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ABSTRACT

We propose six challenges in evaluating mobile learning: capturing and analysing 
learning in context and across contexts, measuring mobile learning processes and out-
comes, respecting learner/participant privacy, assessing mobile technology utility and 
usability, considering the wider organisational and socio-cultural context of learning, 
and assessing in/formality. A three-level framework for evaluating mobile learning is 
proposed, comprising a micro level concerned with usability, a meso level concerned 
with the learning experience, and a macro level concerned with integration within exist-
ing educational and organisational contexts. The article concludes with a discussion 
of how the framework meets the evaluation challenges and with suggestions for further 
extensions.[Article copies are available for purchase from InfoSci-on-Demand.com]
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Introduction

Mobile learning is a relatively new 
research area, with the first research 
projects appearing in the second half 
of the 1990s and the first international 

research conferences less than a decade 
ago. It is a field whose practice has not 
yet been standardised in terms of re-
search frameworks, methods and tools. 
Thankfully, mobile learning has a lot of 
common ground with related research 

Meeting the Challenges in  
Evaluating Mobile Learning:  

A 3-Level Evaluation Framework 
Giasemi Vavoula, University of Leicester, UK
Mike Sharples, University of Nottingham, UK

IGI PUBLISHING

This paper appears in the publication, International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning, Volume 1, Issue 2
edited by David Parsons © 2009, IGI Global

701 E. Chocolate Avenue, Hershey PA 17033-1240, USA
Tel: 717/533-8845; Fax 717/533-8661; URL-http://www.igi-global.com

ITJ 4970



International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning, 1(2), 54-75, April-June  2009   55

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global 
is prohibited.

areas including Technology-Enhanced 
Learning (TEL) and Mobile Human-
Computer Interaction (mobileHCI). 
‘Borrowing’ frameworks and methods 
from these areas has been common 
practice for early mobile learning 
research, providing researchers with 
useful starting points. 

As our conceptions and under-
standing of mobile learning deepen, 
these ‘borrowed’ frameworks and tools 
might no longer be adequate. We now 
appreciate mobile learning not just as 
learning that is facilitated by mobile 
technology, but also as the processes 
of coming to know through conversa-
tions and explorations across multiple 
contexts amongst people and personal 
interactive technologies (Sharples et 
al. 2007a). Such evolving conceptions 
introduce challenges to all aspects of 
mobile learning research, including 
evaluation. As the field matures, our 
frameworks and tools need to address 
these challenges.

In this article we summarise six 
challenges in evaluating mobile learn-
ing: capturing and analysing learning in 
context and across contexts, measuring 
the processes and outcomes of mobile 
learning, respecting learner/participant 
privacy, assessing mobile technology 
utility and usability, considering the 
wider organisational and socio-cultural 
context of learning, and assessing 
in/formality. The article proposes 
an evaluation framework with three 
levels: a micro level concerned with 
usability, a meso level concerned with 
the learning experience, and a macro 

level concerned with integration within 
existing educational and organisational 
contexts. The article demonstrates how 
this framework has guided data collec-
tion and analysis in one mobile learning 
evaluation project, and concludes with 
a discussion of how it meets the evalu-
ation challenges and with suggestions 
for further extensions.

Challenge 1: Capturing 
learning context and 
learning across  
contexts

A major task for educational evalua-
tion is to identify and analyse learning 
within and across contexts. For mobile 
learning, the interest is not only in how 
learning occurs in a variety of settings, 
but also how people create new contexts 
for learning through their interactions 
and how they progress learning across 
contexts. This poses a significant chal-
lenge to evaluators of mobile learning. 
In order to establish, document and 
evaluate learning within and across 
contexts, a researcher needs to analyse: 
the physical setting and the layout of the 
learning space (where); the social set-
ting (who, with whom, from whom); the 
learning objectives and outcomes (why 
and what); the learning methods and 
activities (how); the learning progress 
and history (when); and the learning 
tools (how).

When evaluating learning in a tra-
ditional classroom, researchers gener-
ally have access to information about 
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