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Educators use social media to enrich student learning experiences in the classroom and use
personal mobile devices to extend their workplace and productivity across time and space. As
learning becomes more mobile, social and informal, the divide between spaces, places and digital
devices is merging. Given the disruptive effect learning mobility is having on the foundations of
education, knowledge, learning and academic work, this exploratory paper investigates the
possible relationship between mobile learning and professional development as potential enablers
(or barriers) to academic motivation and engagement in transforming their professional practice.
This paper holds the central tenet of ‘educators are learners’, adopts an ‘as-lived’ experiences
approach which looks at the ways people experience, in this case, mobile learning in natural
settings, and is fundamentally concerned with contributing to the body of knowledge on the
changing nature of the higher education teacher’s academic work in the modern academy. The
principal questions guiding this exploratory paper are “What alternatives are there to current
professional development methods that support educators in ways of learning about mobile
learning to transform professional practice?’ and ‘Why are some academics naturally motivated to
engage, share and actively participate in alternatives?’
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Introduction

Forces of technology, globalization and competition are transforming higher education (Summers, 2013) .

Cook, Pachler and Bachmair (2011, p. 184) caution that educational institutions “are certainly no longer the only
site, or even the main site, where learning and knowledge can be accessed and take place”. The convergence of
mass communication, technological and pedagogical developments has resulted in a range of change pressures
on academic work (Garrison, 2011). Educators use social media to enrich student learning experiences in the
classroom and use personal mobile devices to extend their workplace and productivity across time and space. As
learning becomes more mobile, informal, personalized, contextualized and social, the divide between spaces,
places and digital devices is merging (Kearney, Schuck, Burden, & Aubusson, 2012; Stodd, 2013b). For
educators, the boundaries are becoming more blurred between formal and informal learning, professional work
life and personal life.

This exploratory paper, positioned within the early stages of a PhD study, contributes to the body of knowledge
on the changing nature of the higher education teacher’s academic work in the modern academy. This will be
done by exploring a possible relationship between mobile learning and professional development as potential
enablers (or barriers) to academic motivation and engagement in transforming their professional practice. The
goal of the developing study is to provide opportunities for educators to reach their full potential and transform
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professional practice in personally meaningful ways by building a robust sense of their values and beliefs to
meet the need for “agile and adaptive academics to be ready for the new world that is now opening” (Debowski,
2012, p. xiv). The study holds the central tenet of ‘educators are learners’ (Cranton, 1996) and adopts an ‘as-
lived’ experience approach which looks at the ways educators experience, in this case, mobile learning in a
natural setting. To help inform the developing study’s analysis of the real-world problems, a small
investigatory study was conducted. Preliminary data™ was collected from interviews with academics and
technology enhanced learning (TEL) academic support staff at one Australian university. Findings from the
investigatory study are integrated into the literature review to provide early practical evidence of educators’ as-
lived experiences of mobile learning in their professional practice.

A limitation of the preliminary data is that the subjects interviewed were well placed to comment on
contemporary approaches to learning and teaching, pedagogy and learning design. However, due to the
emergent nature of mobile learning, often comments were elicited from a technology enhanced learning mindset
rather than from a ‘purist’ mobile learning perspective.

The exploratory paper is guided by the principal questions to inform the developing PhD study: ‘What
alternatives are there to current professional development methods to support educators in ways of learning
about mobile learning to transform professional practice?’ and ‘“Why are some academics naturally motivated to
engage, share and actively participate in alternatives?” The paper draws on three domains of knowledge in the
higher education discourse — mobile learning, professional development and academic work — to investigate and
inform how educators learn about their mobile learning professional practice and what they do with the learning.

Mobile Learning
Overview

Kearney et al. (2012) position mobile learning as a relatively new phenomenon where the theoretical basis is
currently under development. Traxler’s (2012) view is that there is no generalizable definition of mobile
learning and simply considering it as a trajectory from e-Learning to m-Learning is not reliable. Further,
Traxler (2009) contends that 12 years of pilots, tests and trials suggest a tacit and pragmatic conceptualisation of
mobile learning is needed. This stance is based on the attempts to define mobile learning from multiple,
evolving perspectives (Kukulska-Hulme & Pettit, 2009). Some advocates define and conceptualise it in terms of
devices and technologies, some in terms of the mobility of learners and the mobility of learning, while others
define it in terms of the learners’ experience of learning with mobile devices (Traxler, 2009). JISC’s mobile
learning infokit (n.d.) announces it is about the mobility of the learner, where mobile learning allows for
contextualisation of learning. The commonality across all viewpoints is that the importance of context cannot
be overstated.

When looking at mobile learning in the wider context, it is recognised that mobile, personal and wireless devices
represent a paradigm shift in the nature of building knowledge in society, and therefore the nature of learning
(both formal and informal). Laurillard (2007) suggests that the mobility of digital technologies creates
intriguing opportunities for new forms of learning because they change the nature of the physical relations
between teachers, learners, and the objects of learning, positioning learning as “just-in-time, just enough, and
just-for-me” (Traxler, 2009, p. 14). At the level of academic work, there is an expectation that educators utilise
the capacity of digital technologies to design flexible learning experiences to support diverse groups of learners
as they learn how to learn (Oliver, Harper, Wills, Agostinho, & Hedberg, 2008; Phillips, McNaught, &
Kennedy, 2011). Beetham and Sharpe (2008) remind educators that there is nothing new about technologies for
learning. The networked digital computer and its more recent mobile, personal and wireless counterparts are just
the latest outcomes of human ingenuity that can be leveraged to enrich the educational enterprise. Beetham and
Sharpe (2008) note that “like previous innovations, they can be assimilated into pedagogical practice without
altering the fundamental truths about how people learn” (p. 4). However, as mobile devices become
commonplace and tools offer a range of pedagogical potential, little is known about how educators use them in
their teaching, learning, work, and leisure (Kukulska-Hulme & Pettit, 2009).

Characteristics of mobile learning

1 N = 11; academics = 7 (64%); TEL academic support staff = 4 (36%); of the 11 subjects 4 (36% ) were
classified as holding a management and leadership role in advancing TEL in learning, teaching and research
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As mobile learning can be conceived in any variation of learning contexts with its own resultant set of learning
opportunities and challenges, the view held in the literature (Kearney et al., 2012; Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler,
2008; Traxler, 2009) is to offer characterisations of mobile learning. Mobile learning is essentially personal,
contextual, authentic, collaborative and situated, with this unique cluster of characteristics often positioning
mobile learning within informal learning (Kearney et al., 2012; Traxler, 2009). It is these unique characteristics
which separate mobile learning from earlier forms of electronic learning (Stanton & Ophoff, 2013). When
conceptualizing mobile learning from the perspective of the learners’ experience, the emphasis is on ownership,
informality, mobility and context (Traxler, 2009). Further, learning that takes place on mobile devices is
transforming notions of space, community and discourse (Traxler, 2009). Finding information rather than
possessing it or knowing it becomes the defining characteristic of learning generally and of mobile learning
especially, and this takes learning back into the connected, networked community (Kearney et al., 2012; Traxler,
2009).

Martin, McGill and Sudweeks (2013) caution that these same characteristics which provide the conditions for
learning anywhere and anytime also require the educator to be motivated, self-directed and self-regulated in
their approach to professional practice. Further, Martin et al. (2013) emphasise that motivation and engagement
both play a significant role in the educator’s attitude, energy and drive to work in a mobile conception of
society. This in turn inspires and motivates their students to engage in their learning in a climate where the
relationship between educators, students, technology and society has implications for the future capacity of
communities to imagine and build a world that together they want to live in (Facer, 2011).

Preliminary data collected as part of the investigatory study suggested a level of alignment between the
theoretical characterisations of mobile learning - personal, contextual, collaborative, situated and informal — and
those uncovered from interviews with academic and academic support staff at one Australian university. For
the purposes of data analysis, the interviewees are referred to as ‘subjects’.

The research subjects identified a level of mainstream use of mobile technologies in their personal and
professional lives from a productivity perspective. Furthermore, interviewees had an inherent sense of
personalising the device to meet their individual needs, behaviours, and work and life patterns. They
experimented and played with devices in different contexts and found the right blend for their purpose,
environment and outcome. There was evidence to indicate a sense of ownership and control of when and how
individuals liked to learn, connect, communicate and collaborate with Subject 7 stating “If you need a holiday,
turn your phone and devices off”. Interviewees commented on the instant, immediate, flexible and highly
personal nature of mobile learning, providing opportunities to learn as a community and feel connected across
locations and spaces. Less evidence was forthcoming in the ways mobile learning was used to advance learning
in their professional practice. Of exception was Subject 9, who saw mobile learning as a nature transition in her
academic work, professional learning and discipline context. For her, mobile devices provide opportunities to
experiment, connect and engage with students, colleagues and professional networks in a range of learning
contexts. Furthermore, Subject 9 demonstrated a level of resilience to some of the unpredictable aspects of
integrating technologies into teaching and approached institutional barriers as temporal. Her approach was to
adopt an attitude of play, tinkering and experimenting, and to involve her students in this experiential learning
environment.

Barriers to mobile learning

At the heart of this paradigm shift of knowledge building in society is the affective and cognitive states of
educators. The educator’s type and level of incoming pedagogical knowledge and ICT competency, and their
associated emotional relationship and identity with technologies, are the critical issues in determining their
levels of motivation, confidence, boredom, frustration, alienation and so on (Beetham, 2008; D’Mello &
Graesser, 2012; Shute & Zapata-Rivera, 2012; Villar & Alegre, 2007). This state is compounded by the real or
perceived pressures of academic-risk taking, workload and time management (Steel, 2004). Academics must
feel confident, have a sense of control over their work and consider the learning activities to be meaningful and
relevant to assume personal responsibility in advancing their learning mobility professional practice (Martin et
al., 2013). Jarache (2013c) sums it up in his analogy that communication in a mobile, socially-networked age
is like learning a new language; “it takes time and adults are usually not very good at showing their lack of
fluency. They don’t like to look foolish” (Jarche, 2013c).

Preliminary findings from the investigatory study indicated that the research subjects identified a number of

barriers that surfaced across interviews including: ICT competency and the associated emotional states;
mechanisms to showcase the value and provide incentives; support and guidance from ‘experts’ — technical,
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pedagogical and peers, and a sense of a gap in access to a collaborative, supportive community of practitioners.
Time was also considered a barrier from a number of perspectives: time to experiment and make judgments on
the value in their teaching context; the time it takes to make a business case, justify the value-quality learning
outcome exchange to investing in a change approach, and the resultant layers of institutional control in the
decision-making process. There was also a clear sense that there needs to be a whole-of-institution approach to
the mindset of mobile learning from top-down, bottom-up and a collaborative team approach.

Subject 10 raised the generational aspect to learning. He classified himself as a luddite, yet through the course
of the interview demonstrated his willingness to engage and experiment in the ‘right’ conditions. These findings
indicate the broader study will need to be inclusive of such literature as White, Connaway, Lanclos, Le Cornu
and Hood’s (2012) study on Digital Visitors and Digital Residents which offers a framework to reassess
learners’ engagement with digital technologies focusing on group and individual motivations to engage. This
study is also of interest as it eliminates the assumed links between generations and technology skill which was a
key premise of Prensky’s (2001) much lauded and later criticized Digital Natives and Digital Immigrants
(Margaryan, Littlejohn, & Vojt, 2011; White & Le Cornu, 2011).

The notion of ‘resisters’ was also raised. Interviewees provided a pragmatic approach to this phenomenon. The
consensus was to focus energy on “those willing and it will trickle down...don’t drag people kicking and
screaming” (Subject 9). The belief was change agents and early adopters provide opportunities to ‘inspire’ their
peers and discipline, and positively influence perceptions and conceptions. The belief held was to provide
platforms showcasing good practice to inspire change and enable individuals to make their own judgment on the
level and ways to integrate technologies into their teaching practice. Two further elements relate to this
approach. Firstly, interviewees did not feel there was overall a large cohort of ‘hard-core resisters’. Secondly,
there did seem to be discipline disparity on this. One discipline was accepting of the evolution of technologies as
it is was seen as part of the core work of the discipline and academic work, whereas a second discipline held a
pack mentality to resistance, ‘howling down’ guests demonstrating teaching innovations.

Professional Development
Overview

The imaginative use of digital technologies could be transformational for learning and teaching. However,
Laurillard (2008) highlights that the problem is that transformation is more about the human and organisational
aspects of learning and teaching than it is about the use of technology. Beetham (2008) believes the limiting
factor is the availability of skilled educational practitioners with a sense of confidence in integrating digital
technologies into their pedagogical practice. The ability of institutional-led professional development to have an
impact on digitally enhanced scholarly practice is challenged by the view held by a number of researchers (e.g.
Bates, 2000; Boud, 1999; Collis & Moonen, 2001; Laurillard, 2002, as cited in Steel, 2004) who have concluded
that many academics are resistant to professional development initiatives (Steel, 2004). The landscape becomes
increasingly complex when engagement with digital technologies for learning takes place across a range of
institutional and personal contexts (White et al., 2012). For the purpose of this study, professional development
refers to a process of engaging in continued learning to enhance knowledge of, skills in, capacity for, and
attitudes towards learning and teaching practice, concepts and theories (Reushle, 2005).

To this point, institutional ownership of, and provision for, professional development has been controlled, often
mandated, by central management and leadership structures. In many universities, central academic
development units have been tasked with leading university-wide education change strategies designed to
improve learning and teaching in response to quality assurance requirements and competitive learning and
teaching funding (Fraser & Ryan, 2012). Boud and Brew (2012) weigh in on the challenges of professional
development to meet the complex and increasing demands of the modern academy, contending that the area of
academic professional development remains an under-theorised field of endeavour. Despite the challenges to
the contemporary academy, Laurillard (2008), and Barber, Donnelly and Rizvi (2013) agree that the higher
education enterprise possesses the ambition; the challenge is for all players to act. Laurillard (2008) believes the
pathway to achieve this potential must emanate from the academic community.

Characteristics of professional development
Traditionally, professional development has focused on formal, structured learning activities and/or participation

in specified events, taking academics out of their normal context of work and treating aspects of academic work
as separate (Boud & Brew, 2012). Academic engagement in their professional practice in the digital age hinges
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on a fundamental shift in the institution’s and educators’ perspective of professional development. The key
characteristics surfacing in the literature suggest that context, community and dialogue are crucial in
reconceptualising professional learning (Beetham, 2008; Jennings, 2013) . Learning needs to be seen as a social
process deliberately located within the context of practice, fostering learning-conducive work, and constructed
in the act of developing communities of professional practice (Boud & Brew, 2012). Further, Jennings (2013)
emphasises learning activities and social collaboration need to be integrated into the context of workflow,
offering opportunities to learn, develop and collaborate as part of the educator’s work. Jane Hart, a UK-based
independent advisor on workplace learning and collaboration supports Boud and Brew’s (2012) and Jennings’
(2013) research findings. Hart’s learning from the workplace crowd-sourced survey™ identified the five key
characteristics of how knowledge workers like to learn at work as: socially, in-the-flow, continuously,
immediately and autonomously (Hart, 2013).

Dialogue derived from communities and peers enacts the cycle of motivation. Sharing and contributing to the
learning experiences brings about a shift in the locus of control where educators can shape, choose, direct, and
take responsibility and ownership for their own learning (Mayes & de Freitas, 2008). In the digitally networked
age of learning mobility where work has become distributed, fragmented and decentralized (Stowe, as cited in
Jarche, 2013b), Pink (2011) emphasizes that three elements of motivation — autonomy, mastery and purpose —
lead to engagement in professional practice. At the heart of high performance professional practice is the
individual’s true sense of meaning making and identity (Pink, 2011).

Preliminary findings from the investigatory study indicated that the interviewees identified a number of
characteristics that served as factors to motivate and engage people in professional development which also
surfaced as engagement factors in mobile learning. This supports the authors’ belief of learning continuities
between mobile learning and professional development. Of significance is that these factors align with current
literature and theoretical findings that context, community and dialogue are crucial elements underpinning the
characteristics of professional development. Interviewees indicated that motivation and engagement was
contingent on collaborative, energetic, communities of learners. The social and informal aspects added to a
trusting, connected, sense of belonging and ownership. Furthermore, interviewees stated that activities needed
to be contextualized to their own professional (and personal) needs, easily accessible and provide visible,
meaningful pathways to desired changing practices in academic work. Interviewees emphasized that
professional development is not a ‘one-size-fits-all” approach but rather context dependent, community-based
and designed for a range of ways to engage staff that offer formal and informal learning opportunities,
accessible ‘just-for-me’ and just-in-time’.

Barriers to professional development

Steel (2004) concluded that many academic staff experience barriers that negate a sense of academic identity
and support to integrate technological innovations into teaching practice. The barriers include time constraints,
lack of resources, lack of understanding of educational theory and concepts, lack of knowledge of what is
technologically possible, and lack of valuing teaching and learning (Steel, 2004).

Further, Steel’s (2004) research identified some of the inherent problems in the traditions of professional

development as:
the voluntary nature of these courses means that most academics do not have the incentive or time to
attend; courses are targeted at groups so individual needs often go unmet; as different academics are at
different points in the change process they are too complex or technical for some and too elementary for
others; some staff are uncomfortable exposing their skill levels and participants often focus more on the
handling of technology than on the educational aspects; and the skills and knowledge gained in short
courses are often soon forgotten because they are not directly incorporated into the individual’s practice
(Steel, 2004, p. 866).

Preliminary data collected aligns with evidence in the literature relating to the barriers to professional
development. Interviewees identified time as a key barrier, where Subject 1 stated “Professional development is
the key but in the current climate there are too many pressures to engage in professional development”.
Interviewees also indicated a sense of limited accessibility and flexibility to resources and support stemming

> N= 600; 46 countries; 42% edu-related, 58% non-edu related; organisation size: 61% from organisation with more than
250 people; function: 45% HR /L&D; 65% all other functions; job type: Non-managerial/other: 53%, line managers: 9%;
middle: 20%, senior 18%; Age: <30 : 6%, 31-40 : 28%, 41-50 36%, 51-60 : 24%; 60+ : 7%; Sex: Male: 42%; Female : 58%
- http://www.c4lpt.co.uk/blog/2013/04/22/company-training-of-little-value/
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from the ‘fixed’ nature of professional development events. Mention was also made of the need for events to
make explicit the personal value to staff, acting as an incentive to encourage people to engage in professional
development. In contrast was Subject 9 who reported an inherent professional curiosity in her academic work
and seeks out formal and informal opportunities to learn and engage. This supports Jarche’s (2013c) belief that
engagement is not a question of motivating people, but rather understanding why people are naturally motivated
to engage and actively participate in a learning community.

Commonality: Mobile learning and professional development

Mobile learning and professional development share common ground in that mobile learning (Traxler, 2009)
and professional development (Boud & Brew, 2012) are under-theorised and require a pragmatic
(re)conceptualisation. It is this conceptual base and the recognition of characteristics shared across the two
domains that impact on academic work which serves as the foundation for this study. The characteristics of
context, community and dialogue surface in both mobile learning and professional development as the tipping
point to motivation and engagement in ways educators learn how to learn about mobile learning in professional
practice and act on their own purposes, values, feelings and meaning-making schemes to gain control over their
lives (Mezirow, 2000).

In advancing this study, evidence grounded in the literature signals a reconceptualising of the nomenclature of
‘professional development’. Boud and Brew (2012) emphasise a pragmatic approach where learning is viewed
as a social process occurring within the context of practice which, in turn, leads to a fundamental shift in the
perspective of academic work as ‘professional learning’.

A potential gap in the research is then how the domains of mobile learning and professional learning can work
in union to enable the educator to work, learn, live and achieve their full potential within the changing nature of
academic work.

Future building academic work

Debowski (2012) captures the essence of higher education academic work as “one of the most rewarding yet
frustrating and challenging roles anyone could undertake. It is complex, dynamic and rapidly evolving to
accommodate the expectations of its many stakeholders” ( p. 3). When postulating on the many reasons people
choose to be academics, Debowski (2012) emphasizes “the most critical is a fundamental love of learning and a

desire to share that with others. This is a key driver that attracts us to this rapidly evolving sector” ( p. 3).

The pervasive nature of mobile technologies means it is easy for educators to feel overwhelmed by emerging
technologies. Kearney et al.’s (2012) research indicates that despite the ubiquity and flexibility of mobile
devices and the many opportunities and challenges mobile learning offers education, there has been minimal use
of mobile learning approaches. Developments have tended to be more about the design of the tools than of the
ensuing learning and teaching (Kearney et al., 2012). Anecdotal evidence collected in the investigatory study
support this claim.

Academic work needs to be conceptualised as workplace learning (Boud & Brew, 2012). Jarche (2013e)
believes the future of workplace learning is social, informal, cooperative and especially mobile. A distinction is
made between cooperation and collaboration. Cooperation is sharing freely without any expectation of direct
reciprocation (Jarche, 2013d). As work gets more complex and informal learning takes shape as an essential
part of work (Jarche, 2013a), cooperation across previous boundaries of time and space will change the nature of
work, from place, to the activity of learning. Workers want to stay connected while on-the-move, maintain
social networks, access what they need, wherever they are and believe mobile connections enable productivity.
These, Jarche (2013d) claims, are indicators that mobile work is increasing. However, it takes more than mobile
technology and social networking tools to support the emerging workforce. Hinchcliffe (as cited in Jarche,
2013e) warns that any use of enabling technology without taking into account how people actually conduct their
work, and their preferences for sharing information and interacting with each other, is likely to disappoint.
Asking workers how they vision mobile learning will empower them to act cooperatively to change behaviours
and work practices.

In addition, social, informal learning has become an important driver for professional practice and workplace
learning as it offers new types of professional development opportunities (de Laat & Schreurs, 2013). As
workplaces shift from hierarchies to networks and learning agility comes to the forefront, Jarche (2012)
advises that organisations can no longer leave learning to their professional development department.
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Adopting a wider approach to professional development will optimize the potential for personal and
organizational learning (Senge, 1990, as cited in de Laat & Schreurs, 2013). The challenge then for current
models of professional development is that however powerful informal learning may be, there is a difficulty in
utilising it as mainstream workplace learning. Informal learning activities are mostly implicit, ad hoc,
spontaneous, and invisible to others (de Laat & Schreurs, 2013).

Next stage of research

The significance of this study is in its investigation of the phenomena of higher education practitioners teaching
and working in an ‘always-on’ digital learning environment. Fundamentally the authors will take an ‘as-lived’
experiences approach by asking how educators experience mobile learning and the role professional
development plays now and in the future to support teachers in their academic work.

This paper represents preliminary findings to support a pragmatic reconceptualization of professional learning in
a learning mobility environment and suggests potential gains to be leveraged from this union for the future
building of academic work. In the next stage the authors will investigate the educators’ mindset for mobile
learning, that is ‘how educators come to the learning?’, ‘how educators learn?’, and ‘what educators do with the
learning?’(Stodd, 2013c). As digital technologies extend the workplace across time and space, changing work
practices result in educators coming to the learning through curiosity, need, by planning or by accident (Stodd,
2013c). Each pathway to how educators come to the learning has its own patterns, motivations and potential
barriers. How educators learn about mobile learning can be formal, informal or social providing opportunities
for educators to design their own learning (Stodd, 2013c). What educators do with the learning is dependent on
their needs. Stodd’s (2013c) view is learners apply it straight away, bank it, or use it as a foundation for future
learning. This investigative approach supports the literature (Beetham, 2008; Facer, 2011; Stodd, 2013a) and
the findings from the preliminary data collection that there cannot be a ‘one-size-fits-all” solution to how
educators learn, adapt and respond to emerging technologies across the convergence of their professional and
personal lives (Facer, 2011; Johnson, Adams Becker, Cummins, Freeman, Ifenhaler & Vardaxis,, 2013; Moretti,
2013). This, in itself, is a reflection of the need for flexibility, creativity and continuity when scaling ways of
integrating mobile learning into professional practice. Adopting a wider approach to professional learning may
optimize the potential for professional practice as academic work in higher education (Boud & Brew, 2012; de
Laat & Schreurs, 2013). Mobile learning supports the design for professional learning that is personalised,
situated and authentic (Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler, 2008) suggesting opportunities for new conceptual models
to be theorised.
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