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DIGITAL LIFE AND MOBILE LEARNING – THE HEADLINES 
 

We are looking back at some of the discussions at the recent Istanbul conference 
and talking about 'Digital Life and Mobile Learning'.  This phrase is intended to 
summarize the tensions and paradox between two powerful and significant global 
ideas. Here however we are trying to look at them in a specifically Turkish 
context. These ideas are, on the one hand, the attempts in schools, colleges and 
universities around the world, including Turkey, to use personal mobile devices to 
finally deliver learning 'anywhere, anytime', as promised twenty years ago by the 
e-learning missionaries and visionaries. On the other hand, we have the reality of 
people outside these institutions, everyday people in everyday life, using the 
same mobile technologies to create, transform, discuss, discard, share, store and 
transmit ideas, opinions, images and information.  
 
The attempts at exploiting mobile devices within schools, colleges and 
universities have succeeded in demonstrating that the reach of education can 
extended (to rural areas or marginal groups, for example), that education can be 
enriched and enhanced (by being more personalized, customized and localized, 
for example) and that education can be more engaging (for disaffected and 
disillusioned groups and individuals, for example). These attempts have however 
been resource intensive and not always produced convincing evidence. In the 
words of one journalist, the evidence has been 'fluffy' and not addressed the 
business case for mobile learning. Ironically, many of the more successful 
projects have been the least exciting or least innovative.  
 
Meanwhile, outside these universities, schools and colleges people are using 
podcasts, websites, blogs, YouTube and Wikipedia to education each other, to 
learn from each other. It's certainly learning, but not as we know it and no longer 
under the control of the existing educational institutions or the existing 
educational professions. So, let's unpack this paradox in slightly more detail and 
look at how we got here. 
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We are now at a point where mobile devices are cheap, robust, easy, cute and 
nearly universal, ubiquitous and pervasive. They are chosen, owned, used and 
loved by people with no experience or recollection of using computers and 
certainly not any recollection of using computers for learning, and they are used 
for everything, recreation, socialising, shopping, …..everything.  
 
Earlier, researchers and practitioners in universities working on the possibilities 
of using computers in education had realised that computers were static, 
impersonal and inaccessible for most people and that mobile technology 
represented an attractive trajectory from working with computers. They used 
mobile learning experiences that were increasingly more sensitive to the learner 
and their environment and increasingly exploited the location-aware, media-rich 
and image-capture capabilities of the technologies to take learning away from the 
classroom and into the work place, the work placement and the field trip. This 
was great. It was fun and it was worthwhile but still essentially conservative and 
backward looking, trying to make an education system work for a society that had 
literally moved on. Meanwhile in the outside world the game was getting away 
from the research community as people discovered as they themselves could 
make podcasts, share video, join groups, create web-sites, write blogs about any 
topic or subject that took their fancy. This all looks like education but without the 
educators; the educators are still stuck with institutional systems, like Turnitin 
and Moodle, behind an institutional paywall protecting their business, their assets 
and their IP. Time for some movement! 
 
This is however not a challenge that is internal or local to the technological or 
pedagogic specialists within the institutions since it does in effect challenge their 
institutional authority, credibility and legitimacy. How are they relevant, why 
should we listen to them, what have they to offer? Tax-payers and businesses 
could be asking why the subsidise a system increasingly out-of-touch with the 
outside world, whilst students are asking why, at the end of a three-year course, 
they must sit still, silent and alone and use a pen to answer exam questions. 
 
The recent past might suggest the possibility of an educational Arab Spring, an 
upheaval where the masses, connected by mobiles and social media, overthrow 
the established order with its institutions, officials and values. T 
 
he current aftermath of the Arab Spring tells us this might not be such an 
attractive prospect and perhaps we should hope for a more gradual, consensual 
change. Institutions will blunder and stumble, individuals will resist, react, reform 
and eventually fit into some new order, having done the right things for the 
wrong reasons, conducting their pilots and their projects ostensibly for outputs 
and outcomes but in fact gradually coming to terms with a mobile and connected 
world needing new skills, new attitudes and new formats.  Let us review these 
propositions in a more formal way, drawing on UK experience. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

14 

MOBILE LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

The impact of popular mobile technologies is changing the nature of 
communication and content delivery in many industries and countries, often 
dramatically.  
 
In education this has led to the idea of mobile learning, dating back to the EU’s 
flagship MOBIlearn and m-learning projects starting in 2002, followed over the 
succeeding decade by hundreds of pilots and projects in schools, colleges, 
universities and communities in many different parts of the world.  
 
This idea and indeed much of the research in using mobile devices for learning, 
mobile learning or m-learning as it became known briefly, is about ten years old. 
The first mLearn conference, held in Birmingham in 2002 was a useful and 
defining landmark. In the intervening decade, mobile learning research projects, 
driven by exploration of educational theory and exploitation of each new 
technology, have shown how mobile technologies can motivate engage and 
enthuse learners, often the most disengaged, can challenge existing educational 
thinking, can extend the reach of learning out to individuals and communities that 
were previously too difficult or expensive to reach and can enrich and enhance 
the experience of learning. Through this time the definition of mobile learning 
was the subject of considerable debate. The early and obvious definitions 
focussed on mobile technologies as the defining characteristic but later and more 
thoughtful definitions focussed on the mobility of the learner and the learning, 
specifically on its capacity to cross contexts, from for example home to school, 
formal to informal and field-trip to lecture theatre 
 
Throughout this preceding decade the projects revolved however around 
technology, implementations and deployment that were all relatively expensive, 
fragile, formal, small-scale, short-term, institutional and subsidised, taking place 
in a benign albeit deceptive and deteriorating, global economic climate.  
 
These early mobile technologies are increasingly advanced and engaging but 
never became fully integrated in higher education, despite the massive potential. 
Unlike other educational ICTs, for example PCs or TVs, they are personal, cheap 
and found at the bottom-of-the-pyramid in socio-economic terms. These are two 
reasons for asserting that mobile technologies have a massive educational 
potential. 
 
The projects grew out of the ideas and lexicon of innovation, for example, phrase 
like early adopters, critical mass and change agents, that were popular at the 
time; they were often funded as developmental projects, intended to become 
established within institutions by a process of downward and outward diffusion 
and intended to become embedded and mainstreamed.  
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This may or may not have happened but generally, the finances and culture were 
against them. The finances were against them because the innovation just looked 
like an extra cost for an un-quantified benefit and the culture was against them 
because innovators were driven by very different ideals and objectives when 
compared to mainstream lecturers, their managers and their quality assurance 
regimes. The evidence was not always convincing or apparent but the extra costs 
were. Therefore, most mobile learning projects from this era never got beyond a 
pilot phase and researchers moved on from one innovation to the next innovation, 
in a parallel universe of research funding. 
 
The advocates of mobile learning always made a slightly risqué claim that it was 
disruptive. At some point, this claim should have been much more carefully 
analysed or critiqued since it was open to various interpretations 
 
It might be the case in the UK that the agencies funding and supporting mobile 
learning innovation, deployment, evaluation and dissemination never had the 
resources, priorities or confidence to create enough projects across their 
respective sectors to achieve a critical mass and sustaining community.  
 
It was also the case that to some extent the funding agencies moved on from the 
mind-set of innovation, preferring to addressing change at a more systemic and 
institutional level, leaving mobile learning in a limbo. 
 
These projects were usually funded across a year or two, with a handful of staff, 
the enthusiasts and visionaries, alongside rather than inside the core assessed 
curriculum and all these features militated against an embedded sustainable 
future. Hardware, that is mobiles or earlier PDAs, was usually built into the 
budget. It guaranteed a uniform and consistent platform and experience, 
removed a confounding variable and reduced technical problems. It also limited 
the size of any sample and produced no exit strategy. It had no sustainability in 
terms of finance or culture. Pilot projects and their outputs and evidence have not 
always played the kind of primary role that researchers would imagine, and that 
sometimes change takes place in other ways.  
 
The early mobile learning projects also grew out of the e-learning of the time, out 
of the e-learning community, its aspirations and objectives, and seemed to offer 
learning anywhere, anytime. Indeed many early projects attempted to port e-
learning systems, for example VLEs, from desktop computers onto mobile phones, 
whilst others more adventurously tried to incorporate the affordances of mobile 
phones, for example image-capture or location-awareness, into an e-learning ethos.  
 
They also borrowed extensively from the e-learning pedagogy of the time, 
specifically the social constructivism expressed in Diana Laurillard’s 
Conversational Framework, stretching what was a conceptualisation of formal 
learning further into the rapidly evolving, technically-mediated informal.   
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All of these projects did however work within the confines of the existing 
institutions and their established curricula, either enriching or enhancing them or 
extending their reach to people and communities otherwise too difficult or costly 
to reach.  
 
LOOKING FORWARD BRIEFLY - THE DEMOGRAPHICS  
AND SOCIAL TRENDS OF MOBILE TECHNOLOGY 

 
In the coming decade, from roughly the present onwards, the technology of 
mobiles had become popular, personal, robust, cheap and social. The technology 
had become democratic or rather demotic in nature as society itself became 
mobile and connected. It became increasingly difficult to imagine everyday life 
before or without mobile technology as functionality and capability increased, as 
a generation of young people matured and as network take-up, competition and 
coverage increased to near saturation. This leads to an emergent new world, with 
its communities, expectations and behaviour. There is a rich and growing 
literature describing the profound and transformative impact of the widespread 
ownership of mobile systems on most aspects of our societies and cultures. These 
technologies clearly transform social, economic, cultural and personal behaviour 
and change ideas about 
 

Ø Identity, Community, Relationships 
Ø Ethics, Behaviour & Expectations   
Ø Jobs, Work, Employment, Economy 
Ø Creativity, Self-Expression, Artistic production  
Ø Learning, Understanding, Knowing 

 
The most obvious and the most tangible is the transformation, at a national, 
organisational and individual level, of the artefacts, resources, commodities and 
assets that constitute economic life and the ways that we, as individuals, 
organisations and nations, produce and exchange them; they also transform the 
nature of much work itself by facilitating remote and extended working, out of 
hours, off the premises, and by supervising and monitoring and potentially by 
deskilling peripatetic and dispersed workers.  
 
Another obvious though perhaps minor change is in forms of artistic expression, 
creating or mutating genres for art, creating new artists and new markets for 
their work, from blogs and flash mobs to ringtones and downloads.  
 
Something parallel can be seen in our political life as the old sedentary 
institutions and organisations lose touch with the values and concerns of people 
growing up in a different world; and to crime and wrong-doing from BlackBerry-
enabled rioters to trolling, happy-slapping, blue-jacking and cyber-sex. This short 
account clearly abbreviates and exaggerates something far more complex and 
subtle but the points are nevertheless relevant to our discussion.  
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The implications for education are manifold. Even if the role of education is only 
to service the economy, the nature of that economy is changing rapidly, in ways 
that the settled institutions of education might be the least suited to monitor. 
Another role for education is to address exclusion and disadvantage and we can 
see how these become transformed in a mobile and connected society. 
 
Unfortunately not only are the facts of a mobile and connected society important 
for educations but so are its fictions, the moral panics that cite mobile 
technologies as the cause of students who stay in bed, the decline in literacy, the 
deterioration in manners, the rise of the couch potato and the end Western 
civilisation. Educators sadly must view and review their mobile learning 
innovations through the eyes of journalists needing copy. 
 
There are also accounts of how mobility and connection change how we think of 
ourselves, our identities, our affiliations, our relationships; nowadays many 
people have multiple on-line identities, sometimes even within the same cyber-
space domain and sometimes different genders.  
 
These are not merely their real identities and personalities enacted on-line - any 
more than their avatar in SecondLife is merely a collection of pixels - nor are they 
somehow less real than the real ones, not a sort of online fancy-dress or 
impersonation but are actually and obviously authentic, locations where emotions 
and values are established and transformed.  
 
The implications for education are the transience, fragmentation and complication 
of the identities and communities being served, potential changing the ideas of 
out-reach and recruitment as people shift the places and spaces that they inhabit.  
 
A different facet of this is the extent to which mobiles are embodied or prosthetic, 
part of us, inseparable, umbilical cord to much that we now value, the last thing 
at night, the first thing in the morning; organisations expecting to separate 
people from their mobiles need to think about threatening these attachments. 
 
And these changes drive further changes in expectations about behaviour, about 
what is good, acceptable, appropriate, okay in our interactions, our relationships, 
our conversations; our ideas about what is correct, what is ethical. This is true as 
the mobile phone intrudes more and more into everyday life and as the mobile 
phone is increasingly the portal to online community’s activities and communities. 
What defines and characterises a community is a shared consensus about ethics 
and expectation. What is acceptable as a gesture, an interaction or a topic in one 
community is not necessarily so in another, and online communities as opposed to 
physical communities are much more volatile and tacit –offense is easily given in 
the wrong place and educators find themselves venturing into the equivalent of 
foreign countries with strange customs and traditions when they take or seek 
students in cyberspace. 
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As the mobile phone becomes an automatic component or presence of every face-
to-face social and inter-personal interactions, in the café, the conference, the 
classroom and the concert, the street corner, the bus and the pub, these 
interactions change and the rules evolve, quickly or slowly, willingly or 
unwillingly, consensually or complicatedly.  
 
Educators must work with and within a society where the private and social 
online spaces of music, community and interaction intrude to the physical and 
educational spaces and where for example phone calls interrupt conversations, 
classes and concerts. Joining or creating communities, online or otherwise, means 
acceding to a set of expectations about how to behave and how to interact; in the 
online world, these communities are fragmentary, transient and complex, 
accessible more to those digital native learners than many of their digital 
immigrant teachers, if we may use such a flimsy generalisation.  
 
Connected universal mobile devices, the portal onto web2.0 services, also change 
the nature of learning and knowing; everyone with a smartphone can generate, 
store, share, discuss and consume images, ideas, information and opinions, they 
can access the cloud, and the services it provides, and they can access each other; 
they can pursue, sustain or invent interests specific to them, their location  
 
This sounds like education by another name, but an education without the 
gatekeepers, barriers and constraints of most schools, colleges and universities, 
and without the support, standards, structure, stability and incentives of these 
established institutions. The challenge to education systems is of course the shift 
or discrepancy in control, authority and agency represented not by the 
technologies themselves but by the social changes around them. This is perhaps 
at the heart of notions that mobile learning is disruptive, not just a nuisance, but 
profoundly disruptive. 
 
LOOKING BACKWARDS AND FORWARD 
-THE TIPPING POINT AND THE ARAB STRING 

 
We are talking about the pressure or momentum for sustainable educational 
innovation with mobiles shifting from top-down, which usually did not happen for 
financial reasons, to outside-in, where the expectations and attitudes acquired by 
learners outside the institution, out in real life, were brought into the institution, 
sometimes uncomfortably and certainly not with any consistency, coherence or 
homogeneity. 

 
These two brief accounts, looking backwards and looking forwards, allow us to 
describe the present, perhaps rather dramatically, as a tipping point, one with 
considerable consequences for the nature of education in the developed world, 
especially those countries with widespread and sophisticated take-up of mobiles 
amongst students.   
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This has a greater and more systemic significance beyond just the education 
technology community; traditionally the institutions of education, especially 
universities, have acted as the custodians, enablers, gatekeepers and arbiters of 
higher learning and latterly also the custodians and gatekeepers to the 
technologies of learning, which were usually for reasons of cost and complexity 
beyond the reach of private citizens. If these private citizens want access to 
learning then it was on the terms and technologies specified by the institutions 
that procured, provided and controlled those technologies of their choice.  They 
did this in order to provide equality and equity of access, experience and 
opportunity, to guarantee reliable access to resources and transactions of a safe, 
consistent and acceptable technical and educational standard. 
 
A significant but evolving distinction is that between just-in-case learning and 
just-in-time learning, with mobiles and performance support suddenly disturbing 
this earlier dynamic. Mobiles increasingly facilitate learning anywhere, anytime 
and just-for-me, just-enough. These mean respectively, the tradition that initial 
education will set the individual for life or at the other extreme; learning can be 
delivered as and when needed. At the risk of trivialising learning and making it 
merely functional, mobile technologies are the exemplar technologies for just-in-
time learning but at the same time just-in-time learning is itself threatened by 
mobile technologies as the technologies of performance support, replacing or 
reducing human agency, skill and cognition with context-specific information and 
instructions. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
To summarise, the capacity of mobile technologies to generate, share, store, 
access and consume ideas, opinions, information and images, specific to people, 
locations, communities and their contexts means they are a quintessential web2.0 
technology, challenging the stability and authority of the established educational 
forms and stakeholders.  
 
Previous generations of technology enhanced learning, e-learning in other words, 
have exploited expensive, complex institutional systems, such as VLEs, running 
on institutional hardware and infrastructure, and resonated with ideas of 
inclusion that involved bringing the excluded, the marginal and the 
disenfranchised into the institution, to exploit its expertise and its resources.  
 
By comparison mobile devices, social networks and other popular digital 
technologies facilitate the generation, valorisation, sharing, dissemination and 
production of the ideas, images and information and the opinions that constitute 
much of education and its acquisition but outside the institution, its education 
professionals and outside their control and jurisdiction, challenging the 
established practices and standards of education and challenging the older 
notions of inclusion. 
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And, incidentally in talking to Palestinian educators at the time of the Arab Spring 
and its immediate aftermath, I did find myself repeating the phrase, ‘be careful 
what you wish’. If we believe the rhetoric of the Arab Spring, it was the 
professionals and the institutions that were swept away. 
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