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Chapter one

 
What: Innovation and Inspiration  
in Mobile Media Learning
Christopher Holden

On behalf of my co-editors and our authors, thank you for joining us in our explorations of the 
space of Mobile Media Learning (MML). The bulk of this book consists of reports from the mobile 
frontier: students, educators, and researchers who have explored many educational contexts by 
inventing with mobile technologies. This is bookended by some editorial material to add context. 
The first chapter situates our book as part of a continuing conversation about MML and sets forth 
our mode of presentation, a co-edited volume of individual stories. The second chapter positions 
the study of MML within a larger historical picture, where we consider Seymour Papert’s take on 
the computer as a tool for educational self-determinism as analogy and history lesson. In the third 
chapter we descend from theoretical to practical consideration of MML, providing a short manual 
for those who wish to design their own learning projects using mobile technology. Together, this 
introductory matter gets at the what, why, where and how of MML.

As we get to the who of MML, we have grouped the contributed chapters in this book into sections. 

• MML Platforms - Projects showcasing software that enables regular people to act 
creatively in the name of MML.

• Connecting to Classrooms - Projects where the main context for MML is a 
formal educational setting such as a classroom.

• After Shool and in the Summer - Projects whose main setting is informal or 
semiformal learning such as a summer program.

• Fields of Dreams - Stories that focus on the development and use of a single exploratory 
MML design. These are all Augmented Reality games designed for public audiences.

However, this grouping is for the sake of your digestion, not an attempt at taxonomy; our authors’ 
work is relevant outside and across the boxes we have chosen to put them in. For example, we chose 
to include Traveler in the Platforms section because it is a general purpose mapping tool you can 
download in the Google Play Store right now. But the authors of that chapter also describe the app’s 
first uses in two very different field study courses. So the chapter could also easily fit in the section 
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Connecting to Classrooms. Since it is also the story of a design that was made for a specific setting 
and the first test of that device, it would also fit in the final section, Fields of Dreams. 

A glance at our Table of Contents shows the diverse range of inspiring explorations shared within 
these chapters. The subjects cross divides between the Humanities and the Sciences, politics and 
architecture, and even honey bees. Our authors include an undergraduate, PhD students, educators 
involved in community outreach, and University technologists and professors. Their work takes 
place in classrooms, parks, museums, summer programs, an international program for girls and a 
creepy asylum. We hope that all of these stories—regardless of discipline, grade level, or context—
inspire your own explorations.

The final bookend to these stories is a brief reflection. We share a couple of the most prominent 
themes we saw or didn’t see and a few thoughts about where MML is headed next. We hope this 
next chapter is one you help write. 

A  S E R I E S  O F  B O O K S  A B O U T  M M L 

Perhaps you have already read the first volume of Mobile Media Learning: Amazing Uses of Mobile 
Devices for Learning (2012). In many ways, this book is a sequel.1 If not, you can go read it right 
now, and I’ll wait here for you.2 

Done? OK good.

A couple years ago, the editors of Mobile Media Learning: Amazing Uses of Mobile Devices for 
Learning —Seann Dikkers, Bob Coulter, and John Martin—assembled several educators who were 
doing interesting work with mobile media and learning and asked them to share their stories with 
the world. The book documented forward thinking work with mobile and that MML was do-
able by normal educators, without exceptional technological skills or investment. These educators 
had found ways to begin exploring the educational spaces opened up by mobile: a loose term we 
use again here to refer to the many manifestations of handheld, networked computers and data 
collection devices (e.g. smartphones, digital cameras, GPS devices, and tablets). The voices and 
projects contained in the book from 2012 are some of the early educational forays into a world 
already transformed by mobile.3 By sharing the stories of these pioneers in mobile learning, the 
editors said, “Yes, you can try this too!”

1 Hopefully more like The Empire Strikes Back than The Matrix Reloaded.
2 Go order it here: press.etc.cmu.edu/content/mobile-media-learning, and read the free pdf while you wait for the print copy to arrive. 
3 Early is a funny word to use here. As mentioned in the last volume and again heavily referenced in this one, Klopfer and Squire 
for example have been thinking, writing, and working in this space for more than a decade. Myself and the other editors have 
been involved for quite some time as well. Yet, these do still feel like the early days of mobile because the pace at which the world is 
changing in terms of this technology has only increased.
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The previous volume also implicitly made the claim that there is something special about the uses 
of mobile for learning that come from the ground up, through small experiments and communities 
of practice. Each chapter represented work done at a grassroots level, not unified by a field, age level, 
job description, or methodological similarity. Together those stories provided a rich snapshot of a 
few corners of the world where educators were finding ways to take mobile into their own hands 
to produce new kinds of learning opportunities. It was an early statement in a conversation we 
hope to add to here about the use of mobile for the aims of educators of all stripes, not just within 
specialized research programs. It has inspired new projects, and helped to connect others who were 
already involved with similar work. It is now time to check in, in this book, on the progress of 
MML.

“All well and fine,” you say. “Soooooooo, is this book just a few more stories?”

Yes and no.

Yes, once again we have brought together a wide array of designers and given them a chance to share 
their stories. Yes, again we want you the reader to be able to see something familiar and inspiring, 
and say “me too!” However, no, this is not merely an addendum.

The few chapters in the previous volume could hardly have overseen every possibility for the uses of 
mobile media for learning or constituted a complete representation of who was out there, doing this 
good work. That territory is vast and constantly growing. The projects described in this volume cover 
new ground and different goals, contexts, and constraints. At a minimum, the growing diversity 
of participants, approaches, and agendas you will see in this volume gives a more complete picture 
of what is out there. As a reader, it should be even easier this time to see an experiment, context, or 
idea that you can connect with.

Moreover, after putting together this round of stories and working with many more explorers whose 
stories are not yet in print, we can speak with more conviction to a theme that guided the first 
MML book. Across all these differences in context and goals, there really is something shared, the 
active interpretation of mobile technologies to enact the ideals of progressive education: learning as 
a meaning-making activity, self-determination as a goal and value, learning that is co-constructed 
among its participants, and learning that happens through making new connections. In this book, 
we reveal more of the shape of MML, in breadth and depth, than was shown or existed at the time 
of the previous effort.

This volume should also help you to check in with a conversation that is evolving in pace with 
the swift embedding of mobile technologies into all aspects of life. Two years is a long time in the 
world of mobile. Newcomers are able to cheaply and quickly produce truly fascinating work that 
would have been hard to imagine emerging into practicality from inexperience two short years ago. 
Between the two volumes then, we can see an evolution in thought and action taking place as the 
tools have themselves progressed and found their ways into more hands.
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Finally, the best reason for more stories is quite simply that they are inspiring. All of the authors 
have invested their hearts and souls in their projects and their commitment shows. None of them 
know all the answers (neither do we), but they all see something on the horizon and are unafraid to 
follow that vision. It is a wonderful thing to see so many people embracing the opportunity to play 
an important role in the development of their own intellectual destinies. These authors have given 
us a lot to think about and make us want to do more. They will do the same for you.

W H AT  I S  M O B I L E  M E D I A  L E A R N I N G ? 

I have a confession to make. The term Mobile Media Learning hasn’t always felt very clear or 
helpful to me. MML is a fine enough acronym, and certainly a good acronym is one of the keys to 
the realm, but what does MML mean? It was quite a while before I realized that it is more about 
an attitude than about anything else. So before going any further, I’d like to clear up how we think 
about MML.

For a long time, I thought about MML something like this: Okay, mobile, like mobile devices. 
Media, now I’m thinking about multimedia and all the conversations going back to the 90’s about 
multimedia in education, like the promise of the CD-ROM. And learning, well at least I think I 
know what that is. Soooooooo… MML is what we get when we put those together, right? Media 
delivered via a mobile device for the purpose of learning?

There is quite a lot of activity involving mobile and learning that satisfies this simple definition. 
However, this definition does not quite fit with the conversations about MML that I’ve been a party 
to. For example, nowhere in this book or the previous one is there a chapter about using a Learning 
Management System to administer reading quizzes online or deliver them via phones as if this were 
progress. The kind of MML we are talking about is somehow supposed to be about more than the 
usual formula: school + mobile device = learning. So, what was missing in my initial definition of 
MML? How can I do better for you than simply saying, “I know it when I see it”?4 

The  definition of MML from the first book is really very helpful, though it flew under my radar 
until I began to put together this chapter. “Mobile media learning includes the instant and ongoing 
connection of handheld devices to online information and communication for personal growth and 
increased agency within professions and communities of practice.”5 What is importantly included 
here that is missing from a more generic interpretation of MML is the bit about “increased agency.” 
This is why taking quizzes on your cell phone instead of on paper doesn’t fit. Thinking about mobile 
technologies in terms of managing persons and their doings contributes more to the bureaucracy 
of education than learning itself, and simply reproducing existing forms of instruction on a small 

4 The characterization of pornography by Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart: “I know it when I see it” (Jacobellis v. Ohio, 1964).
5 Dikkers et al, 2012, p. 21.
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screen instead of paper also misses the point of what is really possible with mobile: going somewhere 
new, seeing something you have never seen before, sharing a deep interest, doing something you 
had no idea was even possible, telling stories in new ways, making something you care about, 
connecting new ideas, and generally taking ownership of who you are going to be through what 
you choose to do and think about. 

MML is a broad concept but it retains meaning. Despite the many purposes, contexts, contents, and 
disciplines represented by people using MML, we usually have something to talk about together. 
As a loosely confederated set of thinkers and practitioners in MML for example, one of the desires 
that is frequently expressed is to use mobile to help unpack learning from all the little boxes we 
have squeezed it into. Educators seek to free ideas that have been isolated through disciplinary  
walls and rigidly defined roles. They use MML to push back on the traditional boundaries of  
School to connect learning to the real world. In aligning with efforts like these, our commitment  
is not to mobile itself as a set of tools for improving learning as it has already been constructed 
within educational structures, but to explore how mobile enables us to make learning come alive 
in new ways. 

We are not interested in all outcomes the abstract affordances of mobile technologies provide, 
but with how individuals and groups can interpret mobile technologies to achieve a higher degree 
of self-determination in the learning they create or engage in. We are people who see the mobile 
revolution as a chance to make instances of education more about what learning should really be 
about. That’s MML.

Let us not forget too that mobile itself is a big deal. It is the fastest spreading, most thoroughly 
adopted technology in history. It has taken two previous destabilizing innovations—the computer 
and the internet—and has put them in the pockets of most everyone.6 At this moment in history, 
so many ideas are suddenly possible, or so much easier as to feel newly possible, because of mobile. 
Disregarding the influence of this context on our world and work would be careless.

To represent progress in the exploration of mobile learning, the editors felt strongly that the most 
appropriate and useful format for continuing the conversation started in the first book was to 
again have practitioners tell us their stories, and—through the mangling known as co-editing—to 
produce a plural account that still strives to make some sense of the chaos. We believe that this 
format can move forward conversations about the roles mobile media can play in learning because 
it productively and honestly addresses the following issues:

Preserve diversity. If there is one obvious finding of the innovative approaches to mobile learning 
presented here and generally, it is the way MML transcends typical divisions between age and 
experience level, subjects or disciplines, job classifications, and educational contexts such as 

6 comScore reported in May 2014, on data from March, that 166 million Americans have smartphones for example. This is a market 
penetration of over 68%, up from 54% the previous year.
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classrooms and summer programs. Writing separate books for each learning context encountered 
through MML misrepresents both the reality of these situations and hides what is one of the 
strongest indications we are on to something more than the same old thing. It is refreshing to see 
people working together across traditional divides. Above all we seek to faithfully represent the 
diversity of participants and approaches taken.

Avoid authoritarianism. It is common for researchers to act in the capacity of an interpretive 
filter, representing alone upstream what happened on the ground among many. But it can be more 
honest, and in this case it is only a bit more trouble, to let everyone involved have their own voice. 
If all this work is about increasing the agency of those who participate, doesn’t it make sense to let 
them tell their own stories? We present the plurality that exists across MML without contorting 
these authors’ ideas to fit a pre-programmed moral, except in our editorial chapters (which we 
cannot stop you from skipping entirely). This way you can better help decide whether the central 
themes we see emerging ring true to you. Hopefully too, you will find others we have missed.

Simplicity of storytelling. Writing about learning too often hides meaning within specialist jargon. 
Myself, the other editors, and our authors have tried our best to avoid this trap, describing the 
relevant goals and approaches in each project in everyday language as much as possible. These stories 
should be accessible to those without significant technological expertise or degrees in Education.

Provide conversations. Because our main goal is to provoke further conversation, we proudly and 
straightforwardly share these stories as they are. We hope they pass a simple and honest test for 
validity, wholly appropriate for the exploratory mode of research we have witnessed and participated 
in: does anything you see here seem likely enough to have value that you might try something 
similar yourself? Can you discover enough of what was actually done to give it a go? 

As we dive into MML, it is worth reflecting on how the artifacts we produce in the name of research 
or conversation aim to represent the activity that preceded their creation. In a day and age when so 
much conversation happens outside books, we should be even more thoughtful about when, how, 
and why we put one together. We think this one was worth it, and we hope you do too.


