and Ivey (1991) measured frequency of instructor mis-
behaviors, and Kuzenkoff and Titsworth (2013) manipulated the 
frequency of texts or posts participants received during a video 
lecture. Yet, each of these studies did not measure the perceived 
level of distraction, and research is void of an instrument to mea-
sure classroom distraction.  Though some measures gauge dis-
traction of a specific behavior (e.g., cell phone distractibility scale, 
Elder, 2013), an instrument that measures distraction as a re-
sponse to diverse behaviors, and from multiple sources, would be 
useful.  A general classroom distraction measure was developed 
as part of a previous study (see scale development and pilot test-
ing section). The current study seeks to validate this measure by 
testing (a) factorial validity and (b) concurrent validity. Factorial 
validity refers to the extent to which scale items’ factor loadings 
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are consistent with a theoretically expected factor solution and 
extant empirical studies (Gefen & Straub, 2005). Thus,

RQ3: Does the classroom distraction scale demonstrate 
adequate model fit?

Concurrent validity refers to the extent an instrument is 
associated in a logical manner to other established instruments 
that measure similar constructs (Cronbach & Meehl, 1995). Be-
cause we argue that distraction increases negative cognitive load, 
we propose to test concurrent validity: 

H1: Classroom distraction and cognitive load will be posi-
tively correlated.

Finally, it is unclear to what extent particular behaviors are 
distracting or disrupt cognitive load. Distracting behaviors take 
students’ attention away from course content and/or instruction, 
causing them to lose focus. It is possible that some distracting 
behaviors are more distracting and create greater experienced 
negative cognitive load than others, ultimately creating a barrier 
to learning. Further, while extant research focuses on extrane-
ous cognitive load as being imposed by the instructor and poor 
instruction, it is possible that peer distractions impede on expe-
rienced cognitive load as well. Therefore: 

RQ4: What are the differences in (a) perceived distraction 
and (b) cognitive load for each of the student and instructor 
behaviors identified?

METHOD
Distraction Scale Development and Pilot 
Testing
The classroom distraction scale was created by the first author 
for another study, which served as a pilot study of the new in-
strument. The items were generated after reviewing the litera-
ture and developed to demonstrate face validity. The 7-point se-
mantic differential scale included five items: is distracting – is not 
distracting, kept me focused – made me lose focus, sidetracked 
me – did not sidetrack me, got my attention – did not get my 
attention, detracted from class – did not detract from class. It 
was tested using an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with par-
ticipants including both students (N = 201) and instructors (N = 
64). Criteria for factor and item retention were: 1) eigenvalues 
greater than 1.0 for retained factors, 2) primary factor loadings 
of .50 or greater, 3) no secondary factor loading exceeding .30, 
4) loading on a factor with a minimum of two items, and 5) the-
oretical interpretability (Comrey & Lee, 1992). In the student
sample, EFA revealed that four of the five items loaded on the
same factor with loadings of .80 or higher and accounted for
54.94% of the variance (eigenvalue = 2.74). That is, these 4 items
were measuring the same intended construct of distraction. Item
4 (got my attention – did not get my attention) was not retained
due to low factor loading which indicated it did not measure the
same construct as the other four items. The scale was reliable
(α = .85, M = 4.48, SD = 1.44). In the instructor sample, EFA
revealed that the same four items loaded on one factor with
factor loadings of .73 or higher and accounted for 54.10% of the
variance (eigenvalue = 2.70). The final 4-item scale was reliable (α
= .75, M = 21.56, SD = 5.25). Thus, the final scale was a four item, 
reliable, and unidimensional scale.

Figure1. Multidimensional Constructs in Cognitive Load Theory
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Recruitment and Data Collection  
Procedures
After receiving institutional review board approval, participants 
(N = 218) were recruited from a general education course re-
quired of all students at a large southeastern university to en-
sure diverse representation of students. Students completed an 
online survey hosted by Qualtrics for minimal course credit. The 
online survey included both quantitative and qualitative compo-
nents. Students were randomly assigned by Qualtrics to report 
on either a distracting peer (n = 90) or distracting instructor (n 
= 127). When first accessing the survey, participants reported 
on the class they had prior to completing the survey to ensure 
diversity of courses and instructors represented (Plax, Kearney, 
McCroskey, & Richmond, 1986) and completed the cognitive load 
measure about their experiences in that class in general. Then, 
they responded to the following prompt which was modified to 
focus on either another student or instructor: “Please describe 
a time when a student/instructor in the class you previously 
identified did or said something that distracted you from class 
content.” Students then completed the distraction measure re-
garding the recalled incident and completed the cognitive load 
measure, which was modified to be specific to the day the dis-
traction occurred.

Participants
For students reporting on an instructor distraction, they were 
all enrolled as full time students and ranged in age from 18 to 
28 (M = 18.48, SD = 1.20). This subsample included 49 males 
and 78 females who were primarily first year students (n = 109, 
84.5%). For those reporting on instructor distracting behaviors, 
the students reported on 67 male instructors and 58 female in-
structors (2 did not specify instructor sex) in classes ranging in 
size from 10 to 600 (M = 99.30, SD = 111.70). Of the instructors, 
the majority were faculty members (n = 94), followed by gradu-
ate students (n = 15), and 16 students did not know the status 
of their instructor while 2 chose not to report on the status of 
their instructor. 

For students reporting on a peer distraction, the majority 
were full-time students (n = 87, 96.7%), with one reporting as 
other and two not reporting their enrollment status. The par-
ticipants ranged in age from 18 to 23 (M = 18.71, SD = 1.13). 
This subsample included 41 males and 48 females, and one who 
did not report on sex. These students were primarily first year 
students (n = 73, 81.1%).

DATA ANALYSIS
Qualitative Coding. The first author read the qualitative re-
sponses and created a codebook for distracting peer behaviors 
and for instructor behaviors. For the instructor distracting behav-
iors, the instructor misbehaviors typologies (Goodboy & Myers, 
2015; Kearney et al. 1991) were used as sensitizing frameworks. 
Based on sample misbehaviors and conceptualizations, Kearney 
et al.’s categories of indolence and incompetence were combined 
with Goodboy and Myers’ category of lectures as they all indicat-
ed a general lack of teaching skills. Next, Kearney et al.’s category 
of offensiveness was combined with Goodboy and Myers’ cate-
gory of antagonism. The fourth and fifth authors coded the entire 
data set. Of the instructor sample (n = 127), 45 students could 
not recall a time when their instructor had distracted them re-

sulting in 84 responses (66% of the sample) that were able to be 
coded into extant instructor misbehavior categories (Goodboy 
& Myers, 2015; Kearney et al., 1991) including incompetence/in-
dolence/lectures (n = 72) and offensiveness/antagonism (n = 5). 
Only 7 of the accounts did not clearly fit into previous instructor 
misbehavior categories; they comprised a new code we labeled 
classroom management strategies, as they did not pertain to lec-
turing or incompetence and were not offensive or antagonis-
tic. Goodboy and Myers (2015) category of articulation did not 
emerge in our data set. Intercoder reliability was calculated using 
Hayes K Alpha in SPSS, which as described by Hayes (2007), pro-
vides a reliability estimate for coder judgements and accounts 
for agreement by chance. Generally, acceptable K alpha levels are 
above .80. K alpha was .91 for instructor behaviors.

For student distracting behaviors, the anti-citizenship behav-
iors scale (Myers et al., 2015) was used as a sensitizing frame-
work for code creation. All of the student behaviors were able 
to be coded into one of the four anti-citizenship behaviors cat-
egories (i.e., physical, technology, participatory, or etiquette). No 
new behaviors or themes emerged. Thus, the student distracting 
behaviors will be referred to as anti-citizenship behaviors (ACBs) 
for the results and discussion. K alpha was .81 for student be-
havior coding. 

Quantitative Data
Classroom Distraction. The final scale was a 7-point seman-
tic differential scale including four items: is distracting – is not 
distracting, kept me focused – made me lose focus, sidetracked 
me – did not sidetrack me, detracted from class – did not detract 
from class. In this study, the scale was reliable (.90, M = 3.32, SD 
= 1.73) for the students who reported on instructor distractions 
and for those who reported on peer distractions (.89, M = 4.38, 
SD = 1.79).

Cognitive Load. Cognitive load was measured twice us-
ing the previously reliable cognitive load questionnaire (Shadiev, 
Hwang, Huang, & Liu, 2015). Four items (i.e., Learning the mate-
rials is easy, Completing learning activities is easy, Learning the 
materials do not require a lot of mental effort, and Completing 
learning activities do not require a lot of mental effort) are mea-
sured on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The items were recoded so that a high score indicates 
high cognitive load. The first administration asked students to 
consider the class they were reporting on in general (e.g., “In 
general, learning the materials in this class is easy”). The second 
administration occurred after students described the distrac-
tion on that particular day (e.g., “On that particular day, learning 
the materials was easy”). The cognitive load scale was reliable 
at baseline administration (.89, M = 2.61, SD = 1.02) and at the 
second administration (.92, M = 2.60, SD = 1.05) for the students 
who reported on instructor distractions. For students reporting 
on peer distractions, the baseline cognitive load (.87, M = 2.65, 
SD = 1.03) and post-distraction cognitive load (.91, M = 2.75, SD 
= 1.06) were both reliable. We created a cognitive load change 
score (i.e., post-cognitive load subtracted from baseline/pre-cog-
nitive load). A negative change score indicates cognitive load in-
creased, 0 indicates no change, and positive scores indicate a de-
crease in cognitive load. Change scores were used in all analyses.
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RESULTS
RQ 1 and 2 asked about the distracting behaviors of peers and 
instructors. The majority of instructors did engage in distracting 
behaviors (n = 84) compared to only 45 who did not. The most 
commonly identified distracting behavior was incompetence/
indolence/lectures followed by offensiveness/antagonism, and 
classroom management tactics. See Table 1 for the distracting 
instructor behaviors, frequencies, examples, and descriptive sta-
tistics related to distraction and cognitive load. 

Similarly, the majority of students were able to report on 
peers’ ACBs (n = 68) compared to only 14 who could not iden-
tify an ACB behavior. The most commonly identified ACB was 
etiquette (n = 29), followed by technology (n = 22), physical (n = 
9), and participation (n = 8). See Table 2 for the ACBs, frequen-
cies, examples, and descriptive statistics related to distraction 
and cognitive load. 

Because the EFA from two different pilot study samples sup-
ported a reliable, 4-item, unidimensional structure, we used con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) to answer RQ3 which inquired 
about distraction scale validity and model fit. We conducted 
CFAs on each sample separately. In the sample reporting on dis-
tracting instructor behaviors, the classroom distraction measure 
was a good fit to the data: χ2 (2) = 1.64, CFI = 1.00, NFI = .99, 
RMSEA = .00. Similarly, in the sample reporting on student dis-
tracting behaviors, the measure was a good fit to the data: χ2 (2) 

= 1.88, CFI = 1.00, NFI = .99, RMSEA = .00. Thus, factorial validity 
of the classroom distraction measure was supported. Related to 
scale validity, H1 predicted that distraction and cognitive load 
would be positively correlated. The variables were related in the 
instructor distractions sample, r = .37, p < .01, and in the peer 
distractions sample, r = .33, p = .01. H1 was confirmed.

RQ 4 asked about the extent to which each behavior dis-
tracted students using the newly developed classroom distrac-
tion scale and to what extent each behavior affected students’ 
cognitive load. For instructor behaviors, an Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) revealed a significant model, F (3, 128) = 10.58, p < 

.001, ηp2 = .20, power = .99. Although incompetence/indolence/
lectures was rated as most distracting (M = 3.93, SD = 1.69) 
followed by offensiveness/antagonism (M = 3.80, SD = 1.48) and 
classroom management (M = 3.39, SD = 1.73), Scheffe post-hoc 
analyses indicated the distracting instructor behaviors did not 
significantly differ from one another on the distraction level. 
For cognitive load, only offensiveness/antagonism and classroom 
management had a negative change score indicating that the 
cognitive load increased as a result of the distracting behavior. 
Offensiveness/antagonism created the largest change in cognitive 
load, followed by classroom management and incompetence/in-
dolence/lectures. However, the ANOVA revealed these differenc-
es were not significant F (3, 127) = 2.92, p = .09, ηp2 = .02, power 
= .39.  See Table 1.  

To answer the remainder of RQ4 regarding peer behaviors, 
an ANOVA with the four categories of peer ACBs entered as 
fixed factors and perceptions of distraction entered as the de-
pendent variable was conducted. The model was not significant, F 
(67) = 1.19. p = .32, ηp2 = .05, power = .30. The ANOVA testing 
for possible cognitive load differences between the four ACBs 
was also not significant, F (67) = 1.01. p = .39, ηp2 = .05, power 
= .26. In other words, each of the ACBs were equally distracting 
and similar in their effects on cognitive load. See Table 2. 

DISCUSSION
Instructors and students co-construct the classroom environ-
ment (Galanes & Carmack, 2013) and are affected, both positive-
ly and negatively, by each other’s behaviors in the classroom. Dis-
tracting behaviors, or instructor and peer behaviors that avert 
student attention from course content and learning objectives, 
have previously been explored in scholarship (e.g., teacher misbe-
haviors, Kearney et al., 1991; anti-citizenship behaviors, Myers et 
al., 2015). However, a measure that captured the degree to which 
a particular behavior is perceived as distracting did not exist, and 
thus, was previously unmeasured. Further, this study is unique in 
that it examined both instructor and peer behaviors identified by 

Table 1. Instructor Distracting Behaviors

Distracting Behavior Frequency Example Distraction
M (SD)

Cognitive Load Change
M (SD)

Incompetence / Indolence /
Lecture 72

When giving a power point she tends to talk fast as 
well as change the slides fast. Like 2 minutes per slide 
with 500 words.

3.93 (1.69) .02 (.94)

Offensiveness / Antagonism 5 When the instructor said a vulgar word 3.80 (1.48) -1.15 (1.67)

Classroom Management 7 He played music in the background during a group 
project. 3.39 (1.15) -.10 (.40)

Table 2. Peer Distracting Behaviors (ACBs)

Distracting Behavior Frequency Example Distraction
M (SD)

Cognitive Load Change
M (SD)

Participation 22 Sometimes students will ask questions that seem to be com-
pletely unrelated to the class material presented in class that day. 5.18 (1.09) -.09 (.75)

Technology 2 music in head phones was too loud and everyone around him 
could hear it 5.04 (1.09) -.28 (.69)

Physical 2 when a student shows up late and walks in during the middle of 
class and when the instructor is talking. 5.80 (.84) .25 (.70)

Etiquette
7 They were talking loudly next to me. 5.18 (1.01) -.25 (.94)

None 14 -- --
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students as distracting. Finally, departing from previous studies, 
this study used a cognitive load theoretical perspective to add to 
our understanding of potential explanatory mechanisms for how 
these behaviors detract from student learning. 

Generally, students were easily able to recall specific days, 
events, and people who they found distracting. The ease with 
which they could recall these instances speaks to the level of 
distraction that occurred – it was memorable for students even 
when students may not always recall important course content. 
That is, these distracting behaviors may impede on cognitive load 
and cause students to shift their cognitive processing resources 
to managing a distraction rather than processing course content, 
directions, assignments, and feedback. As expected, many of the 
instructor distractions aligned with existing categories of teach-
er misbehaviors. Teacher misbehaviors, by definition, detract 
from student learning (Kearney et al., 1991). This study provides 
some insight into a potential explanation for decreased learning 
in the presence of instructor misbehaviors. Students reported 
these behaviors distract from course content and, in many cas-
es, negatively influenced their perceived information processing 
abilities. However, measuring levels of distraction associated with 
these behaviors was not possible prior to the scale developed 
in this study. 

Although the prompt for soliciting student perceived misbe-
haviors in the seminal research included “instances where teach-
ers had said or done something that had irritated, demotivated, 
or substantially distracted” students (Kearney et al., 1991, p. 313), 
scholars were unable to differentiate between distracting behav-
iors and conceptually different appraisals such as demotivating 
or irritating. Further, without the focused inquiry into distracting 
behaviors, scholars and instructors may be unaware of student 
perceptions of certain behaviors or the effects of those behav-
iors. In this study, instructor misbehaviors all appeared to be dis-
tracting, but were equally distracting. 

Some things that students reported as distracting have been 
identified as positive teaching behaviors in other research. For 
example, instructor humor was identified as distracting. Previ-
ous research has explained that appropriate humor can increase 
affect and immediacy (Gorham & Christophel, 1990; Wrench & 
Richmond, 2004) and make content memorable and aid in learn-
ing (Goodboy, Booth-Butterfield, Bolkan, & Griffin, 2015; Myers, 
Goodboy, & Members of COMM 600, 2014; Wanzer & Frymi-
er, 1999), thereby improving instructor-student relationships 
and the classroom experience. In another example, students 
reported instructor behaviors that disrupted their thinking as 
distracting, and the exemplar provided described an instructor 
playing music during an in class group project. Because playing 
music during group work may also be a relational tool (e.g., play-
ing students’ favorite songs) or a classroom management tool 
(i.e., signaling when students should work in groups and when 
students should turn their attention to the instructor), students 
may not consider this behavior to be an instructor misbehavior, 
yet it was still perceived as distracting. This nuance suggests that 
distractions can occur in response to both positive and negative 
instructor behaviors. A potential explanation for this is that these 
behaviors may be arousing, or alleviate boredom, allowing stu-
dents to re-focus their attention on the present moment in the 
classroom (Rosegard & Wilson, 2013).

All of the student distracting behaviors were able to be cat-
egorized as ACBs. Thus, a primary conclusion is that distract-

ing others from learning equates to poor classroom citizenship. 
While the behaviors were easily categorized as ACBs, some of 
the behaviors did not align with student distracting behaviors 
identified by instructors (Johnson et al., 2017). For example, stu-
dent behaviors such as tapping fingers on a desk were not re-
ported by instructors in previous research, but were reported by 
students in our study. This discrepancy likely results from instruc-
tors viewing student behaviors differently than students. The fact 
remains that peer behaviors do impede students from maintain-
ing complete focus on course content, instructor, or tasks. 

Descriptively, students perceived that they experienced 
differences in cognitive load most when instructors displayed 
offensiveness/antagonism, followed by classroom management, 
and then incompetence/indolence/lecture. However, all of the in-
structor behaviors had equally negative effects on cognitive load.  
We reason then, that students’ perceptions of these distracting 
behaviors prevent them from engaging in schema construction 
and deep processing of information, which then detracts from 
learning.  

The findings of this study also highlight the ability for peer 
ACBs to detract from learning. Although cognitive load theory 
positions the instructor as being in control of his or her own 
behaviors and instruction to avoid negative load (Sweller, 1988), 
arguably, instructors should also be in control of students as a 
source of extraneous load. That is, because classroom manage-
ment and maintaining student focus on learning is the instruc-
tor’s responsibility (Kearney et al., 1991), instructors are tasked 
with policing their own and students’ distracting behaviors to 
ensure an engaged classroom environment. Hence, excessive or 
repetitive student distractions may indicate that an instructor 
is a poor classroom manager. Yet, this presents a conundrum, as 
instructors’ classroom management techniques to address stu-
dent ACBs may also distract students, as classroom management 
emerged as a distraction category in our study.

The development and testing of the classroom distraction 
scale provides a valuable tool for future research. Although schol-
ars have identified student classroom behavior expectations (e.g., 
Boice, 1996) and instructor misbehaviors that may distract from 
learning (Goodboy & Myers, 2015; Kearney et al., 1991), scholars 
had yet to measure the degree to which these behaviors dis-
tract instructors and students in the classroom.  The 4-item scale 
provided here is stable, valid, and reliable and has been tested 
with primary classroom stakeholders: students and instructors 
as both receivers and senders of distracting behaviors. The brief 
scale allows distraction to be measured in a variety of classroom 
contexts and samples. The brevity of the scale can benefit both 
scholars and practitioners.

Theoretically, our results align with the fundamental as-
sumptions of CLT. Specifically, students reported instructor dis-
tracting behaviors represent extraneous factors that are in di-
rect control of the instructor. Consistent with previous research, 
some instructor misbehaviors (Goodboy & Myers, 2015) nega-
tively affected students’ reported cognitive load. Sweller (1988) 
posited that poor instruction leads to an increase in students’ 
experienced negative load and reduces their mental capacity to 
construct schema and deeply process information. Therefore, as 
students perceived instructors to rush through content, not in-
tentionally focus on students’ reception and understanding of 
the content, and interrupt students’ thinking, students experi-
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enced an increase in negative cognitive load while, at the same 
time, perceiving the instructor to be distracting.

Previous cognitive load research focuses primarily on in-
structors as sources of extraneous load. However, in the current 
study, students reported experiencing cognitive load as a result 
of peer distractions. Specifically, students’ ACBs (e.g., technolo-
gy use, speaking off topic, and engaging in side conversations) 
during class negatively affected peers’ cognitive load. Therefore, 
peer behaviors negatively influence students’ ability to engage in 
mental processing of the content being presented in the course; 
as perceptions of peer distractions increased, students’ negative 
cognitive load also increased. With little explanation of this re-
lationship in extant research, it is assumed based on the basic 
premises of the theory that extraneous cognitive load isn’t lim-
ited to poor instruction, but can also be impacted by distracting 
peer behaviors, as evidenced in this study. The results hold sever-
al practical implications for teachers and researchers.

Practical Implications
Practically, these results support the need for several classroom 
management techniques and policies to be implemented in the 
classroom to help decrease student distracting behaviors. Specif-
ically, instructors should focus primarily on students’ participato-
ry behaviors. Beyond encouraging participatory behaviors such 
as volunteering in class discussions and asking questions (Roc-
ca, 2010), instructors should also implement and maintain pa-
rameters for managing distracting participatory behaviors.  This 
may include limiting student side conversations (i.e., etiquette) 
and implementing more active learning and clear behavioral ex-
pectations (as summarized in Boice, 1996). Further, instructors 
may address distracting technology use by strategically engag-
ing students with on task learning behaviors using the technol-
ogy (Burns & Lohenry, 2010; Campbell, 2006; Frisby, 2017) and 
consistently enforcing the technology-in-the-classroom policies 
(Finn & Ledbetter, 2014; Ledbetter & Finn, 2013). In fact, Quian 
and Li (2017) found that students were more easily distracted by 
technology when overwhelmed by information, the class was too 
easy, or the instructor was not involved or relating to students. 
Perhaps information overload or easiness of the course aligns 
with intrinsic load (e.g., too much information) or extraneous 
load (e.g., the instructor presents it in a confusing way).  

From an instructor training perspective, basic teaching and 
lecture skills seem to be the most frequently occurring distract-
ing behavior that should be addressed. The specific behaviors 
that appear to be the most important areas are going off top-
ic (i.e., relevance) and ineffective presentations. Extant research 
highlights the importance of instructor relevance in general (Fry-
mier & Shulman, 1995) and in maintaining that relevance when 
self-disclosing (Schrodt, 2013) or using humor (Sidelinger, 2014). 
Specifically, relating content to students’ current lives and inter-
ests are ways in which instructors can avoid going off topic (Mud-
diman & Frymier, 2009). Tips for effective presentations include 
avoiding PowerPoint overload and reducing presentation pace, 
for example (Yilmazel-Sahim, 2009). Although not frequently 
occurring, poor classroom management is another area where 
training can be critical. Classroom management requires skills 
training and efficacy-building feedback (Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, & 
Hoy, 1998). Efficacy in classroom management helps teachers to 
plan effective strategies to approach classroom issues (Dibapile, 
2012). However, managing student behaviors which instructors 

may not be aware are distracting for other students is difficult. 
Instructors may allow students to provide anonymous mid-se-
mester feedback about the presence of distractions in the class-
room to target classroom management interventions.  

Finally, this study suggests that instructors may focus pol-
icies and training on behaviors that have no real detrimental 
outcomes for attention and cognitive processing. If behaviors 
such as students using technology are not supported as signifi-
cantly more distracting or negatively influencing cognitive load 
than other ACBs, then these behaviors should not be a primary 
focus of policies, classroom management, or instructor training, 
regardless of how frequently they may occur. However, future 
research on these behaviors may find negative outcomes that 
were not examined in this study (e.g., affect, learning, classroom 
climate), which would necessitate a renewal of research atten-
tion on these behaviors.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study provides valuable insight into student perceptions of 
peer and instructor distractions, but should also be interpreted 
in light of inherent study limitations. First, although the sample 
size provided adequate power to detect differences, there was 
inadequate power to test how each specific behavior may have 
impeded cognitive load for both populations and distraction for 
student ACBs. Related to the sample, this sample was mostly first 
year students because they often take this required course with-
in the first year of their university curriculum. Senior students 
may experience different levels, and sources, of distraction. Repli-
cating this study with a larger and more diverse sample may pro-
vide additional insight into possible differences in distractibility 
across different cohorts. Second, although cognitive load is an 
important consideration due to its connection to student learn-
ing, measuring active cognitive acquisition would have supported 
further claims about the detrimental effect of distracting behav-
iors on students. As an exploratory study, though, the results 
provide the groundwork to focus and facilitate future research 
on specific behaviors and their effects on learning outcomes, 
including a theoretical and potentially explanatory mechanism: 
cognitive load. While the cognitive load change score provided a 
valid measurement for the influence of distractions on students’ 
experienced cognitive load, the scale we used did not account 
for all three dimensions of cognitive load (i.e., intrinsic, extrane-
ous, and germane). Future research should account for the influ-
ence of instructor and peer distractions on all three dimensions 
of cognitive load. Finally, we did not assess student characteris-
tics that may affect the ease with which they may be distracted 
(e.g., attention disorders, personality, motivation). Measuring and 
controlling for these specific student characteristics using exist-
ing, validated scales (e.g., situational motivation, Guay, Vallerand, 
& Blanchard, 2000; learning orientation scale, Milton Pollio, & 
Eisen, 1986) or diagnostic tools (e.g., ADHD behavior checklist,  
Barkley, 1997) would allow for researchers to examine the nu-
ances of distractibility that are actually attributable to others’ 
behaviors. Although previous research has found that instruc-
tor demographics (e.g., race) and characteristics (e.g., accent) 
have emerged as misbehaviors or distracting for students, these 
components of instructor identity did not emerge in our data. 
However, future research may examine how instructor identity 
may influence students’ threshold of tolerance and forgiveness of 
misbehaviors and distractions.
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Future studies may investigate specific sources of student 
distraction and assist instructors in grounding classroom policies 
in empirical research to improve the overall learning environ-
ment (e.g., no cell phones, don’t arrive to class late). Additionally, 
scholars may more precisely investigate the role of distraction 
in the classroom, such as connections between distraction and 
student learning, as well as possible differences between self-dis-
traction (e.g., playing on Facebook) and other-distraction (e.g., a 
peer’s irrelevant disclosure) during class.  Given the broad, and 
easily adaptable nature of the new scale, this instrument can also 
be used in future research exploring instructors’ distracting be-
haviors and how they may influence student engagement and 
learning. Therefore, the distraction measure presented in this 
study provides a flexible and heuristic instrument for future re-
search. By understanding the role of distraction in the classroom, 
instructors can more skillfully manage classroom experiences 
and develop strategies to circumvent adverse effects of distrac-
tion.
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