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1 Introduction 

The following recommendations for Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
practitioners and organisations have been developed through the research and m-
learning trials conducted by the ‘Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile 
phone technologies’, New Practices in Flexible Learning project funded by the 
Australian Flexible Learning Framework, 2004. The m-learning strategies 
implemented were based on text messaging, SMS, and a limited trial of picture 
messaging, MMS. SMS mobile phone technology was selected due to the mobile 
phone technology accessible to the young people involved in the Txt Me trials. 
However, many of the following recommendations would also relate to higher level 
mobile phone technology. 

1.1 Factors affecting m-learning strategies 

The following factors need to be considered when developing m-learning strategies 
to engage ‘disengaged’ young learners: 

• Mobile phone use is pervasive in youth communication culture. ‘Digital 
immigrants’ (Prensky 2001) employed in this field must demonstrate a genuine 
interest in and respect for youth culture, in particular the use of Information and 
Communications Technologies within it. ’Technology is youth culture.’ (Katz, J. 
quoted by Tell, C.1999-2000) 

• Young people have a saturation point and view any further contact past this point 
as spam. ‘Digital immigrants must understand appropriate protocol in the use of 
text messaging. They otherwise risk being seen as invading or hijacking the 
recipient’s personal space.’ (Prensky 2001) 

• Young people view their mobile phone as a private device and are reluctant to 
share information, including their electronic contact details without reassurance 
that these will not be used to monitor their personal whereabouts, or distributed to 
other government agencies. 

• In general, young people have a higher level of skill and knowledge of mobile 
phone technology than VET practitioners and are keen adopters of advances in 
mobile phone technology. 

• The cost of SMS is still an important factor to young people when choosing 
whether to engage in using this technology in the learning environment.  

• Mobile phone ownership by young people is high, but alternative learning 
strategies must be available for those young people who do not own one. 
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2 Recommendations for implementing effective m-
learning activities using SMS 

From the experiences and evaluation of the Txt Me trials, the following 
recommendations are provided to support practitioners developing effective m-
learning strategies using SMS: 

• Allow your learners to contribute to the development of m-learning strategies. 
Young people are highly interested in the use of mobile phones to support and 
engage them in a learning environment and are interested in contributing to the 
development of learning activities. 

• Practitioners are sometimes quick to bring out all the ‘gadgets’ that make their 
teaching experience easier, but using mobile technologies as an effective mode 
to deliver learning outcomes often requires the educator to ‘take a back seat’ 
because, when it comes to currency of knowledge, continuing to use past 
communication protocols may not always work with young people. The language 
of SMS represents a new and often foreign dialect to the practitioner and does 
not always conform to the rules of Standard Australian English. Also, information 
must be conveyed and understood within about 150 characters. This limits the 
use of SMS for transferring content. ‘The purpose of text messaging is 
communication not content.’(Tell, C. 1999-2000) 

• Effective m-learning implementation requires the practitioner to look beyond the 
technology and what it could potentially do for the user. As evidenced by the 
comment, ‘I tried to select subjects for the trial that would suit this type of learning 
– I wanted to make sure it had relevance to what is being studied.’  (Project Case 
Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile technologies, 2004), 
consideration has been given in this project to the learners’ needs, context and 
the desired learning outcomes before the use of the technology. 

• Practitioners need to prepare and implement an m-learning student induction, 
preferably in a face-to-face situation, before commencing delivery. This should 
cover: 

o The organisation’s policy relating to student code of conduct for mobile phone 
usage within the learning environment.  

o Negotiating communication protocols, including acceptable SMS language, 
length of messages, frequency of sending and receiving messages, and 
practitioner and learner expectations for responding to messages received. 

o Orientation and introduction to mobile phone technology, sending and 
receiving messages between learners and the practitioner and other learners. 

o Orientation and introduction to other delivery modes that may be used to 
support a learning environment in addition to SMS. 

o Ensuring that all equity issues have been addressed and that alternative 
delivery strategies are in place for students without access to a mobile phone 
or to network services. 

• Ensure that the mobile technology infrastructure, the SMS gateway, has been 
thoroughly tested and found to be functioning and stable before implementation. 
If possible, trial m-learning activities with a test group before commencing.  
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Examples of effective m-learning strategies using SMS are: 

1. Using the mobile phone as a tool for learning.  

These activities use the functions of the mobile phone directly as a tool to 
undertake a learning activity. Functions such as the calculator, creating 
messages, and the alarm can be used within the learning environment. 

 

For example: 

Val (Project Case Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile 
technologies, 2004) used the mobile phone as a tool for students to engage in the 
music quiz.  

 

2.  Using the mobile phone to motivate, build relationships and organise students.  

The use of SMS to communicate with students brings about a new form of 
teacher/student relationship. Educators now have the ability to be with the 
student ‘from-the-hip’, on time and in real time.   

 

For example: 

Students are directed to a website to download and view information specific to a 
task. The key task may be to network a range of ‘randoms’ or unknown people at 
that point for the purposes of gaining knowledge. These ‘randoms’ could be key 
experts in the community, through which the students have access to pertinent 
information to complete the task. The task in itself is not important. The 
relationships and team-building opportunities that the task presents are the most 
important components. The practitioner becomes one of the team and the team 
itself can be directed and can develop according to the knowledge gained as a 
whole. Each student becomes a link in a chain of knowledge. 

 

Alex (Project Case Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile 
technologies, 2004) sent group-based prompts and reminders which motivated 
students to participate, and drew students’ attention to events, sites to visit and 
places to gain information which was required to complete learning activities.  

 

3. Developing m-games.  

TxT Me practitioners developed m-games based on similar strategies used to 
develop e-games.  

 

For example: 

Ros (Project Case Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile 
technologies, 2004) implemented a game that successfully increased the 
engagement of students and developed students’ research skills. 
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4.  Developing blended learning environments that incorporate the use of SMS and 
online content and communication tools.  

Due to the limited ability to transfer content using the small amount of text 
available when constructing an SMS, Txt Me practitioners implemented a number 
of m-learning strategies that involved students interacting and accessing 
information through a combination of face-to-face, SMS and online sources. Ros 
(Project Case Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile 
technologies, 2004) found that students who have been accustomed to using an 
online learning environment demonstrated a high level of comfort with blending 
online and mobile learning environments.  

 

5. Using SMS and MMS capability.  

Teaching strategies that involve the use of SMS and MMS capability are a logical 
future extension of the existing blended learning environment in which young 
people interact. 

The ability to send and receive picture or video-based productions, in conjunction 
with the online facility, which allows for content capture, is currently being used by 
mobile technology users world-wide. In the case of Robyn’s Occupational Health 
and Safety activity (Project Case Studies, Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth 
using mobile technologies, 2004) students were encouraged to identify, capture, 
organise and download images which were then used to identify potential 
hazards in the workplace. The logical extension of this activity to the ‘real’ 
situation is obvious. 

The potential that MMS capability presents for practitioners is only limited by the 
their ability to relate to the intuitive technological adaptations young people take 
for granted. Plans for fully flexible teaching environments, not limited by 
worldwide location, are now a reality and, with the onset of MMS and other 
interactive mobile capabilities, the learning place is fast being complemented by 
the mobile technology space. 
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3 Recommendations for establishing the 
technology infrastructure to support m-learning 
strategies 

Implementing m-learning strategies using SMS in a vocational learning situation 
requires multi-layered preparation, both technical and educational. To establish a 
technology infrastructure to support an effective learning environment, research and 
feedback from the telecommunications industry, teaching practitioners and students 
is required.  

3.1 Practitioners’ recommendations for functional 
requirements 

Feedback from the Txt Me practitioners identified the following recommendations for 
functional requirements of an SMS infrastructure to support m-learning strategies 
with disengaged youth: 

• Access to an SMS gateway is required to facilitate sending messages from the 
teaching practitioner’s computer to the learner’s mobile phone, and the learner 
sending a message from their mobile phone to the teaching practitioner’s 
computer. 

• The timeframe and reliability of messages received by and sent from the SMS 
gateway needs to be comparable to sending and receiving messages between 
mobile phones. 

• Due to many programs targeting the needs of disengaged youth being delivered 
off-campus, an online solution was preferred, to increase the accessibility of the 
SMS gateway. 

• Establishment of a virtual SMS number is needed for each teaching practitioner. 
This feature was identified as a key requirement when establishing and 
maintaining a positive relationship with students. Young people are wary about 
receiving messages from numbers that they do not recognise. Increasingly 
government agencies are using mobile phone numbers to contact and monitor 
young people. There is also an increasing incidence of bullying and abuse 
through messaging. Many of the SMS gateway services currently available 
allocate phone numbers randomly to messages as they are sent and require the 
recipient to reply through replying to a received message.  Teachers require their 
own virtual SMS number that can be communicated to their students, added to 
the address book on the students’ mobile phones and used by the students to 
initiate contact with the teacher. 

• Teachers need the ability to send messages to a group of students and the ability 
to name, save and edit the group’s membership in a Contacts/Address book. It 
would be desirable to have the SMS gateway linked to existing student data 
sources to limit the need to enter student details manually. 

• Teachers need the ability to easily manage messages sent and received. 
Integration with existing email clients or learning management systems would be 
preferred. 

• The ability to pre-set the time for messages to be sent is also required. 
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3.2 Administrators’ recommendations for functional 
requirements 

Feedback from the administrators involved in the Txt Me trials identified the following 
recommendations for the functional requirements of an SMS infrastructure to support 
and manage teaching practitioners using SMS m-learning strategies: 

• Administrator access to an SMS gateway with rights to establish teacher 
accounts to the SMS gateway, including the allocation of a virtual phone number.  

• The ability to manage and track the number of messages sent and the associated 
costs incurred by teaching practitioners attached to a particular cost centre.  

• In the case of the SMS gateway, malfunctioning responsive and accessible 
support from the telecommunication provider. 

It is recommended that, before establishing a mobile technology solution with a 
telecommunication provider, extensive user testing is undertaken by teaching 
practitioners and students in a real learning environment. It was the experience of the 
Txt Me project that there is a lack of understanding by telecommunication providers 
of what is required to support the use of SMS in a learning environment and how this 
may differ from a business environment.  

Evaluation of the frequency of sending messages in the Txt Me trials reinforced the 
need for organisations to undertake a careful analysis of the cost incurred by the 
organisation and students before making a decision to introduce the use of SMS. 
This analysis would need to consider the nature of the m-learning strategies being 
supported.  Highly interactive learning environments using SMS to build and sustain 
student/teacher relationships or deliver learning activities require large numbers of 
messages to be sent and received. This mode of delivery may be at a considerably 
higher cost than other communication modes. 

Organisations need to also consider the impact of using SMS in the learning 
environment on the costs incurred by students. From the feedback provided by 
students in the Txt Me trials, many were unable to participate in activities due to the 
costs incurred by returning messages to their teachers or peers. It is recommended 
that organisations either provide students with access to alternative communication 
options, such as online communication tools, or work with telecommunication 
providers to deflect the cost of messaging by students to the organisation. 
Organisations will also need to consider alternative delivery modes for students who 
do not own a mobile phone. 

The implementation of m-learning will bring with it requirements to review policy and 
procedures for acceptable use of mobile phones by students and practitioners in the 
learning environment. Mobile phones are viewed as personal communication tools by 
their owners. Organisations will need to ensure that their policies and procedures 
address the confidentiality issues relating to sharing personal mobile phone numbers 
in a learning environment.  
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4 Recommendations for professional development 
programs and resources for practitioners 
adopting m-learning strategies 

• For the successful adoption of m-learning strategies in the vocational learning 
environment, the Txt Me project found that the pre-existing technology skills of 
teaching practitioners are less important than their teaching and learning 
philosophy. Practitioners who were keen to develop and sustain meaningful 
connections with their students possessed an intrinsic motivation to acquire the 
necessary technological skills. Professional development programs need to focus 
not only on the technology, skills and knowledge required to implement m-
learning strategies using an SMS gateway but also on the skills and knowledge 
required to develop appropriate learning strategies using mobile technologies. 
However, it would be desirable for practitioners entering an m-learning 
professional development program targeted at meeting the needs of disengaged 
young people to: 

• be able to demonstrate entry level ICT skills, including using a browser and online 
communication tools  

• have had some experience in supporting students in a blended learning 
environment incorporating online learning 

• have had some experience delivering programs involving disengaged young 
people, and 

• be comfortable with using a mobile phone. 

The following recommendations and guidelines are based on the evaluation of the m-
learning professional learning strategies used in the Txt Me project. 

The m-learning professional development program should include the following 
learning outcomes: 

 

1. Teaching and learning 

1. An understanding of the mobile phone communication culture of young people. 

2. An understanding of the learning styles of young people. 

3. The skills and knowledge to develop m-learning strategies to deliver programs 
that meet the needs of disengaged young people. 

4. The skills and knowledge to implement and support a blended learning 
environment incorporating m-learning strategies that meet the needs of 
disengaged young people, including effective student induction and facilitation 
techniques. 

 

1. Technology 

1 An understanding of telecommunication networks and providers. 

2 An understanding of mobile phone functionality and technology. 

3 The skills and knowledge to send, receive and manage messages using an SMS 
gateway.  
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The professional development program should be based on an action learning 
methodology and supported by a facilitator. The role of the facilitator is to engage the 
practitioners in a collaborative learning environment using a combination of face-to-
face, online and mobile synchronous and asynchronous communication strategies. 
When implementing new technology, practitioners value one-to-one support from a 
technology mentor or help desk throughout the life of the program. The following 
table outlines the stages of an m-learning professional development program based 
on the evaluation of the professional learning strategies implemented in the Txt Me 
project.





Txt Me: supporting disengaged youth using mobile technologies: Recommendations for the use of m-learning strategies to support disengaged youth in vocational education and training 

  

Australian Flexible Learning Framework 13 

New Practices in Flexible Learning  

Stage Learning Outcomes Activities 

1  Facilitator creates an m-learning online communication and resource site to support 
online collaboration and resource sharing by practitioners involved in the professional 
development program. The facilitator uploads resources to current m-learning research 
links.  

A ‘welcome’ SMS message is sent to each practitioner, directing them to the m-
learning website to download a ’Mobile Phone Usage’ survey to conduct with 
themselves and their student group. They are also directed to post the results of this 
survey in the m-learning discussion forum.  

 

2 1 Teaching and learning  

1 An understanding of the mobile phone 
communication culture of young 
people. 

 

Technology 

1 An understanding of 
telecommunication networks and 
providers.  

2 An understanding of mobile phone 
functionality and technology. 

3 The skills and knowledge to send, 
receive and manage messages, using 
an SMS gateway. 

 

Workshop 

1 Through the results of the ’Mobile Phone Usage’ survey, the practitioners develop 
a mobile phone usage profile of their learners.  

2 Practitioners are asked to share and collate the results of their ’Mobile Phone 
Usage’ survey to develop a mobile phone profile of the practitioners.  

3 Practitioners are selected to demonstrate their mobile phone functionality and 
features of their mobile network service. 

4 Access to the SMS gateway is established for each practitioner. 

5 Practitioners use the SMS gateway to: 

• enter and save mobile phone numbers and create groups 

• send a message to another practitioner in the group 

• reply to a message, and 

• send a message to a group. 
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Stage Learning Outcomes Activities 

3 1 Technology   

1 An understanding of mobile phone 
functionality and technology. 

2 The skills and knowledge to send, 
receive and manage messages using 
an SMS gateway. 

 

 

1 Practitioners participate in an m-game implemented by the facilitator. 

2 Practitioners engage learners in a discussion to gain their feedback and ideas. on 
using mobile phones in the learning environment. Practitioners share this 
feedback in the m-learning discussion forum moderated by the facilitator. 

4 Teaching and learning 

1 An understanding of the learning styles 
of young people. 

2 The skills and knowledge to develop 
m-learning strategies to deliver 
programs that meet the needs of 
disengaged young people. 

 

1 Workshop 

1 Practitioners develop a profile of the learning needs of their students and a 
competency profile of the program being delivered. 

2 Practitioners research m-learning strategies. 

3 Practitioners collaborate to develop effective m-learning strategies informed by the 
profile of their: 

• learners’ needs 

• learners’ mobile phone usage, and 

• program’s competency profile. 

 

10 Tips for m-training practitioners 

1 Seek permission from learners – you are intruding into their personal space. 

2 Outline the parameters of the activities and what will be gained for the learners. 

3 Develop protocols for activities that are understood and agreed upon by all. 
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Stage Learning Outcomes Activities 

4 Make arrangements for learners who don’t have access to the technology. 

5 Recognise that mobile learning is NOT just about phones and technology. 

6 Communicate and provide scaffolding for learning. 

7 Never correct or criticise spelling or grammar in SMS. 

8 Small chunks of information is a must. 

9 Respect privacy. 

10 Have fun. 

 

5 Teaching and learning 

1 The skills and knowledge to develop 
m-learning strategies to deliver 
programs that meet the needs of 
disengaged young people. 

 

 

1 Practitioners trial their m-learning strategies within a controlled group. 

2 Practitioners share their reflections on the success of the trials through the m-
learning online discussion.  

6 Teaching and learning 

1. The skills and knowledge to implement 
and support a blended learning 
environment incorporating m-learning 
strategies that meet the needs of 
disengaged young people, including 
effective student induction and 
facilitation techniques. 

 

Workshop 

1 Practitioners collaborate to refine their m-learning strategies based on the 
feedback received from the trials. 
 

2 Practitioners collaborate to develop a student induction process and resources for 
implementing m-learning strategies, including codes of conduct, communication 
protocols and strategies to address equity issues. 
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Stage Learning Outcomes Activities 

7  Practitioners trial m-learning strategies, sharing and recording observations on the m-
learning discussion forum.  

 

8  Workshop 

Practitioners collaborate to evaluate and refine m-learning strategies.  
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5 Professional resources for practitioners 

It is highly recommended that practitioners interested in implementing m-learning 
strategies become familiar with some of Marc Prensky’s work. Prensky’s home page 
contains links to much of his writing: http://www.marcprensky.com 

The following list of URLs may provide useful reading for practitioners interested in 
implementing m-learning strategies. 

 

Web address Description 

http://www.academyinternet.com A site which contains a range of e-
learning resources, links to 
organisations and m-learning abstracts 
and learning resources related to 
abstracts. 

 

http://www.reusability.org A link to web logs within which people 
are exploring language development as 
it applies for m-learning and e-learning. 

 

http://www.support4learning.org.uk 

 

A website showcasing a range of 
resources from the e-learn and m-
learning environment. 

 

http://www.e-learningcentre.co.uk 

 

m-learning links and the use of PDAs in 
education. 

 

http://www.fairisaac.com 

 

A business solutions link with m-
learning device application data. 

 

http://www.up.ac.za/telematic/article.
pdf 

An m-learning in Africa link! 

 

http://www.fastrak-
consulting.co.uk/tactix/features/mlea
rning.htm 

An m-learning article with some 
interesting links and discussion points. 

http://www.mce.be/knowledge/307/21 Mobile marketing and business 
solutions link. 

 

http://www.eee.bham.ac.
uk/mlearn/CallForPapers
.htm 

Mobile and contextual learning link. 

 

http://www.aictc.com/moblieComputi
ng/mLearning.htm 

An m-learning link containing 
information for teachers and learners 
alike. 
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Web address Description 

 

http://lsn.curtin.edu.au/tlf/tlf2002/abst
racts/gururajan-abs.html 

A paper discussing the m-learning 
paradigm for educators. 

 

http://colab.typepad.com/mlearning/ An all-round excellent link to m-learning 
content. 

 

http://www.navowave.com/ A business solutions link which provides 
details on m-learning potentials for 
business. 

 

http://www.smartmobs.com/archives/
002146.html 

An excellent resource that showcases 
how m-learning has linked to social 
action networks. 

 

http://21st.century.phil-
inst.hu/eng/m-learning/nyiri_m-
learn_philos.htm 

‘Towards a Philosophy of M-Learning’ 
paper. 

http://cc.oulu.fi/~jlaru/mlearning/ An all-round resource with stacks of 
links to good content re: m-learning. 

 

http://www.visorcentral.com/content/
Stories/747-1.htm 

An m-learning guide for IT students. 

http://www.cordis.lu/ist/3g_initiative/
home.html 

Links to European research models and 
findings. 

 

http://wireless.newsfactor.com/perl/s
tory/12579.html 

Some m-learning advice for business. 

http://www.isopia.com/mLearn/mlear
n.html 

An industry m-learning link. 

http://www.ics.ltsn.ac.uk/pub/m_lear
ning/index.htm 

A number of papers regarding m-
learning and other related research. 
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