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Chapter 3.6
Mobile Technology and its
Applications in Instructional
Conversation

Jason Caudill
Independent Consultant, USA

INTRODUCTION

Mobile learning (m-learning) is the most re-
cently developed category of electronic learning
(e-learning), both of which are valuable tools in
instructional conversation. What makes m-learn-
ing unique, and thus deserving of its study as an
independent concept, is mobility; learners have the
opportunity to go not just beyond the classroom,
but beyond the limits of desktop and even laptop
computers to engage in instructional environ-
ments. Asanindependent concept, m-learning has
its own hardware and network technology, as well
asarelationship with and difference from e-learn-
ing. Asacomponent of instructional conversation,
m-learning provides learners with opportunities
to engage in discussion from almost any location
atany time, making the conversations much more
natural and beneficial to the group.

M-learning technology is, to support the
uniqueness of the discipline, mobile. Devices that

people carry on a regular basis and can access at
almost any location are what drive m-learning
practice. Working in concert with these devices
is mobile networking technology, which provides
the mobile learner with access to instructional
material from a wide variety of locations and
frees them from being tied to a cabled network
connection at a static location.

Giventhat m-learning isusing modern technol-
ogytoachieveits goals, itisreasonable to associate
m-learning with e-learning, and this is entirely
correct. M-learning can in many ways be viewed
either as an extension of e-learning or as a specific
component of e-learning. While a discussion of
detailed definitions will come later, itis important
to recognize that entering into m-learning is not
a departure from e-learning; the practitioner is
simply adding new tools to their box.

There are four main objectives of this chap-
ter, all of which relate to preparing instructional
conversation practitioners to integrate m-learning
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into their teaching. The first of these objectives
is to gain knowledge of m-learning hardware.
As with any technical application, learning the
available tools is a critical first step in applying
them. Second, readers should gain knowledge
of m-learning networking. As will be explored,
hardware mobility is of little use without a mo-
bility of information, and information mobility
is enabled by mobile networking. Third, readers
will gain an understanding of the relationship of
m-learning to e-learning which will provide them
with a base from which to launch their own m-
learning applications. Fourth, readers will review
current applications of m-learning technology in
the field of instructional conversation to provide
examples of how to apply their new knowledge of
m-learning to their own instructional conversa-
tion environments.

BACKGROUND

To begin an exploration of m-learning, it is first
necessary to build a vocabulary of terms for the
field and how those terms will be used here.

Defining m-learning is somewhat compli-
cated, in part because m-learning has not been
in use for long enough to firmly establish what
it is and what it is not. Some of the definitions
currently in the literature include: Kambourakis,
Kontoni, and Sapounas (2004) define m-learning
as being, “The point at which mobile computing
and e-learning intersect to produce an anytime,
anywhere learning experience.” Colazzo, Ron-
chetti, Trifonova, and Molinari (2003) state that,
“A mobile learning educational process can be
considered as any learning and teaching activity
thatis possible through mobile tools or in settings
where mobile equipment is available.”

With this definition in mind, it is important to
define exactly what is meant by the term mobile
device. By most definitions personal digital as-
sistants (PDAs), mobile phones, and MP3 play-
ers can be considered mobile devices (Mellow,
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2005; Andronico, Carbonaro, Casadei, Colazzo,
Molinari, & Ronchetti, 2003). Outside of these
definitions, however, there is a certain amount of
disagreement over exactly what constitutes mobile
technology. The biggest question is whether ornot
laptop computers are mobile devices. In one sense
they are; laptops can operate on battery power
and access wireless networks for communication.
In another sense, however, laptops are not truly
mobile because they are not handheld devices,
they require a user to be seated or standing beside
a table or shelf to use, and they also need to be
carried either independently orinalarge case. For
the purposes of the chapter, mobile devices will
be defined as those devices that are small enough
to fit in a shirt or jacket pocket and can be used
in a variety of different environments, so laptops
are not included. That said, it is important to re-
member that laptop and even desktop computers
have the capability to access m-learning media,
they are just not m-learning devices.

Now that the hardware being used in m-learn-
ing has been defined, the actual media formats
of m-learning will be explored. As will become
obvious, some media formats are platform-spe-
cific, while others will work across a wide variety
of different mobile devices.

Probably the most basic and also the most
proprietary media being used in m-learning is
the short message service (SMS) via mobile
phone. SMS is, in essence, a small format mobile
e-mail application. Users can send short mes-
sages, usually around 150-200 characters, over
mobile networks where they are received by
users’ mobile phone handsets. What defines this
technology as basic in the field of m-learning is
thatinstead of being user-requested the messages
are sent to users at the discretion of the provider.
Because SMS applications lack the on-demand
features seen with other m-learning technology,
it is classified here as a lower-level application.
This is not in any way to say that SMS is not
important or useful, quite the contrary, and later
sections will highlight just how useful SMS ap-
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