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Abstract

In the evolving world of the internet and technology, the increased use of newer, better and faster technologies are being used in the learning process.  Educators are constantly looking at how they can improve the learning process for which technology is a contributing factor.  The importance of education validates the increased usage of new technologies in the learning environment. In this paper a survey was distributed to tertiary students at Cape Peninsula University of Technology.  Most of these students have access and been exposed to mobile technologies.  The theory behind mobile learning is firstly addressed and examines the possible use of Mobile Instant Messaging (MIM) as a learning tool.  The paper further describes a MIM tool Mxit, which allows a presence enabled messaging service to its users.  The perceptions of Information Systems students are assessed on how MIM could be used in the learning environment.  The results proved to be useful as it identified some of the possible uses suggested by students, but also the impact it could have on learner-educator-faculty communication.
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1.
Introduction

Mobile technologies are increasingly being used in the educational sector. Students entering tertiary institutions are very familiar with these technologies like the PC and the mobile phone. Due to these students being so technology advanced, lecturers are now faced with trying to use these technologies to assist and enhance learning process (Attewell, 2004; Poon Teng Fatt, 2003).  

Few of the characteristics of the technology generation are described by Oblinger (2003) as being digitally literate, mobile oriented, technology awareness, part of the on-line community and always connected.  These characteristics of students entering tertiary education could have an impact on the learning environment.  This paper will look at the possible use of mobile technology, specifically Mobile Instant Messaging, in the learning environment.

2.
Mobile learning (m-learning)

Mobile Learning is learning taking place at anytime, anywhere with the aid of a mobile computer device according to Paulsen (2003).  Dye et al. (2003) agreed that m-learning provides flexibility that extends the learning process to other areas.

Technologies are always changing and Attewell (2005) suggested five characteristics of technology that should be considered when implementing m-learning (Figure 1):

· Transport options - GPRS, 3G, Infra red, Bluetooth and PC downloads are used to transfer data between devices.

· Delivery options – WAP, E-mail, SMS, MMS, HTTP are mediums for data delivery.

· Platform options – Mobile operating systems such as Windows CE, Palm OS, J2ME, Pocket PC and Pogo.

· Media Options – Media formats could include video, audio files, voice calls, teleconferencing, video conferencing and TV broadcasts. 

Figure1: Technology Characteristics (Attewell, 2005)
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The cost of technology plays a role as Bates and Poole (2003) pointed out as the institution needs to ensure these technologies can be provisioned for and is well within its budget. M-learning is simply an enhancement of e-learning, where the learning is not restricted to a specific location or to a specific time according to Nyriri (2002), therefore strengthening the communication process.

M-learning not only looks at developing materials on mobile technologies, making it more accessible to the disadvantaged, but also looks at learners with poor literacy and innumeracy (Attewell, 2004; Attewell & Savill-Smith, 2004). M-Learning does not only benefit students who are remote learners, but also others who are physically challenged, mental difficulties or social problems (Savill-Smith & Kent, 2003; Rodriguez et al, 2001).

3.
Communication in higher education

Post graduate students are more challenged as there is a higher demand for individual independence, with regards to output of work therefore having greater communication needs (Karim & Heckman, 2003; Wilson, 1995).

The foundation for most Higher Education institutions are the learners, educators and the course content with communication being the glue which holds these, and many more factors together (Wilson, 1995). This is depicted in the figure below.

Figure 2: The higher education foundation (adapted from Wilson, 1995)
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Yanosky and Zastrocky (2002) suggested that the communication medium is fast becoming a critical role and is slowly taking over the educator’s duties. The communication variants which could be used in Higher Education institutions extend from traditional classroom sessions to electronic web-based sessions (Karim & Heckman, 2003; Wilson, 1995) and mobile technologies.

Karim and Heckman (2003) stated that web and remote based learning is growing rapidly in Higher Education institutions, becoming an important educational tool. According to Roos (2001) students find electronic learning beneficial for reasons such as quick feedback and support for learning. Extending from this, web-based systems are easy to use, easy accessible and provide asynchronous communication (Yanosky & Zastrocky, 2002; Cordani & Tucker, 1998).

Communication variants

There are many communication variants available to use in higher education institutions: 

· Face-to-face learning is an environment in which students physically attend lectures conducted by a lecturer and interact with the lecturer; other students and the course content (Aragon et al, 2002) in person. In this environment, students are more likely to develop certain skills such as knowledge skills, problem-solving skills, communication skills, critical thinking skills, leadership skills as well as improving their interaction with other individuals according to Filippelli and Waterston (2002).  Face-to-face learning has benefits such as instant feedback, language variety and personal focus.

· Electronic mail (Email) is used to send and receive data such as text, images, audio and video files. Moon and Sanders (2004) stated that e-mails tend to be more efficient and more economical than other media.  There are no boundaries when e-mailing as there is no physical contact between the lecturer and the students (Gillette, 2001). Gillette (2001) pointed out that e-mail has benefits such as strengthening written communication and computing skills. 

· Chat is an asynchronous communication process which allows two or more (multi) conversations to take place. Chat is more common amongst students, where the potential for encouraging reflective thinking increases as the learning process is perceived as occurring both in and out of the classroom (Rea, 2000).

· Short message service (SMS), also known as ‘text messaging’ technology allows for users to send short text messages between cellular phones, and other hand-held communication devices (Kelly, 2000). According to Moon and Sanders (2004) text messaging (SMS) is a common form of mobile communication for reasons such as speed and tracking someone at anytime, anyplace. An SMS can be sent from almost any location (depending on how strong the sender and the recipient’s signal are); it is convenient, quick to send and affordable (Moon and Sanders, 2004).

4.
Mobile Instant Messaging (MIM)

Mobile Instant Messaging (MIM) is an asynchronous communications tool that works on wireless, handheld and desktop devices via the Internet. Users need to create a contact list of people with whom they intend to chat with (Weller, 2002). It allows friends, students and colleagues to chat in real-time and is becoming a widely used communications tool.

With all the developments in technology the impact MIM has in the learning process and on the educational system must be established (Farmer, 2003). MIM is a service that is popular amongst the technology savvy generation who are currently entering or studying in tertiary institutions. These students are educated on all new technologies (PDAs, cellphones, email, internet, etc), and most students are equipped with these technologies; integrating this into the education system will only but enhance their learning experience according to Weller (2002). 

Farmer (2003) suggested the following possible uses of MIM within educational settings:

· Collaborative Work Groups

· Class Discussions

· Tutorials

· Mentoring/Buddies

· Recruiting and admissions

· Library consultants

The benefits of MIM in educational settings include (Desai & Graves, 2006:175-176; Farmer, 2003):

· encourages contact between students and faculty, 

· develops reciprocity and cooperation among students, 

· encourages active learning, 

· gives prompt feedback, 

· emphasises time on task, 

· communicates high expectations,

· respects diverse talents and ways of learning,

· cheaper than other usage of mobile phones,

· Only authorised users have access.

The drawbacks of MIM in educational settings include (Woodward, 2005:205; Farmer, 2003):

· misuse of technology while online,

· connect from anywhere, could be distracting to students,

· privacy concerns,

· lack administration,

· viewed as a time waster,

· User may lose access to personal contracts.

The primary benefits of MIM are its ease of use and immediate response, whereas privacy and time wasting could be seen as its biggest drawbacks.  With the importance of communication in both the use of the internet, mobile technology and within education blending it all together become a natural process.  

6.
MXit – A mobile instant messaging tool

MXit is a communication tool which allows users to send and receive text messages on their mobile device. It is a mobile instant messaging application running on Java software and can be used on most GPRS/3G enabled phone today. The text messages can be sent and received instantly over the Internet, exceeding the SMS. MXit also interfaces with other chat communities such as MSN Messenger, Google Talk, Jabber and many more. MXit can be downloaded and used at no cost. The user will only be billed by their Service Provider (SP) for the data they send. The payment method (contract or prepaid) and tariff plan will also influence how the user is billed. Currently, there are over 4 million registered MXit users (www.mxitlifestyle.co.za).

7.
The research method

The main objective of this research was to determine the perceptions of tertiary students’ using mobile instant messaging. A quantitative approach was conducted by distributing questionnaires to the Business and Information Technology departments at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT). The aim of this questionnaire was to determine the uses of communication between students, lecturers and course content off-campus. The questionnaire was distributed amongst the classes and was made available from the 30 April to the 4 May 2007. From the 200 questionnaires dispersed, 179 responses where achieved (89.5%). The questionnaire consisted of demographic questions and 5-point Likert-scale questions (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = maybe, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree).

8.
Findings and discussion of findings

All of the 179 respondents were mobile enabled. Of these respondents, 54.2% where male and 45.8% were female. The majority of these students were between the ages of 18 and 23 (95%).  Most of the respondents (96%) were full time students with 77% of them studying in their first year.  Forty-eight percent of the students were IT students and the rest business students.

There were a variety of mobile handsets being used amongst these students: Nokia (50%), Samsung (13%), Sony Ericsson (18%), Motorola (15%) and LG (4%). Vodacom and MTN were the most preferred mobile Service Providers with responses of (46%) and (48%) respectively, leaving Cell C with only 6%. Prepaid was also the preferred payment method with a total of 141 users. The frequency of mobile functions’ usage by students is displayed in table 1.

Table 1: Functions used on mobile phone ranked according to frequency

	Function
	Ranking
	Usage above average

	SMS
	1
	91%

	Voicemails 
	2
	78%

	MXit
	3
	66%

	Internet
	4
	65%

	Games
	5
	46%

	Email
	6
	34%


The communication tools’ above average usage to communicate with lecturers, fellow students and the faculty is displayed in table 2.

Table 2: Communication tools usage with lecturers, students and faculty

	Communication

Tools
	Communicate

With students
	Communicate

With faculty
	Communicate

With lecturers 
	Overall

Ranking

	MXit
	55% (4)
	0%  (5)
	1% (5)
	5

	SMS 
	85% (1)
	7%  (4)
	11% (4)
	4

	Voice calls
	71% (3)
	34% (3)
	31% (3)
	3

	Email
	79% (2)
	63% (1)
	74% (1)
	1

	Internet
	49% (5)
	50% (2)
	54% (2)
	2


The email facility is the most popular function that students use to communicate with the institution.  Text messaging (SMS) is the most commonly used communication tool amongst students. However, the same technology is not frequently used between students and lecturers or faculty. The usage of the Internet as a communication tool was very similar by students with peers, lecturers and faculty. MXit as a communication tool is being used frequently amongst students, but almost not being used with lecturers and the faculty.  

More than half of the respondents (53%) agreed and strongly agreed that it was easy to download the MXit tool. Only 14% of the respondents felt that MXit is not easy to use.  The MXit tool has therefore been described as being easy accessible supporting the research by Yanosky and Zastrocky (2002). 

MXit as a communication tool in the learning environment

Almost 60% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that MXit can be used in the learning environment. The following were suggestions of the possible use of MXit in the learning environment:

· Sixty percent of respondents felt that MXit is useful to exchange information between peers and lecturers.

· Almost half of the students felt that MXit could be used to manage tutorials.

· Majority (68%) of the students felt that MXit can be used to make announcements.

· Over half (56%) of the respondents felt that MXit can be used to manage Q&A sessions.

· Fifty-seven percent of the respondents felt that MXit can be used to communicate assessment results.

The survey also shows that most of the respondents are familiar with the MXit tool and have the software enabled on their phone. This will contribute to the students’ perceived usefulness and ease of use as an important factor in user acceptance of the MXit technology and supports the research of Farmer (2003). Although more than half of the respondents were keen to use the MXit technology in the learning environment, the technology is currently never or almost never being used by the faculty and lecturers.  

Due to the need for learning off-campus, how students communicate with the lecturers and other students is an important factor. The respondents strongly indicated in this survey that MXit can be used as a MIM tool to enhance the communication in their learning environment.

9.
Conclusion

Due to the familiarity and ease of use of MXit amongst the students, institutions could further investigate the possible use of this technology to enhance communication between students, lecturers, and faculty. The use of this technology at anytime and any place does provide an added advantage to students who need to actively engage in the learning process. The most popular suggested uses of the MIM tool by students were announcements, exchange of information and communication of assessment results. These suggestions could be a useful for a possible roll-out of a MIM technology in CPUT.

With the rise of MIM usage amongst students and the results in this paper supports the idea of tertiary institutions investigating the possible inclusion of this technology in the learning process.  Further research could possibly investigate:

· Perceptions of staff on how they view the use of MIM in the learning process. 

· Perceptions of students and staff from other tertiary institutions across faculties.

· What implications such a technology will have on the learning process.
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