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about smartphones. Using apps on smart-
phones would be very nice, but a very small 
proportion of the population has them. First, 
the hardware needs to trickle into the econ-
omy. The risk is that you end up replicating 
the already existing digital divides.”

O ne project in which Traxler took part 
involved working with the Kenyan 
government to encourage primary school 

teachers to communicate via SMS as part of 
a distance learning professional development 
scheme. Although the 200,000 participating 
teachers reported some benefits, with 
geographically dispersed learners able to offer 
each other peer-to-peer support, the exercise 
also highlighted some of the problems that 
arise when implementing mobile-based learn-
ing in sub-Saharan Africa.

“First, we were able to get cheap messages 
from [mobile network provider] Safaricom. 
Such providers might give you a deal like this 
for a fixed term, through their corporate soci-
ability arm, but after that they expect you to 
go away. It’s not a model for building sustain-
ability – quite the opposite, in fact.”

The project, he says, was never properly 
evaluated – partly because civil war broke out 
in Kenya while it was still in progress in 2008. 
“Also, culturally it didn’t align with the way 
Kenya viewed how education should work 

– with the teacher standing at the front,” he 
says. “We were setting a system up that would 
allow more discursive education, but the 
championing of it was not done well and it 
was difficult to get participation.”

Francisca Aladejana, professor of science 
education and provost at the College of  
Education in Ikere-Ekiti, Nigeria, agrees that 
progress towards “transforming” the conti-
nent’s educational system is slow. Her institu-
tion uses mobiles for relatively basic purposes. 
“We use mobile phones mostly for sending 
relatively small amounts of information to 

students,” she explains, “including guidance 
on when coursework is due, information about 
holiday periods, and on schedule changes.”

On the plus side, bulk text messages  
“come at a very cheap cost and have made  
the use of mobile phones very attractive for 
these purposes. It has helped considerably to 
increase communication between teachers, 
students and parents.” 

On field trips, many students now record 
pictures and videos, and later get them printed 
at cybercafes on the campus, Aladejana notes. 
Many students are unable to afford the texts 
required to complete their courses, but they 
“can access the internet to read up a lot of 
information related to their courses of study 
and even download books”.

While Aladejana says that universities them-
selves, as far as she can tell, are not making 
direct efforts to bring mobile technology into 
teaching and learning, she can see its potential. 
“Currently, fewer than a quarter of students 
that finish secondary school can find a place in 
the tertiary institutions,” she explains. “Most 
students then resort to part-time and distance 
learning. Mobile technology can provide those 
students in distance learning programmes and 
at online universities access to educational 
information from the comfort of their home.”

But she also lists the problems that would 
need to be overcome to achieve this: poor 

network coverage, the lack of affordable 
devices, relatively expensive service costs and 
the limited nature of the phones that are avail-
able – problems that are certainly not exclu-
sive to Nigeria. “For most people, the price  
of internet access is just prohibitive,” says  
the University of Cape Town’s Marsden. He 
recalls that on a recent trip to Zambia, “two 
gigabytes of bandwidth [roughly enough to 
download a short, high-definition movie]  
cost about £40”. In Zambia, average annual 
income is about £900 a year. “The internet 
may be there, but the average user using a 
mobile phone just cannot afford to download 
stuff,” he says.

A nother huge challenge is developing 
online educational resources that can 
cater for Africa’s diverse and multi-

lingual population. “There is nothing at all  
on the internet in many African languages, 
because no one in those communities has the 
ability to produce content,” says Marsden. 

Booming mobile web access may be an 
effective way to access online resources, but 
what about those who want to create their 
own? “We have research going on about  
ways to create authored content using mobile 
devices, and that’s tremendously exciting. 
The next part is getting lecturers in African 
communities to create,” he says.

Christine Ofulue, associate professor of 
linguistics at the National Open University of 
Nigeria, is doing exactly that, designing educa-
tional applications for mobile phones in local, 
indigenous Nigerian languages including 
Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa and Nigerian Pidgin. 
“The project is in its pilot stage, but the aim is 
to design mobile apps in local languages and 
in both speech and text format, so that both 
literate and non-literate people can have access 
to information that will improve their liveli-
hoods,” she explains. “Hopefully the content 
will also be useful as a resource for literacy 
development to improve literacy figures.

“Higher education in Africa has yet to  
jump on board the mobile technology train 
and, presently, only a few private organisa-
tions provide learning materials, such as  
exam quizzes, via mobile phones. However, 
I believe it is only a matter of time. The most 
important issue is how to do it right and  
maintain the quality of learning.”

Wolverhampton’s Traxler warns against 
“parachuting a solution in” and agrees that 
approaches and resources often need to be 
localised. “There is great potential to expand 
mobile learning, but whoever is doing it needs 
to work with the institutions, infrastructure, 
environments and cultures at a national and 
institutional level and find out how people 
learn and what their aspirations are.”

Despite the current mismatch between  
the rhetoric about proliferating mobile phone 
usage and unbridled potential for e-learning, 
and the reality, Marsden believes the continent 
will find its own solutions. 

“I’m hopeful that there will be some really 
great educational resources coming out of 
Africa as more people get mobile and are able 
to produce content. Different models of mobile 
learning – and perhaps more effective models 
– could emerge from the developing world.” l

cent in the UK), but in Somalia it is just 
1.2 per cent.

“If we start to see mobile technology as the 
silver bullet, then [mobile learning] is doomed 
to fail from the start,” Unesco’s Vosloo 
concedes. “It is not going to be the saviour  
of Africa’s education, but it can potentially 
make a significant contribution.”

Dolf Jordaan is head of e-learning at the 
University of Pretoria in South Africa, 
a country in which the percentage of 

adults using mobile phones soared from 17 per 
cent in 2000 to 76 per cent in 2010 (and is still 
growing). Here, mobile phones have become 
the key technology for students browsing the 
internet for job openings and information 
about bursaries and grants. Jordaan believes 
that they will soon do far more. “As mobile 
technology becomes more affordable and more 
capable, it will likely become the key technol-
ogy used for communication with students, 
content delivery and assessment.”

He suggests that mobile phones could help 
to tackle one of South Africa’s key challenges: 
high dropout rates. “One of the big problems 
that higher education in South Africa faces is 
the large number of students that get access  
to higher education but do not have the finan-
cial and logistical support needed to complete 
their studies successfully,” he explains.

According to figures from the Department 
of Higher Education and Training, the average 
undergraduate graduation rate in South Afri-
can universities is just 15 per cent, rising to 
20 per cent for those on master’s courses. 

“Mobile technology allows universities  
to deliver content, offer learning support  
and communicate with these students more 
effectively and at a lower cost,” Jordaan says, 
adding that improved contact with students 
could help to boost graduation rates. 

But while his assessment provides encour-
agement, a 2012 report by the World Bank 
and the African Development Bank points to 
an absence of comprehensive national strate-
gies to promote the use of technology for 
education, a lack of finance and prioritisation 
of investment in ICT, limited infrastructure  
of the type required to support its widespread 
use in education, and a lack of technological 
expertise among educators. 

For John Traxler, professor of mobile learn-
ing and director of the Learning Lab at the 
University of Wolverhampton, these problems 
– and many more besides – are all too familiar.

“When we talk about how the global South 
is currently using mobiles in education, we’re 
almost inevitably talking about the use of SMS 
[short messaging services] or simple technol-
ogy,” he says. “Sometimes some apps might  
be installed on phones, but we’re not talking 
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