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Structure and Delivery for Mobile 
Learning Experiences:
Marrying Informal Flexibility With Formal Stability
Hugh Kellam, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Canada

ABSTRACT

Thepurposeofthisarticlewastoidentify,implement,andevaluatetheeffectivenessofbestpractices
fromthemobilelearningliteratureforthestructureanddeliveryofmobilelearning.Mobilelearning
activitiesweredeployed inavideoconferenceequipment trainingcoursewhichwasaccessedby
physicians,nurses,andhealthcareprofessionalsatmedicalorganizationsacrossOntario.Withregards
tomobilelearningdelivery,userflexibilityandcontrolwereidentifiedascriticalwhenutilizinga
mobilelearningexperiencetoapplyknowledgeinaspecificlearningcontext.Avatarhostswerealso
identifiedaseffectivefeedbackandguidancemechanisms.Theinformalstructureofmobilelearning
provedtobeidealforcontextual,hands-onlearningofspecificworkplaceskills,supportedbythe
baselineandsummativeknowledgeprovidedbytheonlinelearningcourse.Thisstudyfoundthatthe
structureanddeliveryofmobilelearningmustbeconsideredduringtheinstructionaldesignstagein
ordertoprovidepracticallearningexperiencesandreliablelearningoutcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Mobilelearninghasbeendefinedaswirelessdevicesandtechnologiesthatareusedbyalearneras
theyparticipateinaneducationalexperience(Traxler,2007).Manyresearchstudieshavefocusedon
themobilenatureandtechnicalusabilityofthesetechnologies,butitisequallyimportanttoconsider
thelearningcontexts,activitiesandopportunitiesthatmobiledevicesaffordthelearner(El-Hussein
&Cronje,2010;Huang&Chiu,2015).Mobiledevicesprovideuniquedesignrequirements that
needinnovative,customizedapproachesindesignanddeliveryinordertocreatestructuredlearning
material (Haag,2011).According toBerking,Haag,ArchibaldandBirtwhistle (2012), effective
mobilelearningrequiresaparadigmshift,requiringnewdesignstrategiesandlearningtheories.

Formanyresearchers,itisthestructureanddeliveryofmobilelearningthatareidentifiedasthe
criticalcomponentsofeffectivepedagogicaldesign.“Mobilelearningdesignisthedesignofamobile
learningcoursetakingintoaccountwhatneedstobedelivered,howitwillbedoneandthestructure
ofsuchadelivery”(Stanton&Ophoff,2013,p.502).Mobilelearningcanbestructuredtobridge
theinformalandformallearningenvironmentsofcontextuallearningandthetraditionalclassroom
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aslongaseducatorskeepinmindthelearners’needs,circumstancesandabilitieswhenstructuring
anddeliveringthemobile learningmaterial(Kukulska-Hulme,2010).Contextual learningin the
workplaceprovidesavarietyofpedagogicalopportunities,includingincreaselearningflexibility,
promotingproblemssolving,andshorteninglearningtime(Zhang,David,Yin,&Chalon,2013).

The literature identifieschallengeswith theadoptionofmobile learning,particularlydue to
ineffectivedeliveryofmobilelearningactivitiesorthestructureofmobilelearningcontentinboth
theeducationalsetting(Joo,Kim&Kim,2016)andworkplacesettings(Hardymanetal.,2013).
Whiletherearealreadyanabundantvarietyofeducationalapplicationsandresourcesavailablefor
mobile learning, there is limitedexperience inhow toeffectivelydeliver thesemobile activities
(Cheon,Lee,Crooks,&Song,2012),andhowtoincorporatemobilelearningintoonlinelearning
environments(MacDonald&Creanor,2017).

Thepurposeofthisarticleistoidentify,implementandevaluatetheeffectivenessofbestpractices
fromthemobilelearningliteratureforthestructureanddeliveryofmobilelearningexperiences.A
“mobilelearningexperience”referstoaninformallearningactivitythattheparticipantsperformon
theirmobiledevice(laptop,tabletorphone),inaspecificphysicalcontextorlocation.Thestructure
ofthisinformallearningexperiencewasdeployedasaninteractivemobileactivitywithintheformat
ofaformalonlinelearningcourse.Themobilelearningexperiencesweredeployedinapilotstudy
oftheOntarioTelemedicineNetwork’sonlinevideoconferenceequipmenttrainingcoursewhichwas
accessedbyhealthcareprofessionalsatmedicalorganizationsacrossOntario.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Informal or Non-Formal Structure of Mobile Learning
Inthisstudy,“structure”referstohowandwhenthecontextual,practicalworkplacemobilelearning
experienceissupportedbyplannedanddeliberatelearningcontent.Thiscanbebetterunderstood
throughadiscussionaboutformal,informalandnon-formallearning.Formallearningreferstothe
systemicand intentionaleducation that isguidedby learningobjectives,goalsanddesignedand
deliveredbya teacher in theclassroomoronlinecourse (Werquin,2010). Informal learninghas
beendefinedasnothavingacurriculumandisnotpedagogicallyorganizedorplanned(Khaddage,
Muller&Flintoff,2016).“Non-formallearningislearningthatisinadditionoralternativetoformal
learning.Insomecases, it isalsostructuredaccordingtoeducationalandtrainingarrangements,
butinamoreflexiblemanner.Itusuallytakesplaceincommunity-basedsettings,theworkplace
and through theactivitiesof civil societyorganizations” (Singh,2015,p.20). It is important to
note that the linebetween informal andnon-formal learning is oftenblurred, andmanyauthors
havearguedthatformal,non-formalandinformallearningarenotdiscretecategories,butarepart
ofalearningcontinuum(Galanis,Mayol,Alier&García-Penalvo,2016).Informalornon-formal
learningenvironmentshavethepotentialtosupportformallearningenvironmentssincemuchofthe
real-world,contextualknowledgethatindividualsacquireabouttheirjobs,socialgroupsorlearning
environmentsareacquiredinformallyinthefieldthroughinteraction,observationandtrial-and-error
(Comas-Quinn,Mardomingo&Valentine,2009).Forthisstudy,theonlineportionofthecoursewas
consideredformalasithadfiveidentifiedfeaturesofformallearning:aprescribedlearningframework,
anorganizedlearningpackage,thepresenceofadesignatedteacher,theawardofaqualification,and
specificlearningobjectives/outcomes(Eraut,2000).Thelearninginthemobilelearningexperience
wascloselyalignedtothedefinitionofnon-formallearninginthatitwascontextual,activityand
inquiry-based,butguidedbyprescribedactivitiesandobjectives.

Inthisstudy,theformallearningenvironmentoftheonlineclassroomwassupportedbythenon-
formal,guidedparticipationactivitiesofthemobilelearningexperience.Bo-Kristensenetal.(2009)
adviseforminglinksbetweenformalandinformallearningenvironmentsbycreatingthreetypes
ofactivities:pre-activities,mainactivitiesandpost-activities.“Pre-activities”cantakeplaceinthe
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