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This paper analyses the possible ways of using the mobile technologies in learning
and intends to support or ruin the use of the phrase “mobile learning”, distinguishing be-
tween the reality and hype. The mobile learning phenomenon is treated on three levels: indi-
vidually, institutional and during practical activities, in certain fields of activity. The benefits
of using mobile devices in the learning process are revealed for each of these three levels.
There are also presented the aspects needed to be taken into account by the creation of digital
content to be delivered using mobile technologies.
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he necessity of remote access to educa-

tion can be considered a constant
throughout time. Until recently in the history
of mankind, in order to benefit from the
knowledge offered in a small number of cen-
ters, people had to go to those particular
places themselves, bearing significant ex-
penses — nevertheless, the opposite situation
also existed, that of the mountain which
came to the ... public, by means of the apos-
tleship. Starting with the second half of the
19" century, a series of factors contributed to
the facilitation of distance education. One of
them is represented, in a first stage, by the
postal services, which gave birth to distance
education. Later on, the radio and the televi-
sion became established as infrastructures.
The aspect of distance education was signifi-
cantly changed once the computer emerged.
The decreasing costs of personal computers,
together with their connection to a global
network, resulted in the emergence of elec-
tronic learning.
Adapting the question in the title and trying
to provide an answer, we esteem that elec-
tronic learning is certainly a reality. The phe-
nomenon became established in the contem-
porary landscape first of all due to the “clas-
sic” advantages offered by the Internet, such
as cheaper access to education, anytime and
from anywhere, for a larger number of
people. It also some other benefits, comple-
mentary, in a way, that reside in the growth
of the courses capability to attract due to the
inclusion of multimedia techniques in their

presentation, the possibility to rapidly modify
the courses by adding the latest information,
simulating virtual classes using the commu-
nication technologies, classes that are able, at
least to a certain extent, to replace the discus-
sions and the emulation occurred in the pres-
ence of a teacher in flesh and blood.

In the present study we are trying to analyze
the possible ways of using the mobile tech-
nologies in learning and to support or ruin
the use of the phrase “mobile learning”, dis-
tinguishing between the reality and hype.

To give an extremely concise definition, mo-
bile learning refers to the use of portable de-
vices in learning. Adapting a definition given
by academician Mihai Dragianescu for the
concept of e-learning®, mobile learning can
be achieved in the following ways:

e individually (using materials downloaded
from the mobile Internet or stored in the in-
creasingly larger memory of portable devic-
es). Unfortunately, unlike the situation of e-
learning, the possibility to use CD’s or
DVD’s containing information disappears, as
a result of the deficiencies shown by mobile
terminals;

e at an institutional level — in schools, uni-
versities, enterprises or foundations. In these
environments, mobile learning will not have,
at this time, the same impact as e-learning,
and it can only be considered an extension of
the latter;

! Draganescu, M., De la societatea informationala la
societatea cunoasterii, Ed. Tehnica, 2003, p. 115
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e during practical activities, in certain fields
of activity. Mobile learning will support, in
this case, the growth of knowledge workers
competencies. Unlike e-learning, mobile
learning does not lend itself to a widespread
use, in every field of activity.

At an individual level, the use of mobile
technologies can determine the growth of
teenage students’ interest in learning, since
the learning process could be more ... inti-
mate, the mobile phone can be more attrac-
tive thana book — at least at certain ages, and
the collaboration and the change of opinions
with other students who use mobiles for
learning is favorable. Regarding the adults,
mobile phones can eliminate the fear of com-
puters, which are unfamiliar to many of
them. For children, the similarity with the
PlayStation-type games can be helpful, at-
tracting them towards educational activities
that are more appealing for them. Getting
from the abo ve- mentioned reality zone to the
... hype zone, it seems that mobile learning
will receive new meanings when concerning
the Internet. Therefore, it is anticipated that
in the (not) very remote future, things that are
connected by means of networks, such as
buildings and trees, will be able to send to
individuals’ mobile devices information on
the history or species they belong to, thus
significantly changing the learning process.
For universities, mobile learning is an alter-
native due to the following reasons:

e |t can replace the possible lacks in the
students’ qualifications. Nowadays, more and
more students have a job and they do not at-
tend the traditional courses full-time. Moreo-
ver, the educational past of many of them is
not compatible with the current field of
study, requiring supp lementary explanations
for certain concepts. The missing lessons or
the supp lementary explanations can be found
“ready-to-learn” on the Internet, on the Intra-
net of the education institution or, as the best
case would be, they can be provided by the
teachers who deliver the seminars using mo-
bile devices. Apart from providing the infor-
mation itself, mobile technologies can also
transmit indications regarding the place
where the information can be accessed — thus

using the teacher’s contemporary role as a
guide for finding informational resources, ra-
ther than the one who utters the information.
The shortest the time the content is actually
transmitted, the longer the time left for the
student for a critical analysis and reflection;

e |t can extend the learning process
beyond the standard number of academic
years. If interested, graduates can be in-
formed on the latest news emerged in a cer-
tain field by the same teachers they had dur-
ing the university years;

e |t can support the partnerships between
universities and industries. Teachers can de-
liver the latest tendencies in their area of in-
terest, by means of mobile training sessions,
to the employees of certain institutions that
have signed such agreements;

e |t offers them the oppo rtunity to address
to the students using a channel preferred by
them, reducing the cultural and communica-
tion obstacles between the two sides.

Mobile learning is suitable only to some
fields of activity — particularly to those which
imposed the extensive use of mobile devices.
It has already become a truism the fact that
all the jobs in the 21% century are influenced
by the tendency towards mobility and almost
any employee in an organization can be, to a
certain extent, a mobile one. The reasons for
this situation are the flexibility of the work-
ing hours, the increase in the necessity for
fieldwork, the extensive geographical area
where big corporations carry out their activi-
ty nowadays. Nevertheless, there are occupa-
tions where mobile information plays a high-
er part than in the others. For example, the
sales staff is directly interested in acquiring
more and more knowledge about their own
products. Since most of their activity consists
in fieldwork, they can use the lost, waiting
time for learning about the products or ser-
vices they sell, using the mobile device.
Journalists can inquire immediately about a
certain subject — for many of them, the rapid-
ity in accessing the investigated information
is essential. Also, inquiring about a certain
disease or a given medication right where the
intervention takes place can be very useful
for the medical stuff from the ambulance ser-
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vices. In this situation, the rapidity of access-
ing such information is literally a matter of
life and death.

The success of the mobile learning process
depends mainly on the quality of the infor-
mationa | content delivered to users. The con-
tent created in order to be delivered by means
of mobile devices can consist of the follow-
ing:

¢ information in audio format (voice, MP3
files);

e images (photos, logos);

¢ video (movies, animations, recordings);

e text (explanation of concepts, lessons, de-
scription of products etc.).

The creation of digital content to be delivered
using mobile technologies must take into ac-
count the following aspects, related to those
whom the information is addressed to, their
needs and the nature of their occupations:

o the degree of interactivity (will the content
be static or dynamic?) It must be taken into
consideration that the interactivity of the con-
tent delivered in a mobile environment is li-
mited due to the characteristics of mobile de-
vices — small screens, keyboards that are ra-
ther difficult to use, and any exaggerations
regarding any request for answers from the
user can be inconvenient. Since interactivity
is an essential method for arousing the inter-
est of the one who assimilates information,
and meeting the highest levels of education
(articulation, analysis and synthesis) can only
be achieved by the preoccupation and impli-
cation of the person involved in assimilating
the information, we consider that it is diffi-
cult for the mobile informational content to
meet these requirements;

e the degree of personalization (will the
content be general or adapted to each indi-
vidual’s needs?). For any form of distance
learning, it is essential for the studying ma-
terial to be highly student-oriented. It must
leave the impression that the education sys-
tem addresses to every individual, in a perso-
nalized manner. Therefore, the informational
content must not be rigidly presented; it
needs to be explained, evaluated, adapted, in
such a way so that the student feels perma-
nently supported, even when a direct guiding

person is missing. Information must be pre-
sented in a flexible, organized and coherent
manner. It needs to give the individual the
opportunity to use it according to his/her
learning approach. It must be taken into con-
sideration that, many times, students attend-
ing distance-learning courses belong to all
age categories and to all social environments.
The delivery of a mobile content adapted to
each peculiar need can be expensive, but it is
worth trying — thus, the most important cha-
racteristic of a mobile device is exploited,
that is, its strongly private character;

e the degree of formalization. Since the in-
formational content delivered to one’s own
mobile device is regarded as being personal to
a certain extent, individuals could prefer a
more informal presentation. Text and graphics
could make room for audio files, animations
and movies;

e time dependence (the emergency to find
out the symptoms for a disease is significant-
ly different from the emergency to consult a
dictionary, for example). Content update is
an essential requirement in mobile environ-
ment, because mobile learning implies com-
pleting the individuals’ knowledge above all,
rather than the systematic assimilation of
large amounts of information. Users will look
for the proper information at the proper mo-
ment and will rely on its immediate delivery,
upo n request;

e frequency of use (will the information be
used once, several times or a lot of times?);

e the format in which content is delivered (a
text document or an executable application?)
It must be taken into consideration that not
all mobile devices can run complex applica-
tions. The possibilities for showing the con-
tent are much less spectacular in the mobile
environment, as compared to the electronic
one;

e the price. Informational content must be
delivered at a reasonable price for its users,
without overwhelming them;

e externalities (who wins and who loses if
the content is consumed?) — for example,
positive externalities can be achieved by re-
commending that specific content, and nega-
tive externalities are obtained by breaking the
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copyright). The speed at which information
spreads in the mobile environment, added the
individuals’ habit to exchange music and im-
ages among them, can determine the deteri-
oration of the informational content deli-
vered, due to its excessive spreading.

The adjustment of answers to the needs of
the target-group is essentially responsible for
the success of the process of information
made by means of mobile devices. When it is
correctly implemented, mobile learning has
several definite advantages. To resume, we
appreciate that the learning process can be:

e more collabor ative (thus, the main function
of mobile terminals, that is, communication, is
exploited);

e more contextualized (mobile content can be
delivered in small “rations”, that each of them
being necessary to the user at a given moment
or according to his/her presence in a given
place);

e more flexible (accessible at any time and on
extended geographical areas due to mobile In-
ternet);

e more personalized (individuals learn at
their own pace);

e more spectacular (by interacting with ob-
jects connected within a network, that trans-
mit information about themselves);

e cheaper (the required hardware equipment
IS not the most expensive).

In conclusion, analyzing the way in which
mobile devices are used individually, institu-
tionally and vertically, as well as the charac-
teristics of the mobile informational content,
we appreciate that, in reality, we are rather
dealing with the use of mobile technologies
in order to inform on certain topics, the con-
cept of “learning” — which involves a cohe-
rent and systematic action — being somehow
exaggerated. Mobile information is welcome
when completing the knowledge acquired in
the traditional or electronic environment, but
the capacity of mobile information to fully
replace traditional learning is still extremely
guestionable. From a pedagogical approach,
if the acquisition of knowledge and the un-
derstanding of the concepts presented are
possible in the mobile environment, the ap-
plication, analysis and synthesis stages are

more difficult to perform. The feedback of
the individuals, which is crucial for learning
and evaluating the results of learning, is dif-
ficult to be acquired using the mobile envi-
ronment. There is no doubt, nevertheless,
that, as an extension of electronic learning,
mobile information represents a tempting re-
ality for the individuals, education institu-
tions and other types of organizations, but,
for the time being, its role must not be over-
estimated.

References

e *** The proceedings of the conference
Virtual University in Romania, ASE
Bucuresti, November 2003

e Barnes, S. J.,, m-Business: The Strategic
Implications of Wireless Technologies, El-
sevier Butterworth Heinemann, New York,
2003

e Cobcroft, R., Towers, S., Smith, J., Bruns,
A., Literature review into mobile learning in
the  university  context, 2006, at
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/archive/00004805/01
/4805.pdf

e Draganescu, M., De la societatea
informayionala la societatea cunoasterii, Ed.
Tehnica, 2003

e Elliot, G., Phillips, N., Mobile Commerce
and Wireless Computing Systems, Pearson —
Addison Wesley, London, 2004

e Garrison, D.R., Anderson, T., E-Learning
in the 21st Century, RoutledgeFalmer, Lon-
don, 2003

e Ghilic-Micu, B., Stoica, M., eActivitatile
in societatea informationala, Ed. Economica,
Bucuresti, 2002



http://eprints.qut.edu.au/archive/00004805/01/4805.pdf�
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/archive/00004805/01/4805.pdf�

