
Selection of our books indexed in the Book Citation Index 

in Web of Science™ Core Collection (BKCI)

Interested in publishing with us? 
Contact book.department@intechopen.com

Numbers displayed above are based on latest data collected. 

For more information visit www.intechopen.com

Open access books available

Countries delivered to Contributors from top 500 universities

International  authors and editors

Our authors are among the

most cited scientists

Downloads

We are IntechOpen,
the world’s leading publisher of

Open Access books
Built by scientists, for scientists

12.2%

185,000 200M

TOP 1%154

6,900



Chapter 3 

 

 

 
 

© 2012 Makoe, licensee InTech. This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the Creative 
Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use, 
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

Bridging the Distance: The Pedagogy of  

Mobile Learning in Supporting Distance Learners 

Mpine E. Makoe 

Additional information is available at the end of the chapter 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/47434 

1. Introduction 

The challenge of the University of South Africa (UNISA), as the largest distance education 

institution in Africa, is to come up with innovative ways of supporting students who are not 

only geographically isolated from their teachers as sources of information, but also 

separated from their peers as sources of support. The effects of such isolation on distance 

learners can inhibit any possibility for engagement with teachers, study material and peers1. 

In distance education, the educational process is usually reduced from a dialogue to a 

monologue where a teacher sends out study material to the students. The assumption is that 

distance learners, do not need mediation or support as they go through their study material. 

Thorpe2 argued that “course materials prepared in advance of study, however learner-

centred and interactive they may be, cannot respond to a known learner”. One of the main 

barriers of learning in distance education is the absence of interaction with other human 

beings in a learning environment. For these students, learning is most successful when 

people interact with each other through interrogating and sharing their description of the 

world3. Mediated Interaction is central to any educational experience irrespective of whether 

the students are studying through distance or not4. The problem arises when interaction 

between a lecturer and a student is not as constant as that which exists in a conventional 

face-to-face situation. The incorporation of mobile technologies, such as cell phones, in 

education can address this need because they can enable interaction between a student and 

the lecturer, as well as between a student and her or his peers. 

The key to the successful enactment of interaction in distance education, according to Evans 

and Nation5 does not rest with the way the course is designed, delivered and assessed or on 

the media used, “but it rests on the philosophy of distance education which informs the 

decisions about techniques and technology” (p154) that supports and enhance interaction in 

distance education. The idea of using cell phones for education is premised on building on 
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informal learning that most students are familiar with to develop formal learning 

opportunities for distance education students. The potential for using cell-phones in 

bridging the distance is enormous in a country of limited access to electricity and telephone 

networks; poor roads and postal services; and fewer people who have expertise of using 

computers. These limitations have lead to the rapid growth of wireless technology. Over the 

last ten years, cell phone users in Africa have increased at an annual rate of 65% - twice the 

global average6. In South Africa alone, the cell phone penetration is estimated at 98 percent. 

More than 90 percent of UNISA students own or have access to a cell phone that can be used 

in education for collaboration, tutoring, research, reading and writing purposes.  

Although many technologies have been used in the past to enhance interaction in distance 

education, Keegan7 argues that “it is not technologies with inherent pedagogical qualities 

that are successful in distance education, but technologies that are generally available to 

citizens” p3. Throughout the history of distance education, researchers and theorists have 

been involved in finding ways to bridge the distance between the students, their lecturers 

and their peers. Using cell phones is much more suited in supporting distance learning 

because it can reach those students who do not have access to other technological devices. A 

recent survey found that 39% of urban South Africans and 27% of rural residents are now 

browsing the internet from their cell phones8. Cell phones are more accessible to most rural 

communities in terms of cost, geographic coverage and ease to use. 

The aim of this paper is to investigate  the pedagogic approach that best support effective 

use of cell phones in the distance education context. It will draw on the integration of the 

distance education theories to argue for the principles that guide pedagogy and practice in 

using cell phones for the purpose of supporting distance education students. In this paper, 

distance education pedagogies will be mapped according to Moore’s student-student; 

student-content and student-student interaction principles. Interaction is meant to provide 

cognitive, affective and systematic support to students in an education environment9. The 

success of any distance education system is based on three principles: “excellent (learning) 

and teaching material, high quality student support services and efficient logistical 

systems”10 p218. Out of these three areas, student support services are widely considered as 

critical in the success of distance education programmes. Studies have shown that proper 

provision of student support services may break learners’ isolation and meet not only the 

academic demands of students in distance education but also their social needs [11,12,13].  

2. Context of student support at UNISA 

Central to student support is a mediated conversation between the students and the teacher 

through integrated and structured dialogue in the study material and in other interventions 

aimed at formative development of a student14,15. The issue of limited student support as 

problematic in distance education was highlighted in several South African policy 

documents16,17. The student support programmes that are in place at UNISA appear to 

support limited number of students who live in select urban areas, thereby neglecting the 

majority of the student body who live in rural areas. In most cases, the student services are 
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in the form of face-to-face tutorials that are optional and depends on the number of students 

who take the initiative to organise contact sessions. 

The challenge of UNISA is to identify mechanisms and intervention strategies that can 

support its 280 000 students who are dispersed in different parts of the country, the 

continent and the world. Students, no matter how far they are from the institution, need to 

be involved as active partners in the learning process. By and large, distance education 

requires and assumes that autonomous students do not need help from their lecturers. 

Students will always need guidance about course choice, study skills, access to group 

learning in informal small groups or tutorials offered by their lecturers18. The concept of 

learner autonomy as espoused by Wedemeyer is incongruent with the type of learning that 

most students are familiar with. A majority of students who enrol in distance education 

programmes came into higher education with expectations of past schooling where learning 

was directed and controlled by the teacher. When they are thrown into distance learning, 

where they are expected to work alone, they feel lonely, insecure and alienated. This 

problem is further exacerbated by the fact that many distance education students do not 

study through the medium of their first language. Although a majority of them choose to 

study in English, they lack fluency in the chosen language to cope adequately with academic 

work.  

To address these concerns, UNISA has a network of community learning centres that 

provide a place where people can meet, attend weekly classes, participate in discussion 

groups, study, pick up books and other materials for learning. Unfortunately, students, who 

live in remote rural areas to not have access to these services because most of the learning 

centres are located in urban areas. Where it is not possible to offer face-to-face tutoring, tele-

tutoring video, and computer-conferencing with lecturers is also used as well to support a 

two-way communication between the teacher and the learner. UNISA is also using Learning 

Management System - MyUnisa, to provide interaction and technological resources that 

supports all areas of teaching and learning. The multimedia approach that UNISA uses is 

much more effective than using one method of delivery. Despite well-meaning efforts of 

distance education providers, a majority of students still find it extremely difficult to adjust 

to and succeed in distance education. 

An effective student support service in distance education is characterised by 

responsiveness to students’ needs, that is, it personalises the learning process; it encourages 

and facilitates interaction between students and stakeholders; it facilitates learning within 

courses and “it evolves continuously to accommodate new learner populations, educational 

developments, economic conditions, technological advances and findings from research and 

evaluations”19p45. The emphasis, according to Thorpe20, is on the student needs not on the 

content of the study material. Simpson21 describes student support in terms of its activities 

beyond the production and delivery of course material. He divides student support services 

between academic and non-academic support. The former is concerned with developing 

cognitive and learning skills whereas the latter deals with the affective and organisational 

aspects of students’ studies. The purpose of student support in distance education is to meet 

the needs of all learners22.  
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The distance education character of individual form of learning and the absence of 

communication is a challenge for both students who need help and lecturers who want to 

assist students in cognitive development. Thorpe23 believes that the quality of the 

interactivity between a student and his peers, a student and his teacher, and a student and 

his or her counsellor may enhance and even influence reactions to study. Keegan24 argues 

that the incorporation of mobile learning can afford new opportunities for teaching and 

supporting students in distance education. Cell phones can be used to facilitate both 

synchronous and asynchronous communication to support and facilitate the process of 

interaction between individuals and groups in distance education context.  

3. Theories of interaction in distance education 

Interaction, according to Anderson25 is the core of the educational experience. Without 

interaction, teaching becomes simply "passing on content as if it were dogmatic truth"26 p 29. 

The nature of distance education compels providers to use mediated forms of this 

interaction to support their students. This enables students to communicate with their 

lectures and talk with each other in an effort to understand the course content. Interaction, 

according to Anderson27, occurs when objects, events and people mutually influence one 

another. Through interaction, people become involved in a community of practice which 

embodies certain beliefs and behaviours to be acquired28. Vygotsky29 argues that social 

interactions are methodologies that turn experience into knowledge, with language as a 

medium for negotiation of teaching and learning. Therefore, students’ development is 

determined by social interaction through problem-solving under the guidance of a teacher 

or in collaboration with capable peers Vygotsky30.  

To understand how cell phones can be used for pedagogic purposes, it is important to look 

at interaction on the efficacy of distance learning. The main focus of the learning process 

should be based on a particular theory or theories that help to explain the functioning of 

people and institutions. Each theory of learning leads to an adoption of specific teaching and 

learning process. It is this regard that theories of distance education will be looked at in 

terms of supporting distance students. Keegan31 classified theories of distance education into 

three groups: theories of independence and autonomy, theories of industrialization of 

teaching, and theories of interaction and communication. This study will focus on those 

theorists that dealt specifically with the role of communication or interaction in supporting 

distance students.  

The character of good distance education, according to Holmberg32, “resembles that of a 

guided conversations aiming at learning and that presence of the typical traits of such 

conversation facilitates learning.” He argues that the study material that is developed with 

good didactic conversation in it should be written in a personal style; easily accessible; offer 

explicit advice and suggestions and invite exchange of views. The idea is to establish a 

personal relationship with the students and course developer and “find ways to non-

contiguously cater for something functioning in the way that dialogue does”33p17.Central to 

student support is a mediated conversation between the students and the teacher through 
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integrated and structured dialogue in the study material and in other interventions aimed at 

formative development of a student. Iinteraction between the tutor and the student was 

done through student sending a completed assignment to the teacher who marks it and 

sends it back with comments and feedback. This system assumes that students have the 

ability to work through the study material independently. However, studies have shown 

that students seem to value contact with other people even when they study at a 

distance34;35;36.  

Holmberg37 argues that the conversation concept can be successfully translated for use by 

the media available to distance students. Although the simulated conversation brought 

about by the presentation of the study material, the real or two-way conversation could be 

done through the written, personal and telephone interaction between the students and the 

tutors and others belonging to the supporting organisation. Keegan38 defined distance 

education as a system characterized by 1) the separation of instructor and student during 

most of the instructional process, 2) the influence of an educational organization, 3) 

provision of student assessment, 4) use of educational media to deliver course content, and 

5) two-way communication between instructor and student.  

Moore39 defines this distance in terms of the responsiveness of an educational program to 

the student rather than in terms of the physical separation of the instructor and the student. 

He argues that distance education, not only a geographic separation between the teachers 

and the learners, is a pedagogic concept. This separation affects the patterns of teacher and 

student behaviour. In this separation there is a “psychological and communications space to 

be crossed, a space of potential misunderstandings” between instructors and students who 

are physically separated40p22. It is in this space, that Moore describes as transactional 

distance, where the structure of the educational program and the quality of the interaction 

between the teacher and the student determines academic performance.  

In his theory of transactional distance, Moore41, argued for the relationship between 

dialogue (the interaction that occurs when one gives instruction and the others respond), 

structure (teaching strategies and evaluation methods), and learner autonomy (the ability of 

the student to take responsibility of his or her learning). Transactional distance tends to be 

lessened in courses with high levels of dialogue and little predetermined structure because 

students receive ongoing guidance from instructors. But where there is a high structure and 

low dialogue, the responsibility of learning is on the students. Moore believed that 

interaction should be both unidirectional and bi-directional in distance education. It should 

serve a variety of purposes including encouraging interaction between student and content; 

student and student; and student and lecturer. “Deep and meaningful formal learning is 

supported as long as one of the three forms of interaction (student-teacher; student-student; 

student-content) is at a high level”42.  

Anderson and Garrison43 took Moore’s types of interaction a step further by including the 

teacher-teacher, teacher-content and content-content interaction. They argued that teaching 

and learning is not only about students, it also includes other forms interaction that takes 

place in distance education. This model presents a shift from focusing on the student to 
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looking at the entire distance education system44. While Moore looked at interaction from a 

students’ point of view, Anderson focused on the educational phenomenon of interaction 

from the multiple-perspectives. In developing this framework, Anderson was seeking to 

clarify the costs between independent-oriented and interactive-oriented learning strategies 

and activities. “He stressed the importance of cost and sustainability as well as pedagogical 

value in choosing appropriate mixes of interaction”45. From Anderson model, it is clear that 

there are many types of actors (both human and inanimate) and a variety of interactions 

Most of the interaction that takes place in the distance education environment is often 

mediated by technologies. In introducing the fourth type of interaction, learner-interface 

interaction, Hillman, Willis, and Gunawardena46 argue that student should have the skills 

and the necessary competencies that will give confidence in operating the mechanisms of 

the delivery system before they can successfully interact with content, the lecturer and 

other students. “What is known lies in the interaction between individuals and artefacts, 

such as computers and other technological devices”47p30. The successful implementation 

of learner-interface interaction, according to Hillman et al.48requires the student “to 

operate from a paradigm that includes understanding not only the procedures of working 

with the interface, but also the reasons why these procedures obtain results”p34. It is 

therefore important that students understand why they are using cell phones in an 

educational environment in order to interact successfully with content, lecturers and 

peers. 

The use of technology is an essential component of supporting two-way communication 

in the education transaction49. The mediating role of information and communication 

technologies such as cell phones places the student at the centre of learning. Garrison’s 

concept of learner control is based on the students’ “ability to influence and direct a 

course of events”50p27 within a distance education environment. He believes that a two-

way communication can only be sustained if students are also in control of the 

educational transaction. In this context, according Garrison51, a student assumes 

responsibility for constructing meaning is an interactive environment. Mobile learning, by 

nature tends to ascribe to the student-centred approach which aims to develop in each 

student a sense of responsibility for his or her own learning by focusing on individual 

student’s experiences, perspectives, background, interests, capabilities and needs. 

Garrison’s52 concepts of dialogue, structure and control are central to his two-way 

communication framework.  

These selected theorists were concerned with explaining the functioning of the concept of 

interaction in enhancing and supporting learning in distance education. This shows that the 

potential to use cell phones in facilitating interaction is enormous and can be used in a 

variety of ways. Cell phones can be used as a tool to provide both synchronous and 

asynchronous support to learning. Cell phone social networks such as MXit can be used to 

facilitate the process of real-time communications between individuals and groups53;54. 

These devices can also be used by the teacher to stimulate discussion amongst students by 

sending a question via SMS. The idea is to find an accessible and available technological tool 

that can be used to support South African distance education students. 



 
Bridging the Distance: The Pedagogy of Mobile Learning in Supporting Distance Learners 69 

Theoretical 

framework 
Main characteristics Pedagogical focus 

Guided didactic 

conversation55. 

Conversation character of the 

written pre-produced course 

package 

Real and simulated conversation 

Study material should be written in a 

personal style; easily accessible; offer 

explicit advice, suggestions and invite 

exchange of views.  

Mediated conversation facilitates the 

development of learning relationships 

between the lecturer and the student 

Transactional 

distance 56;57;58. 

Dialogue – two-way 

communication; interaction 

Structure - teaching strategies and 

evaluation methods 

Learner autonomy  

 

 

 

Learner-interface interaction 

Learner – lecturer :The lecturer provides 

an organised curriculum to ensure that 

the student masters the content  

Learner – learner: Students form peer 

support groups  

Learner-content : Student reads a book, 

views or listens to DVDs and CDs and 

interacts with inanimate learning 

resources.  

Learner-interface: interaction between 

the student and the technologies used to 

deliver the instruction 

Two-way 

communication 59.

Dialogue,  

Learner Control 

Two-way communication  

The course is designed and developed 

using networks of diverse mobile 

applications to support two-way 

communication. Students are 

empowered to control process of 

learning 

Equivalency 

Theorem 60. 

Interaction from the multiple-

perspectives including teacher-

teacher, teacher-content and 

content-content interaction. 

Costs of interaction 

Focus is on the entire distance education 

system that includes interaction within 

the content and among teachers, course 

developers, instructional designers, 

administrators etc.  

Table 1. Pedagogical focus of theories of interaction 

4. Implication for practice 

All these theories that have been mentioned in this study were trying to provide direction 

and new approaches that can be used to bridge the distance associated with the 

correspondence nature of distance education. Distance education has always been 

challenged by the problem lack of communication in the education transaction. Therefore, 

the distance education theory “must reflect purposeful and spontaneous nature of an 

educational experience”61p2. Many theories which looked at the challenge of interaction in 

distance education agreed that students need to be supported both cognitively and 

affectively through mediated technologies and face to face intervention. An effective student 
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support services in distance education should address student needs as they first enquire 

about the courses to studying (independently or assisted) and finally to graduating. During 

this process student support resources should be geared towards supporting students’:  

 Cognitively – by developing study materials through mediation. 

 Affectively – by providing an environment which supports students, that creates 

commitment and that enhances self-esteem. 

 Systematically – by establishing administrative and information management systems 

that are effective, transparent and student friendly62p289.  

In distance education, students are physically, emotionally and socially separated from the 

institution. To help us address this challenge, the analysis in this study will use Moore’s 

concepts of student-content interaction; student-lecturer interaction; and student-student 

interaction as a guiding framework to suggest how cell phones can be used to support 

students cognitively, affectively and systematically. The aim is to find the best pedagogical 

principles, that is, strategies, techniques and styles used to assist distance education 

students to learn63. Anderson and Dron64 describe the usage of technologies and pedagogy 

as the two being intertwined in a dance: “the technology sets the beat and creates the music, 

while the pedagogy defines the moves”. This means, according to Anderson65, technology 

can influence the type of pedagogy that fit into a specific model that a technology can 

support. The availability of technologies to support different models of learning strongly 

influences what kinds of models can be developed. The nature of mobile technology is such 

that it has the ability to support situated learning which a critical component of social 

interaction is66. Effective mobile learning provides a platform where students can access 

relevant information while studying collaboratively. The technology – the cell phones 

affordances encourages the development of pedagogies that support collaborative learning.  

5. Student-content interaction 

Studying through printed media will remain one of the main medium of instruction in most 

developing countries such as South Africa. The pre-produced self-contained study materials 

are developed with an explicit understanding that they facilitate access to learning. 

Holmberg67 argues that the study material that is developed with good didactic 

conversation in it should be written in a personal style; easily accessible; offer explicit advice 

and suggestions and invite exchange of views. Traditionally, students go through pre-

packaged and submit assignments and the lecturer provides feedback though tutorial letters 

and marked assignments. In recent times, different technologies have been used to enhance 

student-content interaction through automated testing, simulations and computer assisted 

instruction. These methods of independent study are meant to maximise student-content 

interaction.  

In distance education, Holmberg68 believed that course material should be developed in 

such a way that the conversation is internalised and the “student will be more motivated 

and more successful than if the course studies has an impersonal textbook character” The 

idea is to facilitate access to conversation which is meant to support motivation. To ensure 
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that students do not feel left out, study materials and assignments should be designed in 

such a way that students are encouraged to analyse, summarise and draw conclusions on 

the content of the study material69. He believes that self-check exercises as well as frequent 

submission of assignments and extensive feedback increase motivation. 

5.1. Supporting student cognitively 

Cell phones can also be used to enhance student-content interaction through weekly self-

assessment quizzes. Through these quizzes students can test themselves on basic factual 

information. This will also encourage students to pace themselves as they go through their 

study material. Cell phone downloadable audio files can also be utilised to add a voice and 

provide a narrative to the content. The combination of printed study material, cell phone 

based self-assessment quizzes and audio can guide a student through the maze of learning 

while assisting them to pace themselves.  

5.2. Supporting students affectively 

Since cell phones offer support that is immediate, convenient and personal, most students 

tend to look forward to receiving messages from their lecturers and the university. In a 

study conducted by Nonyongo[70] and collegues, UNISA students remarked that receiving 

SMS feedback on the content of the material made them feel that someone cares and they 

belong to the institution. Traxler and Dearden[71] used SMSs to deliver content such as hints, 

tips, revision etc. as well as to remind Kenyan teacher education students about their 

assignments and assessments.  

5.3. Supporting students systematically 

The issue of the geographic distance was reported as problematic by most of UNISA’s 

distance education students, especially those who live in rural remote parts of South Africa. 

Most of them felt that they are physically cut-off from the university’s resources. They have 

problems contacting administrative staff, obtaining study materials and borrowing library 

books. To address this problem, the University of Pretoria in South Africa used cell phone 

asynchronous academic intervention systems such as Instant Voice Response (IVR) system 

through which “students can phone a Frequently Asked Question (FAQ) number and 

receive answers from a pre-programmes system” 72p225. Through these systems, students’ 

administrative questions were answered. The University of Pretoria also use a cell phone 

system that enables students to register73.  

6. Student – lecturer interaction 

The role of the lecturer in any education transaction is to encourage students through asking 

questions, correcting misperceptions, offering assistance, stimulating discussion and utilising 

technology to communicate. In distance education, the student-lecturer interaction is generally 

low. The lack of contact and limited feedback from their lecturers is of great concern for 
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distance education students. Most of them do not have the confidence to learn independently 

and a result they have trouble in self-evaluation. To encourage two-way communication, a 

variety of technologies such as telephones, computers, electronic mails have been integrated 

into the delivery of the study material to provide the missing interactivity74. It was reported 

that the direct student and lecturer conversation through telephones and computers have been 

used successfully in most developed countries. However, the lack of access to technologies 

such as computers and telephones was attributed as the reason why these technologies are not 

adopted for teaching and learning purposes in most developing countries including South 

Africa. By so doing, they ignore thousands of mobile technological devices that are in the 

pockets and schoolbags of thousands of students.  

Students need some kind of contact with their lecturers as they learn. The portable nature of 

mobile technologies enables students to learn anywhere, anytime and at any place thus 

enabling them to contact their lecturer anytime they feel the need for support75. Mobile 

technologies by nature ascribe to student centred approach which empowers students and 

enhances lecturer’s ability to clarify and challenge students ever changing base of 

knowledge. In this approach, the lecturer’s role shifts from the custodian of knowledge to 

the facilitator of information.  

6.1. Supporting students cognitively 

Cell phones can be used as a tool to facilitate dialogue through synchronous and 

asynchronous learning. The lecturer can send questions to students via different types of cell 

phone messaging systems, i.e. twitter, MXit, WhatsUp, SMS etc. Through the development 

of the concept of mobile audio Wikipedia, Ford and Leinonen76 used SMS and text-to-speech 

technologies to enable access to information using voice. Students who participated in this 

study were able to capture information; take photos; compile slide presentation; record and 

store information. These tools allowed students to interact with their lectures using multiple 

formats that cell phones have to offer. These formats can enable students to work on 

activities within the study material and briefly send a message to the lecturer reporting on 

how he or she went about doing the assignment.  

6.2. Supporting students affectively 

The use of cell phones in education offer offers a more interactive education encouraging 

critical thinking, communications skills, and flexibility for both students and teachers. 

Students need lecturers to help them complete courses on time and support them when 

stress becomes a problem77. This problem can be mitigated through motivational SMS 

messages. In distance education, there is strong correlation between care and learner 

motivation. To keep students motivated, lecturer should send students feedback almost 

immediately because students rely on lecturers comments on their assignments.  

Many students have doubts about their capabilities of knowing whether or not they are on 

the right track, feedback, especially the one they receive almost immediately motivates them 

and gives them strength to continue. Motivation is also affected by the comments made by 
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their lecturers. To address this challenge of feedback, comments can be sent to individual 

students through SMS texting. Students can also be encouraged to use different types of 

platforms to communicate with the lecturer. A lecturer can periodically post a topic for 

discussion and assist students as they go about with their learning. Distance education need 

to feel the presence of the lecturer. When the lecturer send information via personal and 

situated devices such as cell phones, students feel supported, they develop a positive 

relationship with their lecturers and the university and they find learning more pleasurable 

and this in turn supports their motivation.  

6.3. Supporting students systematically 

In distance education, lecturers are expected to provide an organised plan and curriculum 

and communicate with the students via tutorial letters, emails and telephonically 

throughout the process of learning. To ensure that students are engaged in this process, a 

lecturer can encourage students through assessment exercises which can be sent to the 

university and be automatically marked and the results could be sent back to students 

through cell phones. This immediate and personal feedback is possible through the use of 

cell phones. Lecturers, on the other hand, could go through the students’ responses and 

identify the problem areas that may need more clarification. The university can also develop 

a variety of cell phone applications to enhance feedback to students.  

7. Student-student interaction 

To most students, learning is a social process whereby a student feels the need to interact 

with fellow learners. This is significant in the learning process because the student need to 

be active in learning interaction in collaboration with other people. To address the problem 

of isolation, most UNISA students reported that they belonged to informal study groups 

even though this is neither encouraged nor discouraged by the university. It is in these 

study groups that students adopt a communal approach to learning by sharing 

responsibility for reading and explaining course material78. Through these groups “students 

can feel immediate identification with others in their group and so lose feelings of isolation 

and over anxiety” 79p84. In most African cultures, group interaction is a strong factor 

determining values and social interaction. It is in these study groups that students adopt a 

communal approach to learning by sharing responsibility for reading and explaining course 

material80. The notion of helping each other is based on the South African traditional concept 

of ‘ubuntu’ meaning “humanity to others” which espouses collectivity and harmony. 

Learning in support groups is embedded in cultural beliefs and practices. That’s why these 

students become extremely lonely when they are expected to learn independently.  

7.1. Supporting students cognitively 

To help the informal study groups to become self-sustaining, cell phone social networks 

such as MXit can be used. This instant messaging application was used successfully to 

facilitate the process of real-time text chat between students. Through this network students 
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were able to work together on projects and assisted each other81. The use of MXit is uniquely 

situated to support distance education students because they are already familiar with it. 

Lecturers can post a topic for discussion amongst students via SMS and students can get 

into MXit and work together on a problem or discussion.  

7.2. Supporting students affectively 

Through this network, students formed study groups where they were able get together, 

engage in joint activities and discussions, help each other share information about the 

course. Communities develop their practice through problem solving, requests for 

information, coordination and discussing developments, mapping knowledge and 

identifying gaps. People engage in the communities of practice to interact with each other 

and learn together 82. It is through collaborative activities that students adopt a communal 

approach to learning by sharing responsibility for reading and explaining course 

material83.Through peer support groups, students are more likely to be motivated to share 

their work with each other. When students are in control of their learning, they are able to 

link up with other students as illustrated above to form collaborative learning networks. 

Mobile learning facilitates this process through building communities of learners who are 

committed to work together to achieve a goal. By so doing, “students were able feel 

immediate identification with others in their group and so lose feelings of isolation and over 

anxiety”84p365.  

7.3. Supporting students systematically 

Universities may do well by facilitating the process of helping students form study groups 

through social networks that are developed by the university. They can also ask students to 

send in their profiles so that they can link them up with other students. The advantage of 

the social network, students do not have to be at the same location or in close proximity 

with each other.  

8. Conclusion 

Despite several studies that proved that mobile learning can be used to enhance learning, 

the use of these devices should not be seen as a panacea to support distance students. The 

success of using this technology should be based on its affordances, that is, its ability to 

enhance interaction in education. The multimedia functionality of cell phones and its 

simpler and user-friendly interface make cell phone easier to be used by people who may be 

uncomfortable with using other technologies such as computers. However, cell phones’ 

limited ability to carry large chunks of information due to screen size can make it impossible 

to support certain types of pedagogies. Despite this limitation, young people are already 

inventing ways to use their phones to learn. It is this enthusiasm from young people that we 

need to exploit for the benefit of supporting distance education students. Therefore, cell 

phones should not be used on their own as a delivery tool for study material, they should be 

used to support printed study material, online learning and other forms of teaching 
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resources. Besides being affordable and accessible, the use of cell phones can provide 

opportunities for support in distance education context. The incorporation of cell phones in 

education can afford new opportunities for teaching and supporting students in distance 

education especially in developing countries such as South Africa. The biggest challenge of 

distance education institutions is to come up with ways in which teachers can be 

empowered with the necessary skills in order to fully utilise the affordances of mobile 

technologies to engage and support students in the learning processes.  
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