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Looking to the future

Learning without boundaries − A university for the 21st century

“Universities will need to become more technologically responsive and sophisticated, incorporating mobile and wireless learning at the core of their provision.” John Traxler, Learning and Teaching Research Fellow, University of Wolverhampton
Background

For at least the next decade, most universities will continue to be a mixture of old and new buildings, often scattered and overcrowded. The continued volatility of global markets, funding shortfalls and the introduction of new academic subjects will force universities to develop resources in relatively short timescales.

The challenge 

Universities and colleges will continue to work in fiercely competitive markets, regionally, nationally and globally and will have to exploit innovative mobile technologies within their corporate strategies.

The widening participation agenda will increase diversity among the student population, with more students coming into universities without formal qualifications. Increasingly, they will have substantial part time jobs in order to fund their education. The issue of retention will consequently be significant, and technology-based solutions will be required to deliver learning and support wherever students are, whenever they want it. Efficiency will be a major driver for the continued implementation of large scale technology-supported learning. 

Imagine mobile and wireless learning for a student in a few years’ time:

	Start of the day
	Woken up by handheld, which gives a reminder of library recalls, assessment deadlines, field trip dates.

Use this to check weather and bus times.

	Travelling in
	Alerted by SMS message to a rescheduled seminar.

Review last week’s learning objects and complete a diagnostic quiz.

Catch some local and student union news on digital TV via handheld.

	On campus
	The campus has high bandwidth network, wireless LAN and Bluetooth® to support a wide range of courses.

Download some learning objects. Book out university laptop and go to a café in town with a wireless local area network (WLAN) access point. 

Log on to the network. Files are automatically updated and integrated with the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). 

	Group meeting with tutors
	Tutor recommends some learning objects on VLE. 

Plan future group work using shared organiser tools. Beam notes to other students from handheld.

	Fieldwork
	Collect and record data which is validated and processed in real-time. Beam results to other students and merge results into a spreadsheet. 



	Travelling home
	Work on self-evaluation in e-portfolio via handheld.

Access personal mobile learning environment portal to check postings.

	Part time work (during break)
	Listen to podcast of missed lecture on handheld.

Check football scores and play MP3 files.

	Later on
	Take video call. Back up data, synchronise handheld with laptop, and recharge handheld overnight.


The technology

Every student receives on enrolment a personal fourth generation handheld device, including PDA and phone functionality, the costs of which are covered in part by tuition fees and in part by sponsorship. When a student arrives at the campus, the student’s identity is beamed to the desktop from the handheld. Thus the student has immediate access to a personalised home page where timetables can be checked, urgent messages read, and assignments received from tutors. 

The mobile devices can be charged in the learning resources area, and it is normal practice to use them in lectures, to download learning objects from the VLE for future study, and to vote on multiple choice questions. Password protection prevents the handheld from being used by other students. This is necessary because the activities undertaken on campus can also be logged on the network for assessment purposes.

Key points for successful innovation

The introduction of large scale sustained mobile and wireless learning will have both benefits and risks for universities. The benefits could include:

· A greater capacity to compete and deliver credible, stimulating and relevant learning in a mobile and wireless world.

· The opportunity to create an entirely personalised mode of learning and support based around the portability, privacy, spontaneity and connectivity of mobile and wireless technologies.

· Support for the full range of approaches to teaching and styles of learning, with unique opportunities for situated and authentic learning and spontaneous communication. 

· Increased capacity to reach, connect and support a greater variety of learners in more diverse ways.

The potential risks of mobile and wireless learning could include:

· Increasing disadvantage for students less able to bear the costs of updating personal wireless and mobile learning technologies.

· Increased technical support costs due to the diversity and volatility of systems, devices and standards.

· Marginalisation of curriculum areas that are less amenable to the introduction of mobile and wireless formats, or where the costs of doing so will be higher.

Final word

This may not be the daily experience of all students in ten years’ time, but already reflects use of mobile and wireless technologies in some institutions today. 

Students enter higher education seeing mobile technologies as an integral part of their culture. However, the skills they require for learning could be different to those currently prioritised. Mobile and wireless technologies could transform the concept of learning from knowing and knowing how, into knowing where to find and where to find out how. As a result, educators should now be considering how to develop the appropriate intellectual skills in learners to enable them to take full advantage of a mobile and wireless world.

For further research

Handheld Learning – www.handheldlearning.co.uk 

Innovative Practice with e-Learning - Case Studies
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Further information: Web: www.jisc.ac.uk/elearning_innovation.html               Email:info@jisc.ac.uk
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