Case Study: Mobile Learning and Connectivism

Ultimate Question: How do we educate primary/high school learners about being responsible and
authentic with ‘Mobile Learning’ and ‘Connectivism” so that mobile devices, blogs, social media are seen
as key learning tools as an adult?

Context

On the 29 or April, 2016 a focus group was conducted where forty Year Eleven students from St. Vincent’s
College discussed current learning pedagogies within the classroom. All forty students believed that mobile
learning and connectivism was not allowed in the classroom. Students believed that it was common within

all schools within Australia to outlaw the use of mobile devices and social media.

Hence the question: do primary and secondary institutions need to rethink mobile learning and connectivism
in order to create more authentic adult learning experiences it the future?

Supporting Culturally Appropriate Learning

In the 21° century, informal and non formal learning is more important and relevant to individuals than
formal learning in creating authentic adult learning experiences (Burden, K., & Kearney, M., 2016).

Secondary institutions cannot afford to be left behind in terms of developing a learner’s ability to utilize
mobile learning and connectivism tools. Integral tools to enable effective informal and non formal learning
to occur.

There is no time like the present with the availability of better digital infrastructure such as universal 4G/3G
wireless connectivity. Secondary educators need to rethink the protectionist view of new mobile learning
pedagogies and connectivism theories which is crucial to future adult learning.

As stated by West (2013), “mobile devices with cellular connectivity improve learning and engage students
and teachers. Wireless technology is a way to provide new content and facilitate information access
wherever a student is located. It enables, empowers, and engages learning in ways that transform the
learning environment for students inside and outside of school (pg.1).

Mobile learning can therefore be conducive to connectivism theories where learning can be shared by all
learners despite location, time or background. Bridging the gap between non-English speaking backgrounds,
indigenous communities, rural communities and those disadvantaged. But to share West’s (2013) sentiment
not every learner will have access to technology, hardware and infrastructure to enable effective mobile
learning and ultimately ensure learner’s benefit from connectivism practises.

Why the question?

Non formal learning refers to as experiences which take place outside of recognized educational institutions
(Tight, 1996). Popescu (2011) further eludes that non formal learning is intentional from the learner’s point

of view, and normally does not lead to certification (p.78). Although hard to quantify, non formal learning is

important and can be delivered via environment, community based, incidental and flexible mediums such as
social media (infed.org, 2016).

For this task, we will focus on how mobile learning is an important pedagogy to ensure that principals of
connectivism remain crucial to an individual’s informal learning. To reinforce the concept of ubiquitous
learning which is explored by Burbules (2009), informal learning can occur anytime and anywhere.



From a study put together by Degreed.com (2016), 32% of employees surveyed say that 80-100% of what
they learn comes from informal learning. Informal learning occurs through many activities including: reading,
watching television, listening to the radio, visiting libraries, attending public lectures, volunteering, learning
from family, friends and co-workers, on-the-job learning, engaging in workplace mentoring, learning through
trial and error and by using computers or the internet (Halliday-Wynes & Beddie, 2009). Research like this
suggest that mobile learning technologies/pedagogies and connectivism theories should be reintroduced as
key tools to support and enhance informal learning in secondary schools in preparation for the adult
experience.

Mobile learning is a globally responsive pedagogy which can easily facilitate principals of connectivism
(Hashim, K., Tan, F., & Rashid, A., 2015). Especially when learning has changed in society; with an increase in
mobile device use, social media being a common form of communicating, instantaneous and immediate
communication flows, a time poor generation, and an abundance of information from various sources which
become obsolete very rapidly (Nicholas, W. & Ng, W., 2016).

However, educators developing new thinking about and reintroducing mobile learning and connectivism
pedagogies must be culturally sensitive in their approach (Nicholas, W. & Ng, W., 2016). There are also many
difficult issues to overcome. Not every learner or school has the funding for mobile devices. Multiculturalism
and compromise is becoming more important in a highly populated world. Knowledge must be considerate
and responsible.

From the research gathered thus far, the most difficult issue to overcome is that educational institutions
have an established thinking and policy which is ingrained in their learning culture.

Mobile learning

Mobile learning (m-learning) is defined as the delivery of learning activities to students anytime and
anywhere through the use of mobile devices (Wang, Wu & Wang, 2009). However, smart phones are not the
only tool for mobile learning. With the advent of 4G/3G wireless network and the Governments NBN plan,
mobile learning can also occur by having access to common and contemporary hardware, platforms,
software and social media. In Australia, many individuals have access to hardware such as tablets,
computers, Apple TV, video conferencing equipment and televisions. All secondary institutions have access
to free platforms such as google classroom. A large percentage of individuals have access to social media.

Examples of Effective Mobile Learning

In Finland, a company called VTT have been implementing Mobile Technologies in Schools to alleviate issues
faced by teachers and students. Being more mobile, stream lining the classroom experience and overcoming
time/space/communication restraints. All while, blurring the lines between the classroom and break times
creating more effective, self directed informal learning (VTT, cited 2016).

The Keble School in North London introduced an iPad programme to focus on project based learning in 2013.
Especially for the boys within the school in the hope of higher engagement levels. There was a considerable
change to the thinking behind learning and with the use of platforms such as MediaCore students were able
to capture experiences and create movies to share with the school community. Learners started to think
outside of box, projects continued outside of the classroom and students were able to access knowledge and
information anytime. Ultimately, learning could be self directed for long periods of time even at home
(MediaCore.com, cited 2016).



At the University of Technology, Sydney post graduate students, currently undertaking the subject of
Learning in the Digital Age, are experimenting with mobile learning through video conferencing tools such as
Skype and Webex Webinars. By integrating the use information aggregators such Twitter and Google
Classroom learners can connect anywhere and anyhow.

In the Youtube clip ‘5 Technologies That Will Change Classroom Education’ (2015), virtual reality using
mobile phones for science projects and cloud classrooms enabling connectivism pedagogies are being
developed for the future classroom settings (AJ+, cited 2016). But the issue highlighted in the clip is whether
learners will get too caught up in the technology and forget about the learning?

Connectivism — Its Not Just Mobile Learning

Based on George Siemens (2014) paper ‘Connectivism: Learning Theory for the Digital Age’, Connectivism is
learning which is not necessarily under the control of the individual and integrates principles of non linear
learning, networking and self organisation.

Using connectivism as a theory to base mobile learning pedagogies, the learner is able to continually acquire
new knowledge. Within connectivism, the learner’s point of view is based on the information they deem as
critical. Learning is enhanced and information is therefore deemed to be current and relevant (Siemens,
2014).

As outlined in the YouTube clip by USC Blended Learning (2014), Dr Siemens explains that connectivism can
occur in many forms. The use of mobile learning is one aspect of sharing, curating information and
connecting with other communities. Creating accessible knowledge can be as simple as developing a
blog/online tool such as Facebook and Twitter where there can be many flows of information. In no liner
order, personal knowledge from individuals can be fed into a socially connected process. Other individuals,
institutions and organisations make a conceptual connection to foster and maintain feedback. The individual
can decide using critical thinking skills what current knowledge and connections are important to them.

What Does Effective Connectivism Look Like?

Many businesses use information aggregators as platforms to keep employees connected and up to date
with work in progress within the organisation. Aggregators such as Yama, Basecamp2, Diigo and Google
Drive enable employees to store information, data and knowledge which can be accessed anytime and
anywhere by employees. Currently, connectivism within Australian schools is limited with many protective
policies in place.

In schools, learning management systems are designed to fulfill the role of connectivism within the school
community. The issue is that connectivism is mostly closed to those outside of the community. Social media
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram on the other hand allow access to more people and
communities than ever before. Unfortunately, the use of social media is outlawed in most primary and
secondary schools in Australia.

To encourage connectivism at the local level online tools like Reword.it can educate learners about the
correct use of social media. Reword.it is a tool that makes individuals think twice before posting their
comments. By using a simple red line which strikes through any inappropriate comments the learner’s use of
language within social media is enhanced. One less distraction when implementing mobile technology
pedagogies and connectivism theories.

To encourage innovative learning, connectivism must be addressed at the national level. For example, the
European Schoolnet Academy provides free online teacher training in key ICT concepts and ideas for



European teachers and schools (European Schoolnet Academy, cited 2016). The academy run online and
blended courses where practicing teachers share their experiences with their colleagues across Europe.

In 2015, The Finnish Board of Education went one step further and rolled out the Future Classroom Network
which included the use of the Edukata model (Media Lab Helsinki, cited 2016). Edukata is designed to assist
teachers convert ideas in actual classroom practice. Teachers investigate digital scenarios such as mobile
learning, BYOD, and future classroom learning activities.

Many of the ideas from both the European Schoolnet Academy and Edukata are shared on Twitter with
profiles such as @eu_schoolnet and hashtags #WebWeWantEU (Twitter, cited 2016). By collaborating ideas
with programs such as the European Schoolnet Academy change can be made within the Australian National
Curriculum.

Issues Impeding the Re-introduction of Mobile Learning Pedagogies and Connectivism Theories

Researchers from the Institute for Policy Research at Northwestern University studied obstacles to
successful technology integration in schools. Researchers found that inadequate training and teacher’s
attitudes about the value of technology have the strongest impact (Ipr.North Western.edu, cited 2016).
Subsequently, introducing mobile learning and connectivism pedagogies can be difficult for individual
learners and educators alike.

Difficulties for Individual Learners

Mobile learning can be difficult for learners as there can be many distractions. Not all learners have access to
the same types of mobile devices and some may find it hard to self direct their learning. Mobile devices can
be expensive and most younger adults have never been educated about the appropriate use of mobile
devices (VTTFinland, 2012).

In conjunction, connectivism may be difficult for individual learners as they may not be responsible enough
to self direct their learning. Many young people cannot cope with messages that are uncontained and
cannot be directed. Anxiety is created with many suffering from new phenomena such as fear of missing out
(FOMO) with uneven contribution from community members (ABC news, cited 2016). Ultimately, the
individual’s decision making skills critical to connectivism may not be mature enough and sometimes
messages can be connected to bias agendas (VTTFinland, 2012).

Current Context for Educators

The underlying conflict faced by educators incorporating mobile devices and connective tools such as social
media is that educational institutions often regulate against and do not formally acknowledge/reward
learners for using such tools.

For example, in many high school institutions there is a trend to set policies to contain the use of mobile
devices. This containment is illustrated in Asquith Girls High School Policy which states ‘...Mobile phones
must be out of sight and turned off during all lessons including library study...” (Asquith Girls High School,
cited 2016). Ironically, the motto for Asquith Girls High School is ‘independent and responsible learners and
leaders’ (Asquith Girls High School, cited 2016).

Not only do Australian Schools look to contain the use of personal devices but there is some movement
towards using no technology within the classroom. Natasha Bita (2016) for The Australian reports that
Sydney Boys Grammar at the start of 2016 banned laptops in class because technology was seen as a



distraction. John Vallance, the head master introduced school policy to ban students from bringing laptops
to school.

To compound the issue even further, “despite the widespread agreement on the importance of digital
competence, training in the digital-supported teaching methods is still too uncommon in teacher education
and in the preparation of teachers” (Johnson et al. 2015 pg. 24).

In 2015, research was conducted about creating effective learning environments at the St. Vincent’s College.
Ms. Rachel McLean (Director of Faith and Mission) was the acting principal overseeing the research. In
consultation with the learning and environment committee, the research came to some conclusions,
including;

1. Alarge percent of teachers needed basic training with Microsoft programs such as Word and Excel.

2. Most teachers were frustrated with the capabilities of the Learning Management System. Many did
not know the array of capabilities the LMS provided.

3. Some of the teachers did not know and understand the use of many ICT technologies within the
classroom.

4. Most teachers described ICT Training as laborious and not relevant.

5. Many experienced teachers were fearful of change and were not equipped to use such technologies.

6. Alarge percentage of teachers only used didactic teaching styles.

Reflecting on the findings, discussions with Ms. McLean support Johnson’s (2015) idea that ICT training is
uncommon in formal teacher education. A common theme within the discussion was that teachers felt they
don’t have time to focus on creating authentic mobile learning that incorporate connectivism activities with
reasonable control.

On the 16" of April 2016, | posted a question and link using the hashtag #assessment2LiDA on the UTS MoE -
Digital Learning Facebook page setup by Paul Marter. | explored the idea of integrating mobile learning into
the classroom. Kim Maksimovic, a UTS University M.Ed(L&L) Colleague and IT/Professional Development
Lead at Roseville College replied with the following: “I would love to explore m-learning but my answer is
'not yet'. For my context, for the time being, teaching my students to be self motivated learners who
demonstrate critical thinking in research and tech resiliency in using their laptops. As each learner doesn't
bring a phone, it would be an uneven playing field. I've only scratched the surface with students using
phones to capture photos and videos of work to add to their own e-portfolio”.

Given her position and experience in digital technologies for the classroom, it seems that the facilitators in
the high school setting are concerned about the responsibility of students to cultivate their own authentic
learning. As a consequence, mobile learning is not considered a priority and the concept seems to be swept
aside and controlled with policies rather than explored and experimented with.

Presenting a Positive Outlook

Founded in 1993, the New Media Consortium present each year the NMC Horizon Reports which analyse
emerging technology in education throughout the World (nmc.org, cited 2016). Having compared the 2015
NMC Horizon ‘K-12’ and ‘Higher Education’ reports there were common challenges significantly impeding
important developments in educational technology in the near and long term future.

In both reports, significant challenges were divided into three areas; solvable, difficult and wicked challenges
(Johnson et al. 2015, Johnson et al. 2016). | took particular notice of the solvable challenges that we
understand currently; creating authentic learning opportunities, blended formal and informal learning,



integrating technology in teacher education and improving digital literacy (Johnson et al. 2015, Johnson et al.
2016).

Short Term Benefits in the School Context

Case studies about creating authentic learning opportunities in the NMC K-12 report and blended formal and
informal learning in the NMC Higher Education report demonstrate the impact of mobile learning
pedagogies and connectivism principles.

In Australia, there is a growing trend of litigation and regulations in education and the workplace. As a result,
educational institutions have lost the art of creating authentic learning experiences and struggle with the
idea of providing real world situations in order to develop life long learners. But mobile learning tools
mentioned previously can assist in creating real world situations for secondary students. Johnson et al.
(2015) states: “schools can bridge the gap between academic knowledge and concrete applications by
establishing relationships with the broader community; through active partnerships with local organizations,
learners can experience the future that awaits them outside of school... to better prepare students for
continued education, vocational careers, and global citizenship, in a way that traditional practices too often
fail to do” (Johnson et al. pg22).

Connectivism principles can also enhance informal and formal learnings which can be shared with individuals
outside the learner’s immediate community. Learning will incorporate a diversity of opinions and
information will be current. Many contributions can be made with no particular starting point and end point
so individuals can choose to contribute and/or absorb knowledge (Seimens, 2014). The process of sharing
knowledge becomes more important than the knowledge itself.

Long term benefits for the adult learner

Connectivism also leads to further long term benefits and rewards those who wish to contribute and know
more. The NMC Horizon Report: Higher Education Edition (2016) it states, “blending of formal and informal
methods of learning can create an environment that fosters experimentation, curiosity, and above all,
creativity. In this sense, an overarching goal is to cultivate the pursuit of lifelong learning in all students and
faculty” (Johnson et al. pg22).

Mobile learning and connectivism can encourage more self directed learning. For mobile learning and
connectivism to be effective individuals must be responsible and accountable for their own learning, think
critically about information and select what is relevant to them and be able to problem solve throughout
real life situations. All being important characteristics for authentic learning as an adult (Merriam & Bierema,
2014).

Going Forward

Integrating technology in teacher education should focus on changing the thinking about mobile learning
and connectivism rather than just professional development about how to use technology. There is an array
of software, platforms, LMS, aggregators and forums which change rapidly. Most are superseded by new
and more innovative ideas. Hence the importance of introducing new learning pedagogies and rethinking
current day classroom practice.

At the core of connectivism, emphasis should be placed on creating and sharing resources about ICT
technologies like mobile learning. For example, the Monash University Faculty of Education created the
Learning with New Media website where anyone can share information and case studies about technology
and education (newmediaresearch.educ.monash.edu.au, cited 2016). The Learning with New Media



Research Group (LNMRG) which created the website continues to connect educators with research. In
addition to the website, LNMRG integrates a blog and uses the profile @LNM_Monash on Twitter to allow
any individual despite their location to participate in current conversations and learnings.

Strategies for Reintroduction of Mobile Learning Pedagogies

The key to effective use of mobile learning and connectivism is to improving digital literacy and educate
students on the responsibility and appropriate use of such technologies.

Considering Toh et al. (2013) conceptual model of authentic mobile learning, the impact of mobile learning
depends on three interrelated continuums; planning design (emergent or predefined), context (simulated or
participatory) and personal relevance (engaged or detached).

Teachers using Twitter on their mobile phones as a back channel at TeachMeet conferences is an ideal
example of what authentic mobile learning can look like in the classroom. Based on Toh’s et al. (2013)
model, the planning design of the Twitter activity is emergent as the interaction is not planned or
predetermined. During the conference Teachers tweet their responses and impressions of each presentation
and these tweets were simultaneously projected on a large screen behind the presenters. The activity itself
is participatory in context and has high relevance to all involved as the tweets act as concurrent feedback
(Churchill, 2016).

Strategies for Reintroduction of Connectivism Pedagogies

In planning for advances in connectivism pedagogies, educators must practice what they preach and engage
in conversations with learners, institutions and various communities. Strategies must be based on past and
current learnings to improve digital literacy about mobile learning and connectivism theories.

Conclusion

As primary and secondary educators, if we do not change the way we think about mobile learning and
connectivism we may, as a society, miss an opportunity. The opportunity to understand how educators can
use everyday mobile learning to enable crucial informal and authentic learnings. The current lack of change
in educators thinking will be exacerbate with more difficult challenges in the future such as adapting to the
new roles of teaching, deciphering which of the many models of learning to implement and how do we
personalise learning, which Johnson et al. (2015) deems as areas that researchers do not yet have answers
for.
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