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Abstract 

 

Globalization has led to increased consumerism of mobile technologies impacting when, where 

and how individuals in today‟s information and knowledge-based society access and process 

information for formal and informal learning purposes.  These advancements represent external 

factors influencing distance education which organizational leaders need to acknowledge to  

develop effective strategies for holistically adopting and sustaining mobile learning in distance 

education organizations.  This paper is based on a literature review discussing mobile learning 

best practices and common issues using a systems approach followed managing and leading 

change in distance education.  The paper concludes by presenting a framework for distance 

education leaders to use for incorporating mobile learning into distance education.   
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Introduction 

Distance education (DE) has benefitted from advancements in technology to not only deliver 

education but enhance teaching and learning (Bates, 2006; Moore and Kearsley, 2005).  Today‟s 

globalized economy has produced technological capabilities allowing people to connect, access 

and interact with information and each other in a mobile fashion in various contexts regardless of 

time, space, location and situation.  Learning has also changed enabling learners to utilize 

technology as a tool to manage their studies, interact in new ways with content, instructor and 

peers, and construct knowledge in both formal and informal contexts, all of which has led to the 

creation of the mobile learning field.   This paper is a literature review identifying trends 

impacting education, difficulties in defining mobile learning, the intersection of technology and 

learning, and relationship between mobile and distance learning in terms of philosophy, 

pedagogy, and technology.  It uses a methodology of a systems approach to strategize how to 

incorporate mobile learning into distance education provision following by a discussion of 

leading and managing distance organizations and change initiatives.  The paper concludes by 

presenting a strategic structure of important elements for leaders to consider when implementing 

mobile learning into distance education organizations. 

Trends Impacting Education 

According to a 2009 Horizon Report there are two significant trends affecting education, 

the first of which is increased globalization and technological advancements and their impact on 

how people work, collaborate and interact (Johnson, Levine & Smith, 2009).  Engle and Tinto 

(2008) emphasize that in the United States especially the relationship between globalization and 

continuous increased workforce skill development compels higher education to meet increased 
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educational demands through effective provision and innovation by organizations, employers 

and individuals.   

The second major trend identified in the Horizon Report is the fact that a billion cell 

phones are produced each year “benefitting from unprecedented innovation, driven by global 

competition” (Johnson, Levin & Smith, 2009, p. 5).  Motlik (2008) proposes Asia outnumbers 

the United States in use of mobile phones even though by June 2011 it was estimated there were 

almost 328 million wireless service subscribers in the United States (CTIA, 2011).  What these 

trends represent is how technology in the form of cell phones and other portable (mobile) 

wireless devices have become globally adopted for use by people in a “ubiquitous fashion” on a 

daily basis (Brown & Metcalf, 2008).   

These changes have produced what Prensky (2001) calls “digital natives,” children raised 

since birth in a technical world with the ability to use multiple media (internet, television, radio, 

telephone) in a multi-tasking manner for various purposes in various contexts (p.1).  Laurillard 

(2007) calls these learners Generation C while Brown and Diaz (2010) refer to them as the Net 

Generation.  Prensky (2001) advocates educators lack the technological capabilities to teach 

these digital natives and it is critical for educators to become trained and skilled in how to 

effectively use technology for teaching and learning purposes.   He further advises “unless we 

want to just forget about educating digital natives until they grow up and do it themselves, we 

had better confront this issue” (p. 3).    

Comparatively on a global level when it comes to incorporating mobile learning, US 

educators are following rather than leading the way (Brown & Metcalf, 2008).  Pollara and 

Broussard (2011) add that even most of the research is being conducted outside the United 

States.  Wagner (2005) concurs in that: 
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When it comes to mobile adoption, the United States is relatively behind the curve. The 

broadband, multimedia connectedness now taken for granted by the typical Korean or 

Nordic citizen is something that most U.S. citizens are not likely to see for some time.  

As a result, U.S. educators are finding themselves in the awkward position of knowing 

that the mobile revolution is coming, without really being able to imagine what it‟s going 

to look like or what the possibilities for mobile learning may be” (p. 44).  

Leaders of mobile learning research (Ally, 2010; Kukulske-Hulme (2007); Traxler, 2005; 

Traxler and Wishart (2011) note how changes in the political, social and economic climates are 

requiring educational institutions to address learner needs and provide informal learning in 

conjunction with formally structured programs all while increasing student enrollments using 

existing financial resources.  Howell, Williams and Lindsay (2003) advocate distance education 

leaders need to be well-informed of trends such as mobile learning to effectively incorporate it 

into organizational strategic planning.     

For over one hundred and fifty years distance education has played an important role in 

leading educational innovation not just for distance education, but for higher education as a 

whole and “distance teaching institutions are therefore at a clear advantage in the development 

and application of new ICTs for teaching and learning” (Zawacki-Richter, Brown and Delport, 

2009, p. 2).  Rumble (1992) suggests technological advancements and maximization of 

economies of scale are going to put single-mode distance education institutions in a “vulnerable” 

position (p. 1).  He argues that as traditional organizations increasingly adopt technology to 

deliver hybrid traditional and distance education programs they will compete to serve the same 

learners as distance education providers.  For this reason he argues that single-mode providers 

should consider adopting hybrid models to remain competitive.   
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At that time hybrid meant offering traditional and distance education but in today‟s 

context hybrid could mean offering traditional distance education in combination with mobile 

learning as a competitive advantage to attract and retain students.  Daniel (2007) argues it is 

important for distance education practitioners to understand current trends regarding mobile 

learning and its impact on DE.  He stresses that “practitioners of distance learning should follow 

closely the research on e-learning, m-learning (mobile learning) and other new technologies so 

that they can use them for maximum benefit to students” (p. 107).  To begin the discussion about 

how distance education leaders can integrate mobile learning into organizations the paper begins 

with the initial challenge of finding a common definition of mobile learning. 

Defining Mobile Learning:  Not So Easy 

Approaches to defining mobile learning can be categorized as emphasizing mobility, 

ubiquity, software/hardware usability, pedagogy and teaching, learning and support (Winters, p. 

4).  A common theme from the literature review reveals lack of consensus for a working 

definition which others have also noted (Laouris & Eteokleos, 2005; Traxler, 2010).  Park (2011) 

defines mobile learning as using mobile or handheld devices for learning “while on the move” 

emphasizing portability (p. 1).  Brown and Metcalf (2008) refer to it as “knowledge in the hand” 

(p. 3).  The Commonwealth of Learning (2011) defines it as “a personal, unobtrusive, 

spontaneous, „anytime, anywhere‟ way to learn and to access educational tools and material . . . 

offering them flexibility in how, when and where they learn” (p. 1).  NKI Distance Education has 

adopted “Flexible and individual distance teaching with the student group as social and academic 

support for learning” (Rekkedal, Dye, Fagerberg, Bredal, Midtsveen & Russell, 2002, p. 69).  

Sharples (2006) offers mobile learning is “an intervention in terms of guiding what the learner is 

constructing” (p. 5).    
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An even broader term is ubiquitous learning as meaning the environment in which a 

computer device is inconspicuously used on a daily basis (Park, 2011; Wagner, 2005).  Zawacki-

Richter, Brown and Delport (2009) distinguish between mobile and e-learning in that “the all-

inclusive umbrella term for media-based learning and teaching is distance education or distance 

learning” of which mobile learning (micro) is a subset of e-learning (macro) (p. 3).   

Traxler (2010) suggests Keegan‟s (1980) definition of distance education serves as a 

useful model for developing definition of mobile learning because it not only identifies common 

attributes but remains flexible enough so it can be nationally and culturally self “determined.”   

Kukulska-Hulme and Traxler (2005) suggest there are seven attributes of mobile learning 

including the ability to be personal, spontaneous, informal, contextual, portable, ubiquitous and 

pervasive.  Barker, Krull and Mallinson (2005) suggest successful mobile learning experiences 

revolve around learner interaction, coordination, communication and negotiation, material 

organization, device mobility, learner motivation, and collaboration.   

Kurubacak (2007) and Brown and Diaz (2010) use the term “mobile learning 

technologies” to describe the phenomenon which will be used in this paper to represent the 

various technological, pedagogical, teaching, learning, portability, and other aspects of mobile 

learning.  This is apt as Traxler (2007) stresses it is important for researchers and practitioners to 

remain aware that: 

the concept of mobile education or mobile learning is still emerging and still unclear.  

How it is eventually conceptualized will determine perceptions and expectations, and will 

determine its evolution and future.  There are different stakeholders and factors at work 

in this process of conceptualizing mobile education and the outcome is uncertain (p. 3) 
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Despite differences in definition there is agreement the real challenge for educators is to explore 

and better understand how to utilize mobile learning technologies in education.  The next section 

explores the intersection of technology, teaching and learning serving as the educational impetus 

for utilizing mobile learning technologies. 

Technology, Teaching and Learning 

Many believe mobile learning is the next generation of information and 

telecommunication-based learning (Brown & Metcalf, 2008; Rekkedal et al., 2005).  Wagner 

(2005) promotes mobile learning as the next long-term sustainable form of technology-mediated 

learning requiring new “strategies, practices, tools, applications and resources to realize the 

promise of ubiquitous, pervasive, personal, and connected learning” (p. 1).  She further 

characterizes it as meeting the “on-demand” learning needs of “information-centric connected 

citizens” (p. 1).  She highlights mobile learning is the intersection of formal education (class, 

workshop, training) and informal learning or “spontaneous” learning (p. 1).  Naismith et al. 

(2005) reiterate for educators “The challenge will be to discover how to use mobile technologies 

to transform learning into a seamless part of a daily life to the point where it is not recognised as 

learning at all” (p. 5).   

Others strongly advocate mobile learning necessitates its own learning theory (Traxler, 

2007; Sharples, Taylor & Vavoula, 2005).  Nanjappa and Grant (2003) propose “A 

complementary relationship exists between technology and constructivism, the implementation 

of each one benefiting the other.  Constructivism is a doctrine stating that learning takes place in 

contexts, while technology refers to the designs and environments that engage learners” (p. 1).   

Dede (2004) explains “higher education institutions can prosper by basing their strategic 

investments on using these emerging educational technologies to match the increasingly 
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“millennial” learning styles of their students (p. 1).  These learning styles now consist of 

communal learning; use of multi-media; virtual simulation; situated, experiential and contextual 

learning; development and distribution of knowledge; guided mentoring; collective reflection; 

personal expression; and accommodating various learning preferences and styles (p. 1).   

Uskov (2010) describes the correlation between distance education learning, delivery of 

instruction via multimedia and learner ability to retain content.  On a primary level, print-based 

media (online papers, self-study guides, written lecture notes) allows learning to occur only by 

passively reading thereby enabling about 20-40% content retention.  The is followed by visual 

technology allowing learners to see content presented in graphic and/or pictorial form allowing 

for approximately 40-50% content retention.  The next stage of audio, video and animation 

enables learning through seeing and hearing all types of content enabling 50-65% retention.  The 

subsequent stage allows learners to talk and write using interactive a/synchronous video/audio 

conferencing aiding in 65-80% of content retention.  Uskov (2010) argues the highest percentage 

of retention ranges between 75-95% as a result of active learning in online communities (p. 14).   

Uskov (2010) suggests Internet access and capability also plays an important role in 

learning especially when considering “Web.0” technologies.  Agarwal (2009) explains Web 1.0 

allows users to passively access and read web content and information mostly delivered by 

organizations for business purposes via directories (taxonomy); in 1996 there were about 45 

million global users.  Web 2.0 capabilities enable users to not only access and read content via 

tagging (folksonomy) but to create and share their own personal content (blogs), join a 

community (Facebook) or contribute to “mass intellect” information sharing (Wikipedia).  In 

2006 there were over one billion users according to Agarawal (2009).  These also allow 

down/uploading of multimedia formats (print, audio, and video) via various devices (mobile and 
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static).  The advancement of Web 3.0 changes the landscape in enabling individuals to 

personalize use of a sophisticated “semantic” web which not only helps them access, develop 

and manage content but functionality and usability of content as well.  Web 3.0 is characterized 

mostly as driven by user behavior what Agarwal calls the “me-onomy” rather than platform-

driven (5/30/2009).   

Uskov (2010) suggests the next anticipated level of Web 4.0 or “intelligent virtual web” 

allows for enhanced self-learning, virtual simulations and application in a real-world context.  It 

is these advancements in hardware and software technological capabilities and potential impact 

on learning the mobile learning field is committed to studying in order to incorporate and sustain 

it in existing education systems, including distance education.  The next section explains how 

mobile learning and distance education intersect through common objectives and synergies.  

Mobile Learning and Distance Education 

Mobile learning has the potential to offer many benefits to both traditional and distance 

education in unleashing learners and instructors who up until now have been “tethered” to either 

a classroom or computer (Corbeil & Valdes-Corbeil, 2007, p. 1).  Traxler (2010) suggests it is 

timely to make the connection between “the small but growing mobile learning research 

community” mostly working on isolated projects to “the more established and mature distance 

education community” (p. 1).  A compelling synergy for this is how distance education research, 

theory and practice provide a solid foundation for understanding how technology enhances 

teaching and learning.  Peters (2004) stresses pedagogically and organizationally distance 

education differs from traditional education and must use “an entirely difference approach, with 

different student objectives, methods, media, strategies and above all different goals in 
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educational policy” (p. 38).  This same logic applies to that of mobile learning, especially if it is 

accepted that mobile learning is an extension of distance education provision. 

Another parallel between mobile and distance learning are the philosophical and social 

aspects of providing equitable, cost-effective education to those who may have no other means 

by which to access educational opportunities.  Distance education has traditionally played an 

important role in meeting economic and political needs and has taken into account social 

sensitivities, economic drivers, national policy, cultural backgrounds, current teaching and 

learning paradigms and appropriate delivery methods as part of its strategic mission (Moore and 

Kearsley, 2005).  Moore and Kearsley (2005) reiterate distance education has often been selected 

by policy-makers to meet economic, political and social agendas for several reasons.  It enables 

educational access and provides training for updating workforce skills; it is cost-effective and 

provides a high quality of education; it helps grow infrastructure capacity; it can target specific 

populations and groups; it helps equalize learner age differences; it can easily develop and 

incorporative timely and innovative subject areas; it supports learners in balancing competing 

priorities such as work and family; and it can facilitate brining an international element to the 

learning environment (p. 8).   

Adoption of mobile learning by The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) promotes the 

philosophical and social similarities between mobile and distance learning.   Mobile learning 

technologies, specifically cell phones, are being integrated into learning initiatives in developing 

nations as a way to improve educational access and training.  The goal is for mobile learning to 

promote learner‟s sense of ownership of the learning process while enabling flexibility in where, 

when and how learning takes place.  From an organizational perspective mobile learning enables 

meeting its open and blended learning initiatives in a cost-effective manner (www.col.org).  
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Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil (2007) highlight benefits of mobile learning include 

convenience of portability, information access anytime/anywhere, real-world training and 

application, reinforcement of student-centered learning and enhanced timely feedback and 

interaction (p. 5).  For distance learners mobile learning could improve sense of community, 

student-student, student-instructor and student-content interaction while personalizing and 

contextualizing learning more than distance education currently accommodates.  It is for this 

reason distance education theorists are currently debating whether mobile learning represents the 

fifth generation of distance education (Lee & Chan, 2007; Zawacki-Richter, Brown & Delport, 

2009).   

Koole, McQuilkin, and Ally, M. (2010) remind us the end goal of incorporating mobile 

learning into distance education is to remain focused on what is to be learned regardless of how 

or where.  Other educators (Bates, 2010; Ally, 2010) advocate it is important for distance 

education leaders and practitioners to consider how mobile learning technologies can reduce the 

“distant” factor of time and space by challenging the context in which learning occurs and how 

knowledge can be constructively applied.  As a way for distance education organizations to 

remain focused on the task of delivering quality education using mobile learning technologies 

the next section presents how to incorporate mobile learning into organizations using a systems 

approach. 

Systems Approach for Incorporating and Managing Mobile Learning 

Zawacki-Richter, Brown and Delport (2009) argue mobile learning is an extension of 

distance education and e-learning and it is within this context that a systems approach will be 

used to strategically incorporate mobile learning into distance education.  The discussion begins 

by describing systems theory followed by an example of how it applies to distance education. 
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Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1968) first introduced the concept of systems theory with hard 

systems first followed by what are referred to as soft systems theory.  Soft systems theory 

analyzes situations (organizations) using a holistic structure framework to establish internal 

boundaries in relationship to the external environment in which they operate.  Rumble (2006) 

describes soft systems as focusing on “people and perceptions, values, beliefs and interests” 

categorized by modes; specifically Mode 2 research focuses on real-world problems which may 

require more than one disciplinary approach (transdisciplinary) to solving it (p. 2).  Jackson 

(2000) suggests soft systems theory deals with “tackling issues of real concern” and that “Mode 

2 researchers are also much more accountable to the public” whereby “the quality of research 

must be judged on a wider set of criteria than simply contribution to the development of a 

discipline” (p. 14).   

An example of how to organizationally integrate a systems approach is Rio Salado 

Community College which strategically adopted Ackoff‟s (2004) system model based on its 

tenet that quality learning is dependent on quality teaching and support on all levels of the 

organization (Scarafiotti, 2003).  Its holistic institutional-wide systems approach aligns with its 

mission of a “student-centered learning environment” where “the system depends not only on the 

performance of each part but on how successfully each part interacts with other parts” as a whole 

(Scarafiotti, 2003, p. 52).  Its flexible process requires sharing important data and information in 

order to effectively support students with personal, academic, financial and life obstacles 

ensuring academic success.  Based on timely feedback from faculty, staff and students allows the 

institution to adapt and improve its course content and design, delivery methods, interaction and 

support services to learners, while also promoting ongoing faculty institutional research resulting 

in publication of best practices.   
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The next section presents fundamental systems components of an effective distance 

education supported by theory and best practices.  This is followed by a discussion of what it 

means for incorporating mobile learning into each area of a distance education system.   

Overview 

Moore and Kearsley‟s (2005) systems approach is widely accepted within the distance 

education field as the theoretical foundation upon which organizations holistically deliver quality 

distance education.  They define five essential system components as sources, course design, 

delivery, interaction and learning environment.  It is within this operating framework distance 

education organizations are capable of effectively integrating mobile learning enabling them to 

evaluate its impact not only on each component but the system as a whole.   

Sources   

Moore and Kearsley (2005) offer it is important for organizations to rely on internal and 

external sources as they provide valuable information which guide organizations in identifying 

educational needs and demands in order to meet them.  Sources can include but are not limited to 

other external organizations, faculty/staff, and current students whose feedback benefits 

organizations on many levels.   They help organizations create priorities, mission, values and 

(re)align program offerings, course design and learner support services which are communicated 

to constituencies externally in the form of marketing and internally via policies and procedures.  

Sources also aid faculty in setting research agendas, seek potential funding and collaboration; 

they enable staff to improve and expand learning support services.   

Both internal and external sources are critical for leaders to utilize when considering 

incorporating mobile learning it into distance education provision.  In the case of NKI Distance 

Education it was specifically source information in the form of learner feedback via student 
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evaluations which led it to experiment with mobile technologies and develop more flexible 

learning solutions to meet student learning needs (Rekkedal et al., 2005).   

The literature review uncovers a flurry of activity not only taking place within academia, 

but in industry and public/private partnerships as well.  There are comprehensive literature 

reviews (Naismith et al., 2005; Trifonova, 2003) of which Cobcroft‟s (2006) is the most 

extensive and serves as a useful baseline for distance education leaders to explore the field.   

Other research focuses on proposed learning theories, pedagogy or paradigm shifts (Koole, 2005; 

Laurillard, 2007; Traxler, 2007), on teaching and learning (Naismith et al., 2005), its potential 

impact on student retention (Fozdar and Kumar, 2007) and use in developing countries (Barker, 

Krull, and Mallinson, 2005).   

Publications have been produced by various sources including practitioner workshops 

(The Kaleidoscope Institute), professional bodies such as The International Association for 

Mobile Learning or peer-reviewed academic journals as the International Journal of Mobile and 

Blended Learning.  Ongoing discourse occurs via online communities of Handheld Learning and 

global international conferences.   

Pilot programs from both traditional and distance education providers, such as Abilene 

Christian University (Rankin, 2011), NKI Norway (Rekkedal & Dye, 2007); University of 

Maryland College Park (Higgins, 2011) and high profile global projects identified by Cobcroft 

(2006) currently underway or completed.  From these distance education organizations can glean 

lessons learned and identify best practices from which important organizational details can be 

obtained on many levels.   

Traxler (2010) cautions, however, the field of mobile learning has only emerged within 

the last ten years and lacks consensus on many levels.  Distance education leaders should also 
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note within the literature terminologies or concepts used to describe mobile learning may not 

have the same meaning or application as in distance education.  This is important to distinguish 

in order to determine how concepts and ideas are relevant and to which areas of distance 

education systems and organizations they apply.  For example in her extensive mobile learning 

literature review Cobcroft (2006) cites Barker, Krull and Malinson‟s (2005) “holistic” mobile 

learning critical factors success model based on the work of Zurita, Nussbaum and Sharples 

(2003, p. 64).  Yet when viewed from a system perspective holistic does not mean a whole 

organization rather it relates to only some components of the mobile learning sub-system.   

Ally (2009) emphasizes as the mobile learning field progresses it is imperative for 

“educators, researchers, and practitioners to share what works and what does not work in mobile 

learning so that the field of mobile learning can be implemented in a more timely and efficient 

manner” (p. 280).  This means distance education leaders need to remain well-informed in order 

to capitalize on utilizing mobile learning technologies for offering programs and designing, 

delivering and support courses on all levels of the organization. 

 Course Design 

Based on feedback from external sources, such as mobile learning literature, and internal 

sources, such as learner evaluations, organizations determine which programs to strategically 

offer, sustain and improve on a long-term basis.  This establishes organizational direction for 

course design, the second critical element of an effective distance education system.  This 

component engages in aligning pedagogical methods, such as behaviorist, (social) constructivist, 

situated, or collaborative, with defined learning objectives and outcomes.  Most importantly, it 

considers the needs of the learners taking into account varying cultures, languages, backgrounds, 

learning preferences and styles.  By understanding learners‟ needs allows the organization to 
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align appropriate selection of course content, learning materials, activities, and assessment 

methods as part of the course design process.   

Ally (2004) suggests effective distance education course design consists of four essential 

elements:  learner preparation, activities, interaction and knowledge transfer.  Learner 

preparation is addressed via prerequisites, advanced organizers, content maps and learning 

outcomes; activities include journaling, researching, reading, listening, viewing, summarizing, 

applying and practicing; collaboration and sense of community is encouraged through various 

student, content and instructor interaction.  All these develop “construction” of knowledge 

resulting in personal meaning and ability to apply in real-life contexts (p. 37).  

 Peters (2004) predicts for future distance education course design “new approaches will 

have to be sought” to allow for two additive and integrative learning, which mobile learning 

technologies afford.  Additive learning will be driven by circumstantial situations enabling 

learning in a variety of contexts while integrative will allow students to select activities from 

various modes to personalize courses to suit their learning preferences and styles (p. 207).  As 

mobile learning is in its infancy stage course design is one area distance education practitioners 

will need to remain well-informed in order to align mobile learning goals with course design. 

A best practice in course design is the ADDIE Model which Molenda (2003) offers is a 

“colloquial term used to describe a systematic approach to instructional development” (p. 1).  It 

is an interdependent systematic process starting with a needs analysis (A) to determine 

institutional, instructional and learner readiness ((Morrison, Ross, Kalman & Kemp, 2007, p. 

14).  The design phase (D) isolates learning objectives, followed by the actual development (D) 

of the course.  This is followed by implementation (I) and course evaluation (E).  Each 
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component is completed in sequential order impacting the next process phase ensuring a holistic 

approach in that a change on one level could require a change in other areas of the design. 

Sharples (2006) and his colleagues “re-conceptualise mobile learning” based on lessons 

learned and implications for mobile learning course design.  They offer the focus should be on 

“mediated” rather than “mobile” learning, much in the same way distance education is facilitated 

and guided learning (p. 6).  They identified important attributes of mediated learning to account 

for in course design include contexts, curricula, cultures, ethics, tools, learning activity, access to 

information and people, communication, community building and appropriate (pp. 6-7).  In this 

respect technology plays a “secondary role” the way in which it does for distance education.  As 

they confirm “What is important is to get the nature of the tool (application) right, based on 

social factors (such as communication and appropriation) and learning activities” (Sharples, 

2006, p. 7).   

Park (2007) proposes for mobile learning “instructional designers and teachers need a 

solid theoretical model” and offers a pedagogical framework based on Moore‟s (1972) 

transactional distance theory (p.1)  It consists of four “types” of mobile learning experiences 

based on low versus high transactional distance in combination with individual (personal) and 

socialized aspects of learning (p. 7).  It is an inter-dependent relationship in when one variable 

changes so does another impacting how much guidance and interaction is required by the 

instructor during the learning process. 

Naismith et al. (2005) recommend scaffolding mobile learning tasks so learners can gain 

confidence in using both software and hardware, especially when performing difficult tasks.  It is 

believed this advances their ability to use mobile technologies to personalize their learning, 

manage their studies and time.  Several organizations such as University of Maryland College 



RUNNING HEAD:  Effective Strategies for Incorporating Mobile Learning into DE  

Mary L. Fortier 19 
 

Park, Abilene Christian University and NKI Distance Education have even incorporated 

developing mobile applications as part of course assignments.  This approach is not only 

innovative and cost-effective but has led to a library of institutional mobile applications.   

Moore and Kearsley (2005) also highlight “Because so many skills are needed to design a 

distance education course, the best courses are designed by course teams in which many 

specialists work together, their work coordinated by a team manager” (p. 15).  Sharples (2006) 

adds in using a team approach “new learning applications emerge through interaction and 

communication between key participants in the development cycle (researchers, teachers, 

learners, software developers), rather than educationalists only having the opportunity to 

appropriate existing technologies for their purposes” (p. 7).   

Dede (2004) believes it is important to include faculty in mobile learning course design 

initiatives as a way to professionally develop their skills, as in the case of University of 

Maryland College Park‟s Mobile Learning Initiative (Higgins, 2011).  By participating in course 

design faculty not only gain technical competencies but important pedagogical ones as well.  

Dede (2004) states that in knowing how to apply (social) constructivism and “situated learning 

pedagogies” faculty can create other methods for learning assessment (peer feedback) and 

encourage students to personalize, develop and share knowledge (p. 2).   

Course Delivery 

Course design teams are also tasked with evaluating various technologies (print media, 

audio/video conferencing, cassettes, satellite, TV/radio, CD-ROMs) for course delivery which 

enable optimal interaction between learners, peer, content and faculty.  As Moore and Keasley 

(2005) emphasize “There are several basic principles in using technology, one of which is to 
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recognize that no single technology is optimal for delivery of every kind of message to all 

learners in all locations” (p. 15).   

Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil (2007) observe simply because the technology industry is 

ready to promote mobile learning, others industries such as education, are not necessarily 

prepared or ready to incorporate and utilize it.  While there are many consumers of mobile 

technologies for private use does not mean those individuals who represent faculty, students, and 

students are ready to use them for educational purposes.  Cobcroft (2006) suggests one major 

reason for this is it may be seen as “encroaching” on their personal/private space. 

As mobile learning technologies are portable and fairly novel the literature review reveals 

researchers such as at NKI Distance Education and MOBILearn are determining whether devices 

with small screens (cell phones) make it difficult for learners to see important content, 

particularly graphics, which have researchers questioning at this time on what type of portable 

devices courses can be delivered which are both cost-effective for organization to integrate while 

satisfying students‟ needs for flexible learning with no additional financial burden passed on to 

them.   

Cobcroft (2006) cautions it is critical not to “bolt-on” mobile learning technologies to 

current courses rather it is important to determine how to integrate them using proven and 

existing methods.  Ludwig and Schone (2008) offers for distance education organizations to first 

consider how to integrate mobile learning into existing (distance education) learning 

management systems.  Cobcroft (2006) also recommends investigating existing costs models for 

mobile learning technology, services and infrastructure.  Traxler and Wishart (2011) suggest 

organizations buy pilot programs to test for cost, reliability, connectivity, device efficacy and 

related services.   
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Distance education theory (Bates, 200x; Moore and Kearsley, 2005) Zawacki-Richter, 

Brown and Delport, 2009) reiterate advancements in technology should not determine how 

courses are delivered and a best practice model to assess this is the SECTIONS model developed 

by Bates and Poole (2003).  SECTIONS stands for students, ease of use, costs, teaching and 

learning, interactivity, organizational issues, novelty and speed.  It provides an analystical 

framework by which to ask pertinent questions for matching technology with learning needs. 

Peters (2004) sagely reminds us the various DE models of exam preparation, 

correspondence, multi mass media, group, autonomous learning, network-based teaching and 

technically extended classrooms do not merely represent the historical evolution of distance 

education but remain feasible options by which to provide distance education alone or in 

combination with one another to create hybrid formats of delivery, such as with mobile learning 

technologies, in order to enhance the learning experience especially for effective  interaction. 

Interaction 

Interaction is key to successful distance education and it is this fourth element of a 

distance education system which may benefit the most from mobile learning technologies as 

indicated by the literature review.  Interaction is defined as the relationships between learner and 

instructor, learner and content and between learners.  It is twofold in that it allows faculty to 

assess learner construction of knowledge, develop a sense of community, while at the same time 

reduces learner isolation, increases types of learner support and access to information (Moore 

and Kearsley, 2005).   Gunawardena and LaPointe (2003) highlight it is critical to identifying 

required interaction in advance as part of course design to avoid inconsistencies in learning 

objectives, assessment, and required interaction.   Moore and Kearsley (2005) offer “The nature 

and extent of the interaction that is deemed appropriate varies according to the organizational 
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and designers‟ teaching philosophy, the nature of the subject matter, the maturity of the student, 

their location, and the technology used in the course” (p. 16).   

Koole (2006) describes mobile learning as a “mode” of learning and offers it is the 

various aspects of this mode which need to be evaluated in order to effectively design and deliver 

learning materials, teaching and learning strategies and appropriate mobile device selection.  To 

facilitate this she developed the constructivist Framework for the Rationale Analysis of Mobile 

Education (FRAME) Model with practitioner checklists to encompass the various aspects of 

technical, social and personal interaction in mobile learning.   

Tait (2003) comments on how even one‟s perceived status as student, staff and (adjunct) 

faculty within an organization can positively or negatively impact interaction.  He stresses 

“While tutors and students represent only one element within understanding across the institution 

as a whole, their contributions should be seen as integral and necessary” (p. 167).  Therefore, it is 

also important to consider how incorporating mobile learning can change perceived status, and 

therefore, overall interaction of the learner with organization, instructor, content and other 

learners. 

Learning Environment 

The fifth system component of distance education is the learning environment, another 

area in which mobile learning benefits distance education by expanding the current learning 

environment beyond the computer.  Moore and Kearsley (2005) explain “The student‟s learning 

environment is also part of the distance education system, having considerable impact on the 

effectiveness of those parts of the system controlled by the educational agency” (p. 17).   

The distance education learning environment has always been different to that of 

traditional as it has always been based on the idea that learning can occur anytime and anywhere 
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- workplace, home, library, study center.  The combination of networking infrastructure 

connectivity capability (wifi, hotspot) and portable devices, such as laptops and other handheld 

devices, allow for new learning environments or contexts as learners may be mobile rather than 

stationary while learning.  This progression further reduces time and distance for distance 

learners in affording immediate, spontaneous or transitory access to content, instructor and other 

learners enabling synchronous interaction and timely feedback.   

It is important to note from distance education theory and practice the educational 

organization has limited control over the learning environment necessitating more dependency 

on quality design and structure to ensure effective learning.   The learning environment can 

produce unforeseen circumstances to which distance education organizations need to respond in 

a timely and appropriate manner and especially requires flexibility on the part of instructors.   

It is within this context mobile learning technologies has the potential to change the 

“distance education” gap by improving organizational responsiveness time and methods to 

enhance learner instructional, administrative and technical support.  In order to do so effectively, 

however, requires knowledge of managing and leading change whichS mobile learning 

technologies afford.  

Managing and Leading Change in Distance Education   

Bellis (2007) notes “change is endemic in the education sector.  The pressures for change 

come from all sides:  globalization, government initiatives, doing more with less, improving the 

quality of student learning and the learning experience, and the pace of change is ever 

increasing” (p. 24).  Beaudoin (2003) states distance education practitioners are now 

“witnessing” changes in course design and delivery, such as with mobile learning technologies, 
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which not only has enormous potential to radically change the learning landscape but will require 

effective organizational change management to implement and support it on all levels (p. 1).   

Beaudoin (2007) also contends distance education theory and practice lacks an effective 

management framework to guide organizations during educational transitions and opportunistic 

times, as in the case of mobile learning.  In a 2009 survey of distance education experts Zawacki-

Richter‟s Delphi study found distance education experts citing a major research area lacking is 

that of organizational leadership and strategy.  Beaudoin (2003) offers when it comes to change 

in the field distance education “we have not yet paid adequate attention to new roles required of 

leaders within those institutions” (p.1).   

Powley (2011) highlights during the course of their career distance education 

professionals most likely will be in some management and/or leadership role.  Both Kotter 

(2006) and Beaudoin (2003) stress there is a difference between leadership and management in 

that management focuses on organizational processes (the present) whereas leadership 

concentrates on the future and “processes that creates organizations in the first place or adapts 

them to significantly changing circumstances” (Kotter, 2006, p. 25).  Beaudoin (2003) defines 

leadership as “a set of attitudes and behaviors that create conditions for innovative change, that 

enable individuals and organizations to share a vision and move in its direction, and that 

contribute to the management and operationalization of ideas” (p. 1). At the same time he adds it 

is possible for people to be effective leaders without being an expert in the field itself (p. 1).   

This is significant in that many mobile learning researchers are serving important roles 

within their organizations and the mobile learning field.  At the same time mobile learning 

literature reveals many initiatives managed on a small scale basis rather than on a holistic 

organizational leadership level.  If mobile learning represents major potential change for the 
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future of education as many mobile learning pioneers like Traxler (2007) contend, the literature 

review indicates many organizations are not strategically capitalizing on mobile learning 

technologies for organizational gain, the way in which University of Maryland College Park 

strategized incorporating mobile learning to “promote the university‟s world-class status through 

innovation and technology” (p. 1).   

Mobile learning has the potential to change education in many ways impacting 

organizations on many levels:  how courses are designed and delivered, the role of instructors 

and interaction with learners, the learners‟ learning environments and learning process and the 

required organizational academic, non-academic and technological support to effectively provide 

and sustain it.  For learners, faculty, staff it could mean a performance shift in terms of 

workloads, availability and roles and responsibilities; for learners it could mean ongoing change 

in expectations and educational demands.  

Zawacki-Richter‟s (2005) case study of the University of Pretoria in South Africa serves 

as a useful model for demonstrating how an organization‟s leadership can holistically design and 

implement effective change management throughout an organization.  Its leadership developed a 

strategic plan using its vision of adopting online learning along with required resources, key 

stakeholders, early adopters and aligning its organizational structure, roles/responsibilities, 

rewards and incentives to its vision.  Its strategy utilizes faculty as change agents who would 

train and collaborate with other faculty to adopt online learning as a form of “education 

innovation” (p. 1).  Key stakeholders serve as institutional facilitators assigned disciplines and 

departments to support as part of the change.  Implementation and timing is based on each 

department‟s need and not mandated by the organization, allowing it to organically develop.  
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This approach is similar to Kotter‟s Eight Step Change Management Model described in the next 

section.    

Kotter‟s Eight Step Change Model 

When considering change within an organization it is important as Nash offers (2006) to 

develop a strategic change management plan as in the case of University of Pretoria.  An 

effective tool for incorporating mobile learning technologies into distance education is Kotter‟s 

Eight Step Process of Creating Major Change (2006).  The first step of the process requires 

leaders to create a sense of urgency by identifying potential organizational threats and future 

scenarios and new opportunities by examining the current market, competitive realities, 

current/potential crises and new opportunities mobile learning affords.  Pollara and Broussard 

emphasize (2011) “The need for ubiquitous learning is immediate.  And, it seems as if education 

is falling behind” and it is this sense of urgency to which distance education leaders need to 

respond (p. 8).   

Step two requires aligning sense of urgency with feedback from key stakeholders to 

incite informative and honest discussions to create a “guiding coalition” with “power” to lead the 

change by working collaboratively as a team.  Distance education leader Sir John Daniel (2007) 

offers practitioner input in that “practitioners of distance learning should follow closely the 

research on e-learning, m-learning (mobile learning) and other new technologies so that they can 

use them for maximum benefit to students” (p. 107).   

The third and very important step of Kotter‟s (2006) change management process 

requires developing a vision and strategies for achieving it.  Nash (2006) offers an e-learning 

organization‟s vision should be flexible and attainable, one with which individuals can identify 

through expected behaviors, establish a connection between leadership and individuals, 
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encourage persistence, supports failures, develops sense of community, allows creative 

contribution through various means, promotes team collaboration and contributions.    

It is not enough to develop a vision and plan as it is even more critical to continuously 

communicate it throughout all levels of the organization in order to obtain buy-in and change 

behavior as modeled by the guiding coalition.  The mobile field represents the change vision for 

education communicating valuable lessons learned, best practices and current obstacles in mobile 

learning.   

The fifth step is to remove obstacles in the way of necessary change, such as 

(re)structuring the organization so change can be achieved in an environment where risk-tasking 

is encouraged and not punished.  The mobile learning literature reveals there are still many 

software/hardware obstacles organizations face in using mobile learning technologies and 

researchers are currently trying to figure out how to overcome them.  Other potential obstacles 

organizations may face are faculty/staff correlating mobile teaching with increased time demand 

(thereby reducing research availability), requiring new technical skill development, and 

additional training and support (p. 4).   

It is then critical to celebrate short-term wins and recognize faculty/staff as arbiters of 

change, which in the mobile learning literature is evidenced by the various case studies and pilot 

programs.   The seventh step involves (re)structuring the organization‟s systems, structures and 

policies to not only align with the vision but also develop and promote faculty and staff capable 

of reaching the vision.  The final step, which many assume is the first, is to incorporate changes 

into the culture by equating new required behaviors with achieved success and creating an 

infrastructure for ongoing leadership development and sustainability.  University of Maryland 

College Park‟s Mobility Initiative (Higgins, 2011) represents this through its Mobile Learning 
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Fellows Institute offering funding, training and support to support faculty in incorporating 

mobile learning into curriculum, course delivery, instruction and research.  They in turn use 

these new behaviors to publish and promote their success and incite other faculty to do the same. 

It is important for distance education leaders to be aware of the fact that not all faculty, 

staff and even learners may embrace mobile learning technologies and could resist change, 

which the next section discusses. 

Resisting Change 

Dede (2004) warns when it comes to incorporating networked learning “many faculty 

will find these shifts difficult” (p. 1). Mobile learning may be considered intimidating by faculty 

and staff for legitimate reasons but it is essential for organizations to recognize faculty and staff 

as key stakeholders in delivering quality distance education.  McLeod (2011) cautions 

organizations which experience resistance may be a result of exclusionary rather than 

inclusionary practices. He suggests it is important for faculty and staff to be informed of 

upcoming changes well in advance of them taking place and to include them in the decision-

making process.  This will help employees understand how impending changes may impact daily 

routines.  It is also important to communicate to faculty, staff and students that change is not 

representative of things not working well -- rather a new way of doing things.  This is because 

for individuals change may make them feel incompetent in learning new skills or fear of 

increased workloads, which may be the case in mobile learning.   

Rockwell, Shauer, Fritz and Marx (1999) offer organizations “need to capitalize on the 

incentives that encourage faculty to teach via distance and minimize the obstacles that 

discourage or impede faculty” (p. 6).  In their survey of both faculty and administrators they 

identified two basic incentives for faculty to engage in distance teaching as expanding 
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educational access and its convenience to students.  They also identified what they call 

“intrinsic” (personal) rewards for faculty which include innovative instruction, using new 

teaching methods, desire to teach, personal satisfaction and organizational recognition of work 

and peer recognition.  Shea, Pickett and Li (2005) found that faculty satisfaction in online 

teaching relates to “interaction, technical support, opportunities for learning, and discipline-

specific factors” (p. 15).   

Distance education and mobile learning literature (UMCP, 2010; Zawacki-Richter, 2005) 

reiterate the importance of incorporating faculty and staff into not only into development of 

mobile learning initiatives but also policy-making process.  To accommodate this may require 

organizations to (re)align faculty/staff workload, compensation, and contracts.  Furthermore 

organizations can incentivize faculty and staff to participate in mobile learning through 

leadership institutes, awards for education innovation, recognition for enhancing teaching and 

learning, internal research grant funding, and ongoing required training and support identified by 

faculty and staff.   They in turn can help change the mobile learning culture within an 

organization.  

Kotter (2006) emphasizes organizational culture does not drive change rather it is the last 

and eighth step to be implemented in any successful change management initiative.  Culture 

reflects and represents the vision, mission and organizational values by which employees 

conduct their work through daily behaviors reinforced through standardized policies and 

procedures.  McLeod (2011) reiterate whether organizations are trying to “lead to large scale 

change or simply trying to encourage mobile learning in teaching and learning, the change agents 

need to always remember that schools are not run by one person and those that involved in the 

change need to be supported and feel that they are part of the decision making” (p. 1).  Part of the 
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decision making process is developing an organization‟s strategic plan (framework) for 

incorporating mobile learning, which the next section explores.   

Strategic Framework for Implementing Mobile Learning 

As Bates and Poole (2003) note:  “If technology is the answer, what is the question?” (p. 

xiii).  Ally (2007) suggests the question organizationally will evolve around the idea that 

“Because of the increasing use of mobile technologies in society and by the younger generation, 

learners will demand course materials be delivered on mobile technologies to be accessed from 

anywhere and at anytime” (p. 1).  This trend not only requires distance education leaders to know 

what the question is but requires them to remain well-informed to strategically plan how to 

answer it as it relates to mobile learning and their organization.  Mobile learning not only has the 

potential to add value to distance education provision by enhancing the learner experience but 

can add organizational value in terms of market share, organizational reputation, delivery of 

cost-effective quality education, and expand research areas, funding, and publications.   

Mitleton-Kelly emphasizes “A learning organization is one that is able to change its 

behaviors and mind-sets as a result of experience” (p. 1).  Elloumi (2004) highlights “Strategic 

planning questions about the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in 

education must work in a context of constant and accelerating change that demands flexibility in 

the online learning institution‟s structure and course and program offerings” (p. 61).  Many 

distance education organizations currently operate with well-established sustainable resources, 

learners, staff and infrastructure enabling them to relatively easily incorporate mobile learning 

(Traxler, 2010).  In fact many distance education global providers are leading mobile learning 

initiatives, such as Open University (United Kingdom), Athabasca University (Canada), 
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University of South Africa, and Indira Gandhi National Open University (India) (Traxler, 2010, 

p. 132).   

In the case of recent mobile learning trends it is only natural, therefore, for distance 

education leaders to question not only what motivated these organizations to take this direction, 

but how they incorporated and manage mobile learning in their organizations.  The Joint 

Information Systems Committee on information and digital technologies for teaching research 

stresses that “It is helpful to have a model or a framework within which to operate as this can 

help ensure that most aspects of the proposed change are considered” (p. 3).  

Cobcroft‟s (2006) offers a ten-point implementation plan which when viewed from a 

systems lens falls within one of the system components of either course delivery, interaction or 

learning environment (pp.63-64).  Traxler and Wishart (2011) provide a practitioner‟s checklist 

categorized by common technical issues, institutional concerns and pedagogical advice but 

concede that:  “At one level these together inform individual practice . . . but at another level, 

they argue for a strategic and systemic approach responding to the wider technical and social 

environment” (p. 43).   

Rumble (2006) suggests in evaluating a situation, such as incorporating mobile learning, 

from a systems perspective it is important to identify and bring “together a number of elements 

that are related to each other in an organized whole” (p. 4).  This next section introduces 

pertinent elements of a mobile learning system identified in the literature review and begins by 

first introducing a SWOT (strengths, weakness, opportunities, threats) analysis and 

organizational motivational factors followed by required elements of a holistic strategic 

framework. 
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SWOT Analysis 

Kotter (2006) argues a major challenge leaders face is identifying and addressing 

continuous internal and external threats and opportunities impacting organizations.  Bates (2007) 

offers for this reason it is useful for organizations to conduct a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, Threats) analysis on funding, planning, students, employers, programs, 

instructors, and support services to determine organizational direction (p. 52).   

In the case of mobile learning a major threat may be distance education leaders remaining 

uninformed about mobile learning technologies putting their organization in a vulnerable market 

position.  By not remaining well-informed about mobile learning may make them fall short in 

meeting current and future generation learning needs and preferences.  All these combined could 

threaten an organization‟s overall reputation and academic profile. 

Kotter (2006) offers for these reasons it is just as important for leaders to recognize and 

develop a plan to seize opportunities.  Traxler (2010) suggests opportunities mobile learning 

technologies afford organizations are enhancing distance education provision by extending the 

learning environment to remote communities and situated contexts, increasing personalize and 

authentic learning through real-world application and challenging existing learning theories and 

pedagogical frameworks.  He notes “the claim is often made that mobile learning increases 

motivation, especially amongst learners who would normally be considered distant, disengaged 

or disenfranchised, and hence improves retention and progression, the two most problematic 

challenges to successful distance education” (p. 131).  By recognizing potential opportunities 

distance education leaders can then isolate strategic motivating reasons why their organization 

should incorporate mobile learning. 

 



RUNNING HEAD:  Effective Strategies for Incorporating Mobile Learning into DE  

Mary L. Fortier 33 
 

Strategic Motivating Factors 

Dede (2004) argues “higher education institutions can proper by basing their strategic 

investments on using these emerging educational technologies to match the increasingly 

„neomillenial‟ learning styles of their students (p. 1).  Sharples (2006) adds also engaging in 

“research into mobile learning will bring the rewards of placing institutions at the forefront of 

pedagogical practice, answering student requirements for flexibility and ubiquity” (p. 5).   

As mobile learning initiatives are relatively new there is evidence of its potential but no 

consensus on its effectiveness leading Traxler (2010) to categorize current mobile learning 

efforts as either educational innovation or tackling “disadvantages/deficits” of current distance 

education provision (p. 132).  An important first place for distance education leaders to begin the 

process of incorporating mobile learning is asking the question of why incorporate mobile 

learning?  Will mobile technologies be used to: 

 Improve organizational competitiveness and market share 

 Better understand learning theory and how people learn 

 Enhance institutional pedagogical goals and objectives 

 Serve as cost-effective solutions to existing infrastructure challenges 

 Recruit and retain students 

 Promote education innovation among faculty 

 Seek organizational funding in the form of partnerships 

 Advance institutional research and publications 

 Enable flexible learning to meet learner demands  

 Improve course delivery, interaction and learning environment 

 Advance learner instructional, technical or administrative support 

 Enable student management of academic tasks (assignments, group work) 

 Promote institution‟s reputation and profile 

 Professionally develop faculty and staff 

 Increase graduates workforce skills 

 Allow for a combination of all the above 

 

Lee and Chan (2007) offer it is first important for organizations to understand the 

“pedagogical value beyond the mere use of mobile devices to deliver e-learning content” (p. 1). 
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Sharples (2006) and colleagues identified four key characteristics of mobile learning as allowing 

individuals to learn in different contexts, promoting learner construction of knowledge, changing 

pattern of learning and types of activities and reinforcing the notion that mobile learning is not 

simply concerned with overcoming time and space (p. 5).  Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil (2007) 

add it is important to pedagogically consider how mobile learning will impact learners‟ ability to 

write effectively, process deep construction of knowledge and continue to express themselves in 

meaningful ways, which should be accounted for in design. 

The mobile literature revealed some traditional universities‟ motivations for 

incorporating mobile learning are pedagogically-driven.  Abilene Christian University‟s goal is 

to guide students “to not merely consume these vast amounts of information, but to assess 

information, to synthesize thoughts, to generate new ideas, and to contribute meaningfully to 

conversations of global importance” (p. 1).  Montclair State University (Chapel, Kahn, & 

Wilson, 2008) uses mobile technologies to foster social learning and promote faculty 

development in application for teaching and learning (p. 3).   

In terms of motivating factors for distance education providers, The Indira Gandhi 

National Open University (IGNOU) aims to improve a “deficit” in student retention.  They found 

students withdrawing due to distance to local study centres, ineffective academic support, 

inadequate counseling and lab sessions (p. 12).  Their learners found mobile technologies useful 

in improving both learning and communication in these areas and believe mobile technology will 

aid the organization in providing overall better learner support (Fozdar & Kumar, 2007).  In the 

case of NKI Distance Education, Norway‟s largest distance teaching institution, it was the 

learners themselves which identified the need for expanded flexible learning to which the 

organization responded by exploring mobile learning technologies (p. 68).   
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Develop, Communicate Vision  

Nash (2006) offers for e-learning organizations vision plays an important role because 

even though teams are separated by time and place, they are still united by technology.  Kotter 

defines vision as “a picture of the future with some implicit or explicit commentary on why 

people should strive to create that future” (p. 68).   Its purpose is to motivate, align and direct 

people, nurture cost-effective collaboration and teamwork.  A vision consists of six key attributes 

including description of activity, appeals to key stakeholders, consists of SMART goals 

(specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and tangible), is focused, flexible and easy to 

communicate (Kotter, 2006, p. 72).   O‟Connell (2006) adds mobile learning visions “allow us to 

critique our motives, structures and approaches to learning generally and our learners - as 

lifelong learners - more specifically” (p. 1).  In the case of Southern Alberta Institute of 

Technology Polytechnic it not only created a vision on the institutional level but on the academic 

department and administrative levels as well (Bates, 2007, pp. 54-55). 

Kotter (2006) emphasizes the importance of continuously communicating the vision and 

therefore it is important once a mobile learning plan is developed to communicate it throughout 

the organization.  This requires continuous communication using simple language, citing 

metaphors as examples, utilizing as many formal and informal communication networks, 

addressing and discussing inconsistencies and promoting two-way communication (p. 90).    

It is also important to externally communicate and share information as Traxler (2010) is 

concerned when it comes to communicating within the mobile learning field there is a “growing 

lack of communication and connection between the practitioner community, the policy and 

technology vendor communities on the one hand, and the research community on the other” (p. 

133).  Of immediate concern is policy-making being driven by public understanding of 
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technology affordances in terms of access and ease of use rather than led by educational research 

and practice.  This reiterates the need for developing and communicating a strong mobile 

learning vision to direct future organizational activities from within and not by trends occurring 

externally to organizations. 

Build Coalition 

Many mobile learning initiatives involve essential key stakeholders who not only serve as 

important sources for strategic planning purposes, but also serve as active decision-making 

participants and role models.  Cobcroft (2006) suggests the range of mobile learning stakeholders 

will vary but minimally include learners, full-time faculty, vendors, administrative support staff, 

instructional designers, technical and instructional help staff, and adjunct faculty.  Some of the 

initiatives targeted certain populations, such as Honor College students at the University of 

Maryland College Park (Higgins, 2011) and distance learning students at NKI Distance 

Education (Rekkedal et al., 2005).  Other initiatives recruited those with specific interest in 

mobile learning or were willing to volunteer to participate in pilot efforts.  Higgins (2011) offers 

by including faculty in their coalition promoted expanded faculty interest and involvement 

throughout the organization.  It also led to increased faculty-led research and additional mobile 

learning initiatives.  NKI Distance Education found learner inclusion critical for providing 

feedback in order to improve and align mobile learning services with learner expectations 

(Rekkedal et al., 2005). 

Traxler and Wishart (2011) suggest for organizations to explore other key stakeholders in 

the form of partnerships which can provide technology, conduct collaborative research and 

teaching.  Traxler (2010) offers partnerships and institutional collaboration can advance mobile 

learning with organizations sharing best practices across traditional and distance education 
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communities.  This is also true when considering partnerships between developing and 

developed countries, such as UNESCO‟s partnership with Nokia (Wheeler, 2010); and with 

countries leading mobile learning including Australia, Canada, China, India, Japan, Korea, South 

Africa, Taiwan and United States partnering with other countries (Dias, Keegan, Kismihok, 

Mileva and Rekkedal, 2008).  Partnerships with mobile technology providers may be initially 

beneficial, but organizations must also consider whether or not mobile learning can sustain once 

external funding or supplies are no longer available. 

Costs, Ethics, Ownership, Security 

Dias, Keegan, Kismihok, Mileva and Rekkedal (2008) suggest one of the reasons why 

mobile learning is novel for education is because “Here for the first time in history is a 

technology that will cost government Departments of Education and taxpayers nothing because 

all the students possess, and use constantly in all walks of life except their education, the 

technology to be used” (p. 5).  When considering this statement from an economy of scale, this 

may be true.  Bacsich and Ash (1999) highlight, however, there are often hidden costs in distance 

education and when new technologies are adopted and processes implemented.  For this reason, 

it is important for organizations to strategically account for this rather than customizing 

programs to align with certain mobile devices which may become obsolete within a short 

timeframe. 

A major decision factor organizations face is who will provide mobile devices and 

therefore, be responsible for paying related costs.  When organizations provide students 

equipment there are concerns including but not limited to organizational budgeting capital 

overhead expenditure, ownership policies and procedures, inventory management, and technical 

support.   
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Costs are also important in terms of what learners can afford, especially if the 

requirement is for the learner to provide the device rather than the institution.  While learners 

may be attracted to the concept of mobile learning, they must fully understand the practical 

implications and what this may mean in terms of tuition, fees or other unexpected hidden costs.  

Another important aspect for US organizations to consider when requiring students to purchase 

mobile devices as part of learning is it may not be covered by financial aid as a qualified 

expense, and therefore, the cost would not be covered by grants or loans and the financial burden 

passed on directly to the student.   

Regarding ownership Wheeler (2011) asks “Should students' personal devices become a 

part of the delivery strategy in higher education, or indeed elsewhere in other sectors?” (p. 1)   

He goes on to state that ownership can be both inclusionary and exclusionary. Furthermore, he 

argues there may be privacy and personal data issues as mobile devices often contain information 

which would require organizations to implement institutional security safeguards, policies and 

procedures.  Cobcroft (2006) cites from lessons learned that “It is important to be aware that, 

when delivering or offering support services to learners‟ mobile phones, one is encroaching on 

their personal space” (p. 62).   

These questions raise ethical concerns requiring students using personal property as part 

of an organization‟s learning requirement.  Traxler and Bridges explain “the idea of ethics 

encompasses a spectrum from statutory issues to cultural issues, from what is defined as legally 

acceptable to what is defined as socially acceptable” (p.212).  This spans organizational 

management of informed consent, participant risk and withdrawal, compensation for 

participating in pilot programs, confidentiality/anonymity, distinction between private and public 

domains, roles and responsibilities, status, power and cultural differences (pp. 213-215). 
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Approach and Scale 

Organizationally it is important to determine whether mobile learning initiatives are to 

begin on a small scale basis, piloted and tested for reliability and sustainability, as many of the 

case studies show in the literature.  Timelines are also important to attach to such projects as they 

may impact (re)assigning faculty and staff roles and responsibilities to develop, support and 

sustain mobile learning.  Ally (2009) recommends organizations adopt a hybrid approach for 

incorporating mobile learning into distance education.  NKI Distance Education used a two-

prong approach by maintaining current distance learning activities in addition to an alternative 

mobile learning option.  Students have the ability, therefore, to choose what works best for them 

by selecting options rather than requiring them to use methods which may not suite personal 

learning preferences.   

As Kotter (2006) suggests it is important to celebrate quick wins within organizations in 

order to build organizational credibility which leads to sustainability.  Therefore, any measurable 

gains made in mobile learning should be communicated throughout the organization (and mobile 

learning field) in order to demonstrate its value.  This in turn reminds people the vision is 

attainable and that organizational change to incorporate mobile learning is succeeding.  It also 

provides employees working on mobile learning initiatives recognition for the important work 

they are doing while at the same time showing resisters that change is possible.  Finally, it helps 

realign the vision and strategy and keep leaders and management on track.   

Most importantly, celebrating quick wins builds organizational momentum.  What many 

case studies show is by starting with a small, controlled initiative led to greater interest and 

education innovation by faculty, staff and students throughout the organization.  
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Training and Support  

Part of the mobile learning vision must also include resources to provide quality training 

to faculty, staff and learners.  Tipple (2010) argues the growth in online education has led to 

increased dependence by organizations in hiring adjunct faculty and recommends organizations 

“seek new strategies to maximize institutional effectiveness through levering adjunct faculty‟s 

specialized expertise, flexibility, and passion for sharing real-world perspectives” (p. 1).  Of 

particular importance is appropriate training and development of adjunct faculty, which is 

important to consider when implementing mobile learning.  It may be appropriate for 

organizations to first train full-time faculty and use Tipple‟s (2010) model for then training 

adjunct faculty for mobile teaching and learning. 

Effective mobile learning training requires standard policies and procedures for daily 

operations and contingency provision.  For learners it requires having a backup mobile device 

and for organizations it requires procedures on which faculty, staff and learners are trained and 

are able to implement when necessary (Traxler and Wishart, 2011, p. 43).  Training and support 

may be provided through a centralized or decentralized unit and even offered online.  Ongoing 

training can be further enhanced with supplemental academic, administrative and technical 

support, through online self help documents, tutorials and even mobile applications. 

Evaluate and Improve 

Naismith et al. (2005) chose to review specific case studies which provided both 

qualitative and quantitative mobile learning evaluation results.  They found in a museum case 

study, however, that evaluations measure attitudes about learning and not actual learning gains 

(p. 30).  Traxler (2007) notes case studies often do not have evaluation means unique to mobile 

learning and suggests the reason for this is the weak theoretical foundation which currently exists 
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in the field.  He offers a stronger base would “provide the starting point for evaluation 

methodologies grounded in the unique attributes of mobile learning” (p. 1)  

As full courses are not yet delivered via mobile learning technologies and course 

evaluations are typically imbedded as part of course design, organizations need to find other 

means by which to collect student feedback and evaluation of provision and services.  Traxler 

and Kukulske-Hulme (2005) found in a review programs either use focus groups, interviews and 

questionnaires to systematically log the feedback or simply observe the outcome.   

Traxler and Kukulske-Hulme (2007) offer quality mobile learning evaluation should be 

reliable, trustworthy, cost and time efficient, ethical, authentic, proportionate to learning activity, 

consistent across groups, time and technologies, align with learning media, built in and 

appropriate for learning technology (p. 2).  Tait (2003) recommends distance education 

organizations use data management systems to collect data to handle student inquiries, capture 

feedback, issues and other important data, such as faculty and student evaluations.  A concern 

with this is the costs (hardware/software, license agreements) as well as quality of data and 

reporting capability.  Yet the growing field of data and learning analytics in relationship to 

mobile learning technologies may provide organizations other cost-effective means by which to 

capture this data.  It can especially help identify and isolate mobile learning behavior and trends 

as a way to improve provision. 

 Implement Cultural Change 

 With the mobile learning field being relatively new there may be concern among and 

within organizations about incorporating mobile learning into distance education provision.  As 

Peters (2007) questions “Mobile learning is variously viewed as a fad, a threat, and an answer to 

the learning needs of time-poor mobile workers, so does it have a place in delivering mainstream 
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learning?” (p. 1).  This is one of the significant cultural changes impacting education and 

distance education organizations today.  

 As Peters (2007) declares “Informal learning using mobile technologies is already 

embedded in our daily lives. Millions of Web-enabled phones are being used by learners (who 

may not be enrolled in formal courses) to seek information” (p. 15).  She goes on to comment 

while many educators recognize the potential benefits of mobile learning there is hesitancy to 

adopt it for several reasons including age and ability of teachers, associated infrastructure costs 

and device provision, the slow rate at which educational organizations change, and devices are 

not currently geared toward  educational use.   

The first cultural change requirement must come from distance education leaders to 

motivate internal cultural change.  Kotter (2006) defines culture as “norms of behavior and 

shared values among a group of people” (p. 148).  He offers there are three reasons why culture 

is powerful in that it selects and indoctrinates individuals, prevails through large numbers of 

people, and often happens without “conscious intent” (p. 151).  Within an organization changing 

culture may require changing people which is why it should be implemented at the end rather 

than beginning of any organizational transformation.   

 Distance education leaders can empower faculty and staff to engage in “broad-based 

action” focusing on mobile learning activity (Kotter, 2006, p. 101).  In their study of distance 

education learners Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil (2005) found both students and faculty were 

ready for mobile learning and had basic tools to start using it.  Faculty can serve as cultural 

change agents by providing course information and content in simple mobile formats accessible 

by both mobile devices and personal computers.  They offer e-mail is one way to begin as it is an 

easy form of communication, voicemail allows students to remain informed by calling in or even 
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using voice e-mail (voicemail embedded in an e-mail) as another option (p. 6).  Even some 

commercial learning management systems, such as Blackboard, now incorporate push 

technologies, such as texting, within their systems.  Corbeil and Valdes-Corbeil (2005) also note 

mobile devices have audio and video capabilities allowing faculty to record lecture notes via 

podcasts.  A challenge for faculty may be converting lecture content to the appropriate medium 

format that will inform students in an engaging way. 

 Framework 

 When considering integrating mobile learning technologies, there are many variables and 

factors for distance education leaders to deliberate.  Table 1 provides an overview of important 

areas discussed in this paper serving as a strategic framework by which distance education 

leaders can begin integrating distance education into mobile learning. 
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Table 1 

Strategic Framework for Incorporating Mobile Learning into Distance Education 

Topic Organization Considerations Outcomes 

Mobile learning 

Vision 

 

Identify motivating factors 

Organization SWOT Analysis 

Obtain feedback from sources 

Identify financial & required resources 

Explore institutional partnerships 

Update vision, mission, values 

Design change management plan 

Accreditation/legal/security/privacy 

Write vision & plan 

Ongoing communication 

Determine roles/responsibilities 

Secure funding  

Develop/market programs 

Publish research  

Develop SMART goals 

Model expected behavior 

Align infrastructure as required 

Build Coalition 

 

Identify key stakeholders  

 Advisory Board/Panel 

 Faculty, staff, students 

 Vendors 

 Other educational providers 

 Early adopters/resisters 

Develop partnerships 

Determine incentives 

Single vs.(de)centralized unit(s) 

Roles & responsibilities/status 

Workload/compensation 

Pedagogical objectives 

Model leadership roles/behavior 

Promote innovation/research 

Faculty/staff Institutes 

Recognition/rewards 

Federal, state, local partnerships  

Training requirements 

Celebrate/market quick wins 

Costs, Ethics, 

Ownership, 

Security 

Research existing cost/other models 

Ownership/privacy/security 

Ethics 

Inclusionary/exclusionary practice 

Learner risk/withdrawal 

Technical standards 

Policies and procedures 

Informed consent 

Public/private domains 

Roles/responsibilities 

Approach/Scale 

  

 

Academic/administrative orientation 

Specify measurable outcomes 

Course design/delivery (hybrid) 

Determine scale/timeline 

Identify audience 

Establish budget  

Contingency/redundancy plans 

Evaluation methods 

Data management system 

Monitor outcomes 

Communicate quick wins 

Build momentum 

Training/Support  

 

Interaction standards 

Faculty, staff, learners 

Contingency/redundancy issues 

(de)Centralized training 

Learning environment support 

Online resources 

Regular/contingency plans 

Helpdesk 

Evaluate/Adjust Identify measurable outcomes 

Align with technology 

Qualitative/quantitative methods 

Target audience (faculty/staff/learners) 

Collection methods 

Timely process 

Data management  

Learning analytics 

Manage Culture Accept external influences 

(re)Align organization behavior/values 

Empower/change employees 

Award model behavior 
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Ongoing Management Challenges 

Traxler (2007) notes “learning in the mobile age” is in a state of “sustained development” 

(p. 1).  Kukulska-Hulme (2007) reminds us “the majority of mobile learning activity continues to 

take place on devices that were not designed with educational applications in mind, and usability 

issues are often reported” (p. 1).  Traxler and Wishart (2011) observe current mobile learning 

initiatives have neither been able to successfully “scale-up” organizationally nor have they been 

sustainable on a long-term basis.  As Zawacki-Richter (2009) notes current research efforts “are 

based on quite a small numbers of students, which suggests that mobile learning is still in project 

status and has not yet reached the mainstream. Large scale empirical studies on the design, 

impact, and effectiveness of mobile learning seem to be rare still” (p. 1). 

Other ongoing management challenges offered by Traxler (2010) include improving 

existing projects, collecting relevant information from new projects, maintaining equitable 

inclusivity and access, publishing consistent and reliable research allowing for further growth 

and development in the field (p. 132).  Currently most mobile learning initiatives are project-

based but Traxler (2010) advocates they need to move to a more solid foundation.  This reiterates 

an overarching theme the literature review reveals which the end goal for integrating mobile 

learning is ensuring organizational system stability, reliability and redundancy with required 

maintenance, support and growth regardless of the latest software and hardware advancements.   

On a practitioner level Traxler and Wishart (2011) cite device provision and ownership 

(organization versus learner) in relationship to funding as one of the major reasons as interfering 

with institutional sustainability.  Even if organizations place the ownership on learners they 

argue the organizational concerns will then shift to standardization, platform stability, device 

uniformity, equity and control within the learning environment and organization (p. 41).   
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Many educators perhaps remain conservative about incorporating mobile learning due to 

perceived issues and challenges in delivering quality, standardized education.  Corbeil and 

Valdes-Corbeil (2007) warn mobile learning could make it easier for learners to cheat.  There is 

also concern about widening the digital divide between not only between learners but between 

developed and developing countries.  Mobile learning may also make non-technically oriented 

learners feel technically incompetent requiring additional training in using multiple formats.  It is 

also important that content remain current and not to use mobile learning technologies as a 

façade to present outdated content (p. 6). 

  Peters (2004) emphasizes distance education is always in a state of transition and that in 

today‟s world global, societal, technological and workforce advancements necessitates further 

transformation.  For students it means autonomous learning in more non-traditional ways and 

increased responsibility for the learning process; for faculty it means changing roles from 

independently preparing lecture notes to working in cross-functional teams planning formal 

guided-learning, deliberate communication, interaction and assessment.   For organizations it 

means adapting pedagogy, delivery and support models to enable successful non-traditional 

learning.  Peters (2004) argues the transition to additive learning, which mobile learning 

technologies afford, not only could impact course design but how degree programs are offered, 

how students enroll and how formal learning is accredited thereby changing the organization on 

many levels.    

While mobile learning affords organizations several possibilities for expanding 

educational access and enhancing learning, Kotter (1996) cautions eight common mistakes 

organizations make during transformation initiatives.  These are allowing for complacency, 

inability to create guiding coalition, understanding the role vision plays and under-
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communicating it when it exists, allowing obstacles to interfere with the new vision, 

acknowledging short-term wins or declaring success too early, and failing to incorporate changes 

as part of organizational culture.   
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Conclusion 

 

External market forces may be one reason distance education providers incorporate 

mobile learning technologies into their organizations.  Or perhaps they want to promote 

education innovation amongst their faculty.  Perhaps they will even be urged by their own 

learners to enhance the distance education learning experience with mobile learning 

technologies. These are some of the motivation reasons for distance education leaders to be 

proactive and well-informed in understanding the intersection of mobile learning within distance 

education systems.  On an organizational level, its impacts can be far-reaching which is why a 

strategic management framework is warranted and change management plan may be 

necessitated.  What distance education research, theory and practice reiterates in incorporating 

mobile learning into organizations, however, is for organizations to remain student-focused and 

not technology-driven.   
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