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Introduction 

Although flexible and distance learning has 

been an integral part of the education 

landscape for many years, the nature of 

learning using technology has experienced an 

unprecedented rate of change over the last 

decade. This change has been also reflected in 

the terminology used to describe this learning, 

such as e-learning, m-learning and more. In the 

broadest sense, the new technologies have 

been a catalyst for merging the boundaries of 

formal, informal and lifelong learning. 

Global economies are driving aspects of social 

change through the adaptation of new 

technologies for everyday business and 

transactions. As such education needs to 

transform itself in order to adopt these 

technologies in learning and teaching. 

 

As Sharples (2006) points out 'we are now 

entering the mobile age, where phones are 

carried everywhere... airplane seats are 

entertainment centres, computer games are 

handheld, and advertising is ubiquitous' 

(Sharples, 2006, p. 2). Education needs to 

change if learning is to meet the challenges 

and opportunities of the mobile age. 

In recent times the tablet has been the tool of 

choice, especially the iPad, by many 

educational institutions to provide innovative 

learning opportunities.  

This brief, will not address the theoretical 

issues of education and its role in an ever 

changing technology driven society. Its primary 

focus is on the pedagogical aspects that aid in 

the improvement of teaching and learning 

through the use of digital devices and in 

particular tablets including the iPad. 
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Discussion is centred on the following areas: 

1. How can mobile technologies support 

literacy development for children? 

2. How can mobile technologies support 

teachers and their professional 

development in order to improve the quality 

of education delivered to students? 

3. How can mobile technologies support 

gender equality in education and extend 

opportunities to women and girls in 

particular? 

4. How can mobile technologies support 

equity?  

Definition of mobile learning 

Literature reveals a range of definitions about 

mobile learning. It is noted that mobile learning 

is not about learning using portable devices, 

but learning across contexts. 'Mobile learning is 

not something that people do; learning is what 

people do' (Walker, 2006). 

Mike Sharples and  Jeremy Roschelle (2010, 

p.4) provide the following definition: „Mobile 

learning is the study of how to harness 

personal and portable technologies for effective 

education. The term also covers research into 

technology-enabled learning across contexts 

and learning in an increasingly mobile society. „  

In m-Learning: Positioning educators for a 

mobile, connected future, Peters (2007, p. 3) 

states „The advent of mobile technologies has 

created opportunities for delivery of learning via 

devices such as PDAs, mobile phones, laptops, 

and PC tablets. Collectively, this type of 

delivery is called m-Learning...thought of as a 

sub-set of e-Learning...the emerging potential 

of mobile technologies tends to indicate that m-

Learning...has links directly to the „just enough, 

just in time, just for me‟ model of flexible 

learning, and is therefore just one of a suite of 

options that can be adapted to suit individual 

learning needs' 

Yeonjeong Park (2011) asserts that 

applications of mobile learning range widely, 

from K–12 to higher education and corporate 

learning settings, from formal and informal 

learning to classroom learning, distance 

learning, and field study. 

In short mobile learning can be summarised as:  

 learning using a mobile device 

  an extension of e-learning 

 learning that happens when the learner is not 

at a fixed or predetermined location  

 taking advantage of learning opportunities 

offered by mobile technologies. 

Evidence for introducing tablets 

There is evidence to indicate that mobile 

devices have reached education from the 

bottom-up, where learners have been exposed 

to these devices in their daily lives. Mobile 

devices have been used outside of school or 

university to read, take pictures and videos, 

write, play games and communicate with others 

(Vosloo, 2012, p. 12). The fascination and 

intrigue with new technologies, by young 

people, should be harnessed for teaching and 

learning purposes. These devices enable 

learning to take place ubiquitously while also 

"Mobile learning is the study 
of how to harness personal 
and portable technologies for 
effective education"  

Mike Sharples and  Jeremy Roschelle (2010, p.4) 
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empowering the learner.  Twenty first century 

teaching and learning is different from what we 

have been used to. It embraces the use of 

technology and new devices that can be used 

in innovative ways to engage with learning.  

Surveys and numerous studies show that more 

than '95% of students in colleges are users of 

these smart mobile devices in the developed 

world' (Baloch, 2012). 

IPads are one such new device that have been 

used in teaching to encourage and motivate 

learning. Murphy (2011) presents the following 

points for why tablets are effective tools for 

teaching and learning: 

 It is seen as a logical extension of their 

already extensive e-learning and blended 

learning program. 

 Significant numbers of universities are 

conducting iPad pilots. In effect, these 

institutions are conducting student centred 

action research to examine user behaviour 

prior to any significant m-learning strategy 

being developed. 

 Many universities appear to be looking at the 

device as an effective content delivery 

device, complementing other forms of 

conventional content delivery with learning 

management systems like Blackboard or 

Moodle. 

 At its most fundamental the iPad is at first 

and foremost a media consumption device, 

designed with multi-media and e-book 

reading in mind. 

 An iPad would appear to be the ideal 

candidate for the delivery of course content -- 

given the ability to store a vast diversity of 

materials such as interactive e-texts, PDF 

files, slideshows, videos, podcasts, etc. 

 

Image: Flickr  by Wayan Vota 

 

In short, ease of access and use, simplicity of 

programs and apps, storage capacity and 

assistive technologies and communication 

apps (built-in accessibility tools) make them 

ideal educational tools. 

Additionally, tablets enable collaboration to 

take place in a range of environments.  As 

such, collaboration is a very useful interactive 

function for social networking, especially using 

the flexibility enabled by mobile technologies. 

Himmelmann (1993) argues that: 

Collaboration is exchanging information, 

altering activities, sharing resources and 

enhancing the capacity of another 

organisation, for mutual benefit, and to 

achieve a common purpose (p.1).                                  

He suggested that there is a hierarchy of 

activity for working with others online with the 

lowest level being that of exchanging 

information, then coordination, followed by 

cooperation and finally, collaboration. 

Collaborative working together requires a high 
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level of trust because it is focused on exploring, 

experimenting, trialing and innovating where 

the path forward is not always obvious. An 

excellent example of successful collaboration 

was the international collaboration that 

resolved the SARS crisis in 2004. 

Collaboration is more than a mechanism for 

cooperation. As conceptualised by Monteil-

Overall (2005), it is both dynamic and creative 

with an 'underlying assumption… that meaning 

and knowledge are co-constructed' (Monteil-

Overall, 2005, p. 3). 

Monteil-Overall‟s views are close to those 

proposed by Schrage (1990) who sees 

„Collaboration [as] the process of shared 

creation‟ (Schrage, 1990, p. 40-41). The two 

definitions of Montiel-Overall (2005) and 

Schrage (1990) explore the co-creation of 

knowledge through interactions between 

individuals or groups to arrive at shared 

processes, understandings, products or events 

that they could not have done alone. 

Collaboration as co-creation is a process for 

adding value and in that sense is more than 

routine cooperation but creative and somewhat 

unpredictable. 

White (2012) defined collaboration as the 

process of co-creating knowledge while sharing 

physical or virtual space and goes on to argue 

that collaboration is one of the great 

advantages of social networking. Harasim 

(2012) argues that online collaboration is the 

future of pedagogy and a powerful educational 

environment for learning in a connected world. 

 For example, school students can collaborate 

on classroom projects across the globe, they 

can be involved in sharing and editing content 

and information; medical students can access 

relevant databases ubiquitously; TAFE 

apprentices can access appropriate 

applications '„just in time, just enough and just 

for me;‟ learning that is situated (typically in the 

field or at the workplace); and learning that is 

contextualised through mediation with peers 

and teachers' (Peters, 2007, p. 15).  

Literacy development 

As 21st century citizens, learners need to have 

the skills and knowledge to operate effectively 

in a technology driven society. It is not a case 

of learning how to use a device -- one needs to 

have the skills to adopt and adapt as the 

situation demands it.  

The portability and connectivity of mobile 

devices offer learners the opportunity to carry 

out a wide range of activities related to the 

searching, collating, storage and interpretation 

of data and information relevant to their 

courses. For example, using the iPad the 

iAnnotate app or Android qPDF allows students 

to highlight sentences of a PDF document and 

then email those highlighted sections to 

themselves as notes that can then be 

manipulated and combined with other material 

(Murphy, 2011). 

 

Image: Flickr   

At Abilene Christian University‟s College of 

Business Administration (COBA) students are 

using iPads to conduct market research as part 

of the university‟s summer abroad program in 
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Oxford, England. Students were required to 

use their iPads to conduct surveys, collect 

data, take notes and present new product 

pitches. Similarly, health faculty Masters 

students of Duke University were given iPads 

for use in medical field work (Winograd, 2010). 

Students have 3G iPads with preinstalled apps 

to use for collecting data, importing media files, 

and graphing results. In Australia, the 

University of Adelaide‟s Science department 

provided iPads for their first-year science 

students in 2011 (Cross, 2010). This enabled 

students to access lecture notes, documents, 

and textbooks through tailored web-based 

apps. 

The Victorian Department of Education and 

Early Childhood Development, working with 

Apple, has been conducting trials to test the 

value of the iPad and the applications it can 

access to engage learners and to improve their 

educational attainment. A diverse range of 

Victorian schools are participating in the trial 

including primary, secondary, Prep to Year 12 

and specialist settings 

(http://www.ipadsforeducation.vic.edu.au/ipad-

student-trial). 

 

Image: Flickr  

To date, feedback from participating schools 

has been overwhelmingly positive. For instance 

the touch screen interface of the iPad is 

proving to be a great success especially for 

learners with special needs.  

Quality education and equity 

The paramount objective of any education 

system or educational institution is to provide 

quality education while striving to meet equity 

issues. An emerging trend is to embrace ' bring 

your own technology' (BYOT) (Lee & Levins, 

2012). However, the biggest concern with any 

BYOT programme is equity, since not all 

learners are likely to have access to devices or 

sufficient data plans to connect online. 

Additionally, there are likely to be disparities in 

the quality of the devices learners own and the 

features they offer. While some learners may 

have high-end touch-screen tablets, other 

learners might have a mobile device with 

clunky navigation controls, poor screen 

resolution and very limited processing power. 

In fostering the use of diverse range of devices, 

educational institutions must ensure equity by 

making available devices of comparable quality 

to learners who need them.  

For example, Algonquin College in Canada has 

a Mobile Learning Centre from which learners 

can borrow high-quality devices (Algonquin 

College, 2011). In South Africa the MoMath 

project provides mobile kits, which include 

phones, to participating schools so they can 

supply devices to learners who need them. 

Furthermore, mobile learning carries significant 

potential to extend educational opportunities to 

learners with disabilities. Mobile devices can 

deliver flexible and personalised learning 

experiences that meet the unique and varied 

needs of the disabled. For example, audio 

voice messaging is easily accessible to hearing 

impaired users, and assistive programs that 
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read text aloud or enlarge text size on screens 

are useful to learners with visual impairments. 

While mobile phone ownership is widespread 

throughout the world, in low- to-middle income 

countries about 300 million more men than 

women own mobile devices. In these countries, 

a woman is 21% less likely to own a mobile 

phone than a man. This figure increases to 

23% if she lives in sub-Saharan Africa, 24% in 

the Middle East, and 37% in South Asia 

(Vosloo, 2012, p. 37). Likewise, Gonski (2012, 

p 28) reports that there is a strong relationship 

between one's socio-economic background 

and educational outcomes, with learners from 

disadvantaged backgrounds consistently 

achieving educational outcomes lower than 

their peers,  ' with socioeconomic status 

explaining 13 per cent ... of variation in student 

performance'. 

Mobile learning holds great potential for 

reaching marginalised women and girls and 

providing them with access to lifelong learning. 

Quality access to learning 

resources 

A barrier to accessing educational content 

online is that the content is often constrained 

by restrictive licenses or simply too expensive 

to allow widespread use and reuse in digital 

mediums. Open educational resources (OERs) 

provide a reasonable solution to this problem. 

OERs such as textbooks, study guides, 

research articles, audio files and videos can be 

freely accessed, reused, modified and shared. 

By applying Creative Commons licenses 

creators of resources can encourage people to 

share and distribute their materials.  

Governments around the world, including the 

Australian Government, have substantially 

invested in the development of online 

curriculum resources to embrace ICT in 

teaching and learning (Scootle). Now, attention 

needs to be diverted to the potential use of 

such resources via touch screen devices. 

Policies related to mobile learning should 

support the open licensing and accessibility of 

content designed for mobile technologies to 

ensure it is widely used and adapted. 

Furthermore, governments and educational 

institutions should work with publishers of 

learning materials to develop business models 

that will allow more flexible use of educational 

content on touch screen devices (Kukulska-

Hulme, 2010). 

Professional development 

It is a given, supporting new forms of learning 

and acknowledging twenty-first century skills 

and literacies requires revisiting current 

curricula, learning outcomes and assessments 

to ensure workforce capabilities. UNESCO‟s 

Media and Information Literacy Curriculum for 

Teachers (Wilson et al., 2011) is a useful 

resource for the integration of multiple literacies 

into the formal teacher education system. 

Kukulska-Hulme (2010b), states that learning 

can become trivialised if it is reduced to 

snippets of information of the type that mobile 

phones are ideally suited to deliver. Such an 

approach, without meaningful support, risks 

undermining the deep and complex 

understandings and cognitive skills education is 

intended to foster.  Teachers are core to the 

"In low- to-middle income 
countries about 300 million 
more men than women own 
mobile devices".   

(Vosloo, 2012, p. 37). 
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process of advancing understanding and 

facilitating learning -- learners need to be 

taught digital literacy skills that allow them to 

navigate the online world effectively, safely and 

appropriately. In the 21st century 'teachers are 

more important than ever, as is the 

professional development that ensures they are 

qualified to fulfill new and more dynamic roles' 

(Vosloo, 2012, p. 34).  

In general, mobile technology is viewed as 

disruptive in the traditional model of learning. 

That is learners are expected to be listening to 

the teacher instead of engaging in texting or 

other means of online communication.  

It is vital that the perception of 'disruption is 

changed from a negative one (where banning 

appears to be an appropriate response) to one 

that recognises the potential of mobile 

technology to transform education by improving 

pedagogy and making learning less monolithic. 

By looking beyond the surface-level disruption, 

it is possible to imagine the positive aspects of 

mobile learning, even as it calls for sometimes 

uncomfortable changes in classroom dynamics 

(Vosloo, 2011, p. 34). 

In order to recognise the benefits of what is 

considered a kind of „disruption‟, teachers: 

 need to be shown how mobile learning can 

improve teaching, learning and administration 

 should be trained to incorporate touch screen 

devices into classroom pedagogy, teach 

digital literacy and manage possible 

disruptive behaviour.  

A short article by Tim Pelton and Leslee 

Francis Pelton, 7 Strategies for iPads and 

iPods in the (Math) Classroom, outlines 

strategies supporting the adoption of iPhone, 

iPad and other touch screen devices in the 

classroom to encourage the exploration of 

mathematics and science concepts and to 

provide individualised opportunities for students 

to achieve mastery. It's worth noting that 

pedagogies such as exploration, collaboration 

and teamwork are key strategies in working 

with such devices. 

 

Image: Flickr  by kkjarrett 

In general, there has not been widespread 

professional development on mobile learning, 

and mobile devices have rarely been used to 

deliver professional development and teacher 

support. 

It is also important for mobile learning to be 

portrayed as a viable approach to achieving 

educational outcomes, not as a new technology 

fad. For example, at Saddleback Valley Unified 

School District in the USA, teachers in a mobile 

learning project participated in extensive 

professional development that included 

guidance on how to develop digital content and 

resources. 

Main stream policies should actively promote 

the development and sharing of best practices 

for professional development using mobile 

devices in order to augment this relatively 

emerging area of mobile learning. 
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Issues facing mobile learning 

It is not simply an Issue of mobile learning -- 

new technologies and in general the use of ICT 

in education have changed the dynamics of 

teaching. The digital age has created a new 

relationship between teachers and learners and 

one that appears to be more on equal footing. 

As Peters (2007) states, it is not one simply 

based on 'receiving and memorising the 

wisdom of their elders' (Peters, 2007, p. 5). 

Today's learner demands learning based on 

their needs.  

 The most serious issue faced by mobile 

learning is the lack of a solid theoretical 

framework which can guide effective 

instructional design and evaluate the quality of 

programs that rely significantly on mobile 

technologies. As Traxler (2007) pointed out, 

evaluation of mobile learning is problematic 

because of its “noise” characteristic with 

“personal, contextual, and situated” attributes 

(p. 10). Several attempts to conceptualize 

mobile learning have been made since the 

emergence of mobile and wireless 

technologies. Traxler (2007) provided six 

categories by reviewing existing trials and pilot 

case studies in the public domain:  

 technology-driven mobile learning 

 miniature but portable e-learning 

 connected classroom learning 

 informal, personalised, situated mobile 

learning 

 mobile training/performance support, and  

 remote/rural/development mobile learning. 

Additionally, user attitudes may influence the 

use of mobile devices in learning and teaching. 

A research project on the use of mobile devices 

at Bond University reports that when asked 

whether the iPad motivated them to learn, 22% 

said it did not, 32% sat on the fence and 46% 

said it did. Similarly, 48% said the iPad gave 

them an advantage in the classroom, while 

17% did not think so and the rest were neutral; 

44% said the iPad improved their study habits 

while 21% did not think so and the rest were 

neutral (Brand et al, p. 174). If apparent 

benefits in the use of mobile devices are not 

obvious the use of such devices may not be 

encouraged. 

 

Image: Flickr  

Finally, the benefits for the integration of mobile 

technologies in education are apparent, 

however, they form only a sub-set of what is 

required to improve teaching and learning. 

While mobile learning is not a panacea for the 

challenges facing education, it fosters the use 

of pedagogies that encourage engagement and 

innovation in teaching and learning whilst 

promoting individual learning and empowering 

the learner.  
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