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ABSTRACT

Mobile and participatory cultures have led to widespread change in the way we communicate;
emphasizingusergeneratedcontentanddigitalmultimedia.Inthisenvironment,informallearning
mayoccur throughdigitalandnetworkedactivities,with literacyno longer limited toalphabetic
and character-based texts. This article explores adult learners’ new literacies within the context
ofadigitalmobilestorytellingproject.Aqualitativeapproachisusedtoexploretheartifactsand
practicesofnineadultparticipantswhocomprisethestudy.Participantscreatedarangeoffiction,
non-fiction,poetryanddiary-stylecontentinavarietyofmodesandmedia.Outcomesfromcontent
analysis,interviewandsurveymethodsdepictmobiledigitalliteraciesascharacteristicallysituated,
experientialandmultimodal.Themobileandparticipatorynatureof thisprojectwascatalytic to
participants’imaginativere-interpretationoftheworldaroundthemassourcesformeaningmaking
and transformation. This paper contributes a case example of mobile learning with adults in a
communitysetting.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Mobilelearning–asweunderstandit–isnotaboutdeliveringcontenttomobiledevicesbut,instead
abouttheprocessesofcomingtoknowandbeingabletooperatesuccessfullyin,andacross,new
andever-changingcontextsandlearningspaces.And,itisaboutunderstandingandknowinghowto
utilizeoureverydaylife-worldsaslearningspaces(Pachler,Bachmair,Cook,&Kress,2010,p.6).

Social media, web 2.0 applications and mobile devices have come to characterise a digital
landscapethataffordspeoplewithnewwaystointeract,communicateandlearn.Thecommunication
cultureandtheartefactsthatcompriseitareoftenparticipatory,visual,andmultimodalinnature.
Mobiledevicesarejustonetoolthroughwhichpeoplenavigatethesenewsemioticsurrounds.The
technicalconvergencethattypifieslatergenerationsofmobiledeviceshasprivilegeddigitalmedia
(e.g.video)andmultimodalcontent(e.g.image,video,sound)overtraditionalwrittentext.People
nowhavethetoolswithwhichtoproduceandsharetheirownmultimediacultureandmeanings
(Dyson,Litchfield,&Raban,2010).User-generatedcontentplatformsformanenvironment that
supportswidespreadparticipatoryculture:non-expertsareabletocreateandsharenewcontentonline
(Jenkins,Purushotma,Weigel,Clinton,&Robison,2009;Merchant,2009).Mobiledevicesareone
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gatewaytoparticipatinginsuchaculture,withparticipationandauthoringbehavioursacquiredand
honedoutsideofeducationalinstitutionssuchasschools,universitiesoronlinecourses.

Educationalresearchhaslongrecognizedtheimportanceandlegitimacyoflearningthat‘occurs
withoutthepresenceofexternallyimposedcurriculacriteria[…]inanycontextoutsidethepre-
establishedcurriculaofeducative institutions’ (Livingstone,2001,p.1).Outside theboundaries
oftheeducationalinstitution,convergedmediaandtheirassociatedculturalpracticeshavehada
transformativeeffectonlearning(Pachleretal.,2010).Thoughparticipatorylearninginnovationssuch
ascrowdlearning,makercultureandcitizeninquiryareintheirascendency,thesehaveyettoleave
amarkedimpactoneducationoreducationalresearch(Sharplesetal.,2013).Intothiscontextthe
questionisnotwhetherlearningisoccurringinformallythroughnewsocialnetworks,technologies,
mediaandculturalpractice,buthowitisoccurring.Howdoadultswhoarenotenrolledwithinan
educationalprogram,whohavenosetcurriculaandareuntetheredfromtheestablishedsequence
oflearningoutcomes,assessmentandlearningactivities,utilizetheireverydaylife-worldsandtheir
technologiesofchoiceastoolsforlearninginthesespaces?Answeringthisquestionisdifficult.
Theunboundedandinformalnatureofmobile learningthat takesplacewithineverydaysettings
presentsnumerousmethodologicalchallenges(Sharples,2009;Traxler,2009).Mobilelearningthat
ischaracteristicallyinformal,personalizedandsituatedmayhavetoomanyvariablesandpresent
toomuchnoiseortoolittlesignal(Traxler,2009,p.160).Judgingwhenlearningstartsandendsis
alsodifficult(Sharples,2009).Methodologicalchallengesinherenttomobilitymayalsobefurther
compoundedininstancesofinformallearning,whichhasalwaysbeendifficulttoresearchsinceit
remainsoftenunacknowledgedbythelearner(Foley,2001;Hrimech,2005)whilehistoricallybeing
valuedlessthanitsformalcounterparts(Colley,Hodkinson,&Malcolm,2002;Marsick&Watkins,
1990).

Thispapercontributestounderstandingsofmobilelearningthataccountforadultlearnerswho
arenotenrolledwithinanyformaleducationalprogram.Buildingonunderstandingsofmobilelearning
asacontextualandecologicalphenomenon(Pachleretal.,2010)thispaperreportsanempiricalstudy
ofaparticipatorymobiledigitalstorytellingproject.Establishedasadigitalalternativetoatraditional
face-to-facecommunitywriters’group,themStoriesprojectprovidedtheboundedcasebywhich
toexploreunboundedphenomenaassociatedwithinformalmobilelearning.Thisprojectfocused
explicitlyonhowadultsusemobileandotherdigitaltechnologieswithinmobileandnon-mobile
settingstocreatedigitalmultimediawithinacreativeandexpressivecontext.Asanexploratorystudy,
qualitativemethodswereusedtomakesenseofmeaning-makingpracticesandartefactsassociated
with theproject. It contributes anunderstandingof learning that takesplace informally through
user-generatedcontentandservestoemphasisetheroleofmobilitywithinadults’newliteracies
development. In focusing on both the practice and the products associated with mobile digital
storytelling,theresearchdrawsattentiontotheinherentlymultimodal(e.g.imageandtext,sound
andvideo)natureofmobiledeviceuse,andhowthisusagerelatesecologicallytoothertechnologies.
Specifically, thisarticledescribeshowadultsengagedincreativemultimodalpracticewithinthe
ever-changingcontextofthemobilespaceandthelearningthatparticipantspresented.Fromthese
contributions,futureresearchmaybebetterplacedtoexplorehowsuchskillsareinitiallyacquired
orbestutilisedtofacilitatefuturelearningwithincommunitysettings.Thisworkaddstheoretical
discussiontoexistingdigitalstorytellingpractices(e.g.Lambert,2002)andoffersalternativeways
thatmobilitymayalterdigitalstorytellingandbeadoptedwithincommunitybasedlearning.

WebeginwithareviewoftheliteraturebeforedescribingthemStoriesprojectdesignandits
methodology.Asacase study, thedesignandmethodsarepresented in tandem.Following this,
keyfindingsarepresentedandadiscussionrelatestheempiricalworkbacktothewiderliterature.
Implicationsforpractitionersarethenhighlighted.Thepaperconcludesbysuggestingavenuesfor
furtherwork.
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LITeRATURe ReVIew

Thissectioncoversrelevantliteraturefromtwoconvergentdisciplinaryfields:newliteraciesresearch
andmobilelearning.Newliteraciesresearchinformsthestudy’sunderstandingofthesocio-technical,
communicativeandsemioticlandscapethatlearnersengagewith,whilemobilelearningresearch
focusesoninformalandcommunitybasedlearnerpopulations.Gapswithintheresearchliterature
arehighlightedandusedtoframetheempiricalworkatthecentreofthemainstudy.

New Literacies
Changestothetechnological,culturalandsociallandscapechallengetheconceptofliteracyand
whatitmeanstobeliterate.User-generatedcontent,participatorycultureandthetechnologiesthat
supportthishaveallowedpeopletoconsume,produceandsharearangeofmediaandmodes.Content
mayincludewrittentext,image,video,soundandmusic.Bothartefacts(whatpeoplemake)and
praxis(whatpeopledo)havechanged,withrecentresearchrecognisingthatbotharenecessaryto
understandthephenomenonofinterest.Traditionaldefinitionsofliteracythatprivilegethewritten
wordtotheexclusionofallelse,failtoaccountforthediversityofskills,toolsandartefactsthatshape
howpeoplenowinteractandconstructmeaning.Researchfromthedisciplineof‘newliteracies’has
beguntoredefineandexploreliteracyinanewway.Definitionsmayencompasstheabilitytouse
andinterpretmovingimage,music,soundandgesture(seeIedema,2001;Kress,2000;Kress,2003;
Kress&vanLeeuwen,2006).Asthetermliteracyexpands,newterminologyemergestoarticulate
and mark new literacy practices from traditional lexicographic counterparts. Discussions have
shiftedfromthesingular‘literacy’totheplural‘multiliteracies’(Cope&Kalantzis,2000).Terms
suchas‘visualliteracy’(Kress&vanLeeuwen,2006),‘multimodalliteracy’(Jewitt,2005),‘digital
visualliteracy’(Spalter&vanDam,2008),‘designliteracy’(Sheridan&Roswell,2010)and‘new
literacies’(Lankshear&Knobel,2006)attempttoaccountforboththemodeandskillassociated
withsuchbehaviours.

For educators and technologists, new literacies present us with more than just a change in
terminology.Theacquisitionandlearningoftheseskillsdiffersfromthatoftraditionalliteracy.Where
traditionalreadingandwritingwereacquiredwithintheeducationalinstitutionand/orhome,new
literaciesmaybeinformallylearnt,self-taughtandformedoutsidetheclassroom.Assuch,theconcept
ofnewliteraciesispartofawiderparadigmaticshiftinlearning.Educatorsmayfindthemselvesto
belessliterateinthesenewskillsthantheirstudents(Nordmark,Frolunde&Milrad,2010).Inthese
conditions,achievingacompletemasteryof thesenewcommunicationskillsmaybe impossible
foranyoneindividual–teacherorstudent,adultorchild(Ranieri&Bruni,2013).Suchpractices
disrupttraditionalmodelsoflearning.Likereadingandwriting,understandingdigitaltechnologies
andmultimodalliteracyareessentialforparticipatinginasocietythatutilizesboth(Mills,2010a).

Therelationshipbetweendigitaltechnologiesandtheacquisitionofmultimodalliteracieshas
beenrecognisedasasignificantareaforresearch.Despitethis,inquiryfocusingonadultlearners
andtheirinformallyacquiredpracticesislimited.Todate,empiricalstudieshavefocusedonthe
practicesofchildren,asopposedtoadults.Studiesofmultimodalliteracieshavebeenconductedin
earlychildhood(seeFlewitt,Messer,&Kucirkova,2014;Wolfe&Flewitt,2010),primary(Fails,
Druin,&Guha,2010)andsecondary(Mills,2010b)educationsettings.Inmanyways,thisisnot
surprising.Literacyhasalwayshadstrongtieswithearlychildhooddevelopment.Furthermore,asa
youngandconvergentdiscipline,newliteraciesinheritsitsresearchfocifromotherfields(Livingstone,
vanCouvering,&Thumim,2008),namelytraditionalliteracyscholars,whosedomainhastypically
focusedonschool-levellearners.Wherethediscoursecentresaroundtechnology’simpactonadult
literacythishasfrequentlypreoccupieditselfwithananalysisofthephenomenaofuseratherthan
howmasteryofthenewmediaisacquired,whetherthisbesocialanxietyabouttheuseofTxt spk
(seeCrystal,2008),tothemuchcontestedarchetypesofthe‘digitalnative’(Prensky,2001)and‘the
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NetGeneration’(Tapscott,1998),totheroleofphotographsonFacebookincommunication,identity
constructionandtheunderstandingofreality(Winston,2013).Howadultshavelearnttheliteracy
skillsneededtousethesenewmediaisgenerallynotinvestigated.

Mobility and Learning
Mobilelearning,asadiscipline,ishabituatedintothinkingaboutlearnerswhoaremobileandafforded
withself-directionwithinadhocenvironments(Wang&Shen,2011),sometimesoutsideofformal
educationalinstitutions(Livingstone,2001).Inthecaseofnewliteracies,mobilelearningallows
individualsto‘re-interprettheireverydaylifecontextsaspotentialresourcesforlearning’(Pachler,
2009,p.5).Foradultsininformalsettings,learningdiffersfromtheheavilystructuredandoutcomes
basedformatprevalentinformalcurricula.Thisisimportantifwearetorecognizeeducationas
beingmorethanjust“learningfacts,acquiringskillsandbecomingsocializedinroles”(Nohl,2009,
p.287).Despitethis,thefieldhasoftenfocusedonlearnersenrolledineducationalinstitutionssuch
asschools,collegesanduniversitiesthathaveaformalizedandsetcurricula,eveniflearningtakes
placewithinaninformalsetting.

Mobiledevicesareonetoolthatenablespeopletoengagewiththeireverydaysurrounds,not
onlyasconsumers,butalsoasproducersofdigitalartefacts.Thisissomethingthat,theauthorsargue,
remainsacriticalcomponentnecessarytounderstandnewliteracies.Thoughresearchintotherole
ofmobilitywithinnewliteraciesislimited,findingsfromexistingstudiesdemonstratethepowerof
user-generatedcontentapproachesforadultlearnersinthecommunity(Ranieri&Bruni,2013;Ranieri
&Pachler,2014).InRanieriandPachler’s(2014)studyofmobiledigitalstorytelling,mobiledevices
werea‘resourceforidentityformationandself-representation’.Thisreinforceswhatweknowabout
digitalstorytellingasameansofempoweringandgivingvoicetoitsparticipants(Lambert,2002;
Meadows,2003).Secondly, theresearchersalsofound thatmobilestorytellingenabledpowerful
transformativelearningexperiences(Ranieri&Pachler,2014).Transformationallearningtheory(see
Mezirow,1991)isanimportantconceptinadultandlifelonglearning,wheretransformativelearning
experiencescanhelpus“challengeandsubsequentlychangeouryetunchallengedpsychologicaland
culturalassumptionsthatconstituteour‘meaningperspectives’(Nohl,2009,p.287).

Adult Mobile Learners, Informal Practice and New Literacies
Thequestionformobilelearningishownewliteraciesareenactedwithinthemobilespace.Mobile
technologies support learning that is informal (e.g. Pachler, 2009; Pachler et al., 2010; Traxler,
2007), lifelong (O’Malleyet al.,2005;Sharples,2000)and flows ‘across locations, time, topics
andtechnologies’(Sharples,Arnedillo-Sánchez,&Milrad,2009,p.235).Itcansituatealearning
conversationwithintheindividualuser’swork(Coulby,Hennessey,Davies,&Fuller,2011)orwithin
theirpersonaltimeandspace(Sharples,Taylor,&Vavoula,2007).Tounderstandwhatformthis
learningconversationmighttake,weneedtounderstandnewliteraciesfromamobileperspective.This
meansnotonlypracticallygroundingtheresearch,forexampleinstudiesinvolvingmobiledevicesor
activities,butorientatingsuchstudiestheoreticallywithinexistingcontributionsofmobilelearning.
Fromsuchavantagepoint,studiesmaybetteraccountforhumanandcomputermobility,informal
practiceandhowliteracypracticeformspartofthewiderecologicalmobilecomplex(seePachleret
al.,2010).Likewise,whiledigitalstorytellinghasbeenusedsuccessfullywithinthecommunity(see
Lambert,2002;Meadows,2003),itremainsunder-theorized,lackingunderstandingsofeitherliteracy
ormobility.Thus,buildingonunderstandingsinnewliteraciesandmobilelearningmayallowusto
betterunderstandhowsuchskillsareacquiredandpracticedoutsideoftheeducationalinstitution.
Thisisimportantforadultlearnersinatimewhenthewaysweconstructandshareknowledgebecome
morevisual,participatoryandmultimodal.Usingacommunity-basedproject,thisresearchexplores
theroleofmobilityonnewliteracyacquisitionandpracticeoutsideofformaleducationalprograms.
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MeTHodoLoGy

Infocusingourattentiononinformaladultmobile learning, theusualboundaries thatscopeand
delineateanareaofresearchareunclear.Thefactthatittakesplaceadhocandunplannedposes
severalmethodologicalchallenges,asdoesaninformallearnerpopulationwhomaynotacknowledge
thatwhat theyaredoingcountsas learning(Foley,2001;Hrimech,2005).Likewise, there isno
establishedtimeperiodsuchasasemester,orobjectssuchaslearningoutcomesorassessmentsthrough
whichtomeasurethislearning.Researchintoinformalmobilelearningrequiresamethodologythat
providesscopeandboundariesthroughwhichtoaccesstheadultlivedexperience.Inthisstudy,the
researchersapproachedthisphenomenonofinterestthroughmStories,acreativedigitalwritingproject
thatsupportedadultsinthecommunityinlearningtocreatemobilestoriesusinganycombination
ofimage,video,textandsoundaffordedbytheirmobiledevice.Participantswereprovidedwitha
one-pagebriefanduploadedtheircontributiontoasharedpublicprojectwebsite.Likeotherkindsof
interventionistandeducationalresearch,theprojectisbothavehicleforthephenomenonofinterest
andaresearchmethodinandofitself.Inthissection,theauthorsdescribetheresearchandproject
designasameansofunderstandingadults’informalmobileliteracieswithinacommunitycontext.
Thissectionbeginswithamacroleveloverviewoftherationaleforacreativeandparticipatorycase
studyapproach,beforeoutliningthespecificresearchquestionandmethodsfordatacollectionand
analysis.

Creative Participation as a Means of Inquiry
Creativeapproacheshavelongbeenunderstoodasamethodoflegitimateinquiry(Sullivan,2005),
onethatcanoftenbecollaborativeandofferrevelatoryinsightsintoacommunitywhenpairedwitha
participatoryethos(e.g.Lykes,2001).Asnewtechnologiesarereappropriatedinnewways,insights
thatexplorethiscreativeusestandtooffervaluableinsights intobothmultimodalsemioticsand
practice(seevanLeeuwen,Djonov,&O’Halloran,2013).Creativeapproachesmayalsofacilitate
learning,sincecreativeexpressionhasbeenlinkedtotransformativelearning(Davis-Manigaulte,
Yorks&Kasl,2006).Byofferingparticipantsablankcanvasinwhichtodosomethingdifferent,
themStoriesprojectisameansforunderstandinghowpeoplelearnandapproachnewdigitaltasks.
Originallystructuredaroundtheconceptofawriters’group,mStoriesoffersaparallelcommunity
groupforinformallearning,sharing,andengaginginacreativeactivity.Whilepre-existinguser-
generatedplatforms(e.g.Facebook,YouTube,Instagram,Flickr)offerplacesforpeopletocreate
multimodalcontent, such forumsalreadyhave firmlyestablishedgenresandsocialnetworks. In
contrast,mStories,asanindependentcreativeproject,providedanovelspaceinwhichpeoplecould
engageinnew,andextended,meaningmakingandstorytellingpractices.WithinthemStoriesproject,
participantsweregivenanopeninvitationtocreateandshareadigital“story”usinganyfeatureor
functionoftheirmobiledevice.Mobilestoriescouldincludeanycombinationofimages,video,text
andsound.Thecommunitywebsiteactedasagalleryandhubforcontentsharing.

A MoBILe ANd dIGITAL ‘wRITeRS’ GRoUP AS CASe STUdy

Inthisstudy,themStorieswritersgroupandprojectareinterpretedtobethe‘functioningspecific’
(Stake, 1994, p. 236) necessary for case study research. Treating the project as a specific case
allowsustoinvestigatecircumstances,suchasinformalmobilelearning,whereboundariesbetween
phenomenonandcontextarenotclearlyevident(Yin,1994)whilecontinuingtorespecttheagency
ofadultlearnerswithinthecommunity.Thisapproachprovidestheboundariesthroughwhichto
investigatetheproblematicallyunboundedphenomenon.Furthermore,incenteringthestudyonthe
participantgroup,asopposedtoaspecificapp,platformortechnology,theprojecttookahuman-
centered approach that accommodated and responded to the diverse range of individual needs,
technologies,interestsandmotivationspresentwithinthegroup.Theparticipantsthusdeterminethe
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boundsofbothprojectandcase.Thisisimportantforinformalmobilelearningthatischaracteristically
personalized,situated,andpronetohavingtoomanyvariables,toomuchnoiseandtoolittlesignal
(Traxler,2009,p.160).Thoughacasestudyapproachlacksbreadthandgeneralizabilityofitsfindings,
itneverthelesscontributesvaluablein-depthfindings,andlike‘blackswans’canoffersignificant
insighttoafieldofinquiry(Flyvbjerg,2004).

data Collection and Analysis
Asanexploratoryandparticipant-directedstudy,theresearchersadoptedqualitativeandemergent
methods.Theresearchersexploredboth‘whatismade’and‘howitismade’,sincetheseperspectives
areimportantwithinliteracyresearch(Andrews&Smith,2011).Qualitativedataisusedtoaddress
thefollowingresearchquestion:

RQ:Howcanwebestdescribeadults’informallyacquiredmobileliteracypractices?

Forthepurposesofthisstudy,literacyreferstothemeaning-makingprocessassociatedwith
the‘reading’and‘writing’ofdigitalartefacts.Theresearchquestionwasinvestigatedthroughthree
iterativephasesofdatacollectionandanalysis.ThestagesaredepictedinTable1.

FINdINGS

The findings from the mStories project are presented sequentially by stage. Qualitative data is
summarizedusingexamplequotations.Ininstanceswhereitisbothclearerandmoreinformative
topresentfindingsnumerically(e.g.commonthemes)weusenumericdata,thoughasaqualitative
studythatisrootedwithinaninterpretivistresearchparadigmthisdatahasnostatisticalsignificance.

Stage 1: Preliminary Survey
Thepreliminarysurveywasdesignedtoexploreexistingmobileuseandmotivationsforparticipating
intheproject.

Participant Engagement
The project established itself by recruiting participants through writers’ groups and community
networks.Followingtraditionalparticipatoryandactionresearchapproaches,thegroupwasoriginally
establishedtoworkfacetoface.However,thedigitalnatureofaspectsoftheprojectledtoashiftto
onlineparticipation,outlinedinearlierwork(Frawley,2012).Thoughestablishedonawriters’group
modelitwaslargelynon-writers(two-thirds)whoexpressedinterestinjoining.ThefinalmStories

Table 1. Methodology and data collection

Stage Method Aims Data collected

1 Preliminary
survey Whoparticipatedandwhy?

•Participants’demographics
•Typeofphoneandexistingusage
•Occupationandhobbies
•Motivationsforparticipating

2 Contentand
artefactanalysis Whatwascreated?

•Modesandmediaused
•Genresandcontentcreated
•Semioticfeatures

3
Post-project
interviewand
survey

Howdidpeoplecreatethe
digitalmobilestoryanalysedin
Stage2?

•Modalchoice
•Technologychoice
•Perceptionsandattitudesofoutcomeandprocess
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participantgroupwascomposedofninepeople.ParticipantswerefromAustralia(n=5)andtheUK
(n=4),withanagerangespanningfrom21-25to46-55.Genderwascomprisedofmale(n=4)and
female(n=5).Thissmallsamplesizeallowedforresponsiveandlabourintensiveresearchmethods
includingthemultimodalanalysispresentedinthispaperandtheintersemioticanalysispresentedin
earlierworkbytheauthors(Frawley&Dyson,2014).

Existing Device Usage
Theresultsfromthissurveyfoundthat,whileallparticipantsusedtheirphoneforcallsandtext
messaging,therewasadifferenceintheextenttowhichpeopleengagedinmultimodalconsumption
andproductionbehaviours(Table2).Thiscanbeinterpretedasareflectionofthedifferencesin
deviceownershipatthetime,withnotallphoneseasilyaffordingmultimodalpractices.Thoughthere
wasarangeofinterests,noneoftheparticipantshadeverusedtheirdevicetocreateamobilestory
before,thusconfirmingtheprojectasanopportunityfortheparticipantstolearnsomethingnew.

Motivations
Althoughwriters’groupswereinitiallyapproached,membersfromwriters’groupsaccountedfor
onlyonethird(n=3)ofthefinalgroup.Whilstthereweretwoprofessionalwritersinthegroup,
otherparticipantshadarangeofoccupations(Table3).Participants’hobbiesweresimilarlydiverse
andincludedthingssuchasphotography,dramaandacting,sportsandoutdooractivities.Interest
intheprojectwasgaugedthroughtheopenquestion:“Whatinterestedyouinparticipatinginthe
mStoriesproject?”Participants’responseswerecodedthematically.Fromthiscodingthreedominant
themesemerged:

• To be creative (n= 5):e.g.“Achancetobecreativeandconductmyowne-show”
• Interesting or fun (n=4):e.g.“soundsfun,interestingandatinybitsilly”
• It is different or new (n=5):e.g.“Writingashortstorywithamobilephoneisn’tsomethingmany

peoplewouldconsiderandallthebetterawaytoinjectsomestimulusintothewritingworld”

Table 2. Thematic coding of participants’ existing mobile literacy practices

Literacy practice as categorized by the researcher Activities Instances 
(n= _/9)

Multimodalandmultimedia
dominantliteracy

Consumption Surfingthenet 7

Watchingonlinevideo 4

Downloadingmusicorvideo 1

GPSandmaps 7

Playinggames 3

Production Takingphotos 7

Makingvideos 3

Recordingsound 2

Both Socialnetworking 4

Textdominantliteracy Reading ReadingeBooks 2

Readingandwriting Text 9

Email 6
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Stage 2: Content Analysis
ThecompletedmStoriesandtheir inclusionwithinthemStorieswebsiteprovideddataaboutthe
media,genreandcontextthatwereemployedbyusers(Table3).

Modes and Media
Oftheninecreativestoriesgeneratedbyparticipants,allemployedthevisualmodethrougheither
stillormovingimage.Textandimagecombinationsaccountedforthemajorityofstoriesuploaded.
Oneexampleof this is“WhatamIwearing today?”–asequenceofdailyself-portraits thatare
accompaniedbytextofferingtheauthor’spersonalreflectionsandcomments(Figure1).Participants
demonstratedtheabilitytonotonlyusedifferentsemiotics(e.g.imageandtext)buttocombinethese
tocreateasinglecomprehensivesemanticunitinwhichdifferentsemiotics“spoke”toeachother.
AnexampleofthiscanbeseeninFigure1,wherethepronoun“this”(inthewrittentext)canonly
beunderstoodinrelationtothevisualimagetowhichitrefers.

Table 3. Participants’ digital mobile stories – genre, media and context

ID Participant/Author Genre Media Contexts and locations

Occupation and 
location

Gender Age 
(Years)

1 Firefighter
Sydney
(Australia)

M 21–25 Documentary Video Journeyfromfirestationtofire.

2 Writer
Cambridge(UK)

M 26–30 Poem
“iambic
textameter”

Text
Photo

Poemandphotoinspiredbyview
ofachurchyard.

3 Fundraiser
London(UK)

F 26–30 Themed
photos

Photo MorningsinLondontakenfrom
flatandcommutetowork.

4 ManagementConsultant
London(UK)

M 26–30 Photodiary Photo CommutetoworkinLondon.

5 AccountantSydney
(Australia)

M 31–35 Mixedgenre
(Composite
Diary)

Photo
Video
Music

IdealisedSaturdaycompiled
ofmanySaturdaysatmarkets,
beaches,artgalleries,gardens,
andafireworksdisplay.

6 InteractionDesigner
Sydney
(Australia)

F 31–35 Diary Text
Photo

Dailyportraitanddiaryentry
abouttheclothesapersonwears.

7 Medical
doctor
Cambridge(UK)

F 31–35 Photodiary Photo Momentsfroma“specialday”in
Londontakenatmarkets,onthe
tube,intheshops,atthetheatre
andathome.

8 Writerandmother
Sydney
(Australia)

F 36-45 Shortstory
fiction

Text
Photo

‘Spookystory’setinmany
differentlocations:playground,
thestreet,apre-schoolclassroom
etc.

9 Researcher
Sydney
(Australia)

F 46-55 Poems Text
Photo

Poemssettophotoportraitsof
flowers.
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Genre
Severalgenreswererepresented,includingashortspeculativefictionstory,poetry,documentaryand
diaryforms.PhotoorvideodiarieswerethemostcommongenreonthemStorieswebsite.However,
whileparticipantsadoptedacceptedgenres,thesewereappropriatedinwaysthateitherbentorby-
passedexistingconventions.Forexample,onepoem(pairedwithaphotoofthespecificlocation
thatprovided inspiration to the text)waswrittenusingSMSandcomprisedfour linesof iambic
pentameter.However,theauthorchosetorefertothisastheiambictextameter,inrecognitionofthe
mobiletechnologyusedtocreateit(Figure2).

Similarly,thevisiblepresenceofthemobilephonecoveringthefaceoftheauthorinthestory
‘WhatamIwearingtoday?’(Figure1)divergesfromboththetraditionalconventionsofportraiture,
andthecontemporaryconventionofa‘selfie’,whichisaphototakenofoneselfusingaphoneheld
atarm’slengthsothatthedevicedoesnotshowintheimage.

Thoughthediarygenrewaspopular,theseweresometimespartfictioninnature.Onestory,
entitled‘MySaturday’wasacompositemixofphotoandvideofrommanySaturdaysthatformeda
singlenarrativestructuredfrommorningtoevening(Figure3).

Asapasticheofphotos,videos,soundrecordingsandmusic,thestoryof‘MySaturday’resists
clearcategorization.Similarly,thequestionofwhatcountsaspoetryischallengedbythetwopoetic
contributions,bothofwhichusetextandimage.Giventhatthepoem’smeaningisboundtoboth
modes,suchcontentpresentsachallengetodefinitionsofpoetrythatfocussolelyonthetext,however
concretethatmightbe.

Context
WhatiseasilyobservablefromTable3istheextenttowhichthestoriesportraythecontextinwhich
theyaresituated.ThoughStory9wasaseriesofmobilepoemswritteninSMSthatreflectedonthe

Figure 1. What am I wearing today? (excerpt)
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participant’sprofessionallytakenphotographsofnativeAustralianflowers,theeightotherstoriesall
directlyprovideadialoguebetweentheindividualandthemobilecontextinwhichtheyaresituated.
Thisdialoguecanresultindifferentoutcomes.InStory8photosoflocalplacesinSydneyarerewritten
bytextintoaspooky,speculativefiction.Anintersemioticanalysisofthisrevealedthesophisticated
waysthatmodeandmediawereusedtoredesignthecontextforthestory(Frawley&Dyson,2014).
Ontheotherhand,inStory6‘WhatamIwearingtoday?’(Figure1),wheretheparticipant’schoiceof
clothesismadeinthemorningbeforeshegoestowork,eachphotoreflectsthetimeofthatperson’s
experienceandtheirplaceofdecisioninfrontofthemirror.Inanotherexample,thefirefighter’s
story,theimmediatecontextofhiswork,thefilmingofthefireasitwasbeingfought,resultedin
thecurtailmentofthestorywhenthedemandsofthejobprecludedanycontinuanceoffilming.The
mobiledevicesthusallowedeachparticipanttoexploretheirexperiencewithinthecontexttheyhad
chosenfortheproject.Incapturingtheircontextualizedexperiencesthetechnologyandtheproject
addressedoneofthemainaspectsofadultlearning,thatis,theacknowledgementthat‘adultsdefine
themselveslargelybytheirexperience[and]haveadeepinvestmentinitsvalue’(Knowles,1980,p.50).

Figure 2. Iambic Textameter – A view from my window
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Narrative Viewpoints
Inconsideringthewaysthatparticipantsconstructmeaningfortheviewerorreaderoftheirstories,
twocommonthemeswereidentified.Withinvisualsemioticanalysistheinterpersonalmetafunction
suggeststhesocialrelationshipenactedbetweentheviewerandtheimage(Kress&vanLeeuwen,
2006).Within themobile stories, especially those thatwerephotodiaries, imagesconstructeda
relationshipwherebytheviewerbecametheparticipantandsharedintheirviewoftheworld.This
ismostnoticeableinStories1,3,4and7.Toillustratethis,anexcerptfromtheStory4,MyLondon
Commute(Figure4)positionstheviewerasthecommuterwithinthestory.Thiscanbeinterpreted
asthevisualequivalentofliterarydevicesthatalignthereaderwithasinglecharacterbynarrating
thestoryfromthatperspective,forinstance,inthefirstpersonorthroughadiaryformat.Though
Story4’sindividualimagesareoftenblurredandoutoffocus,theperspectiveandsequenceofthese
imagescreatesanarrativethatmakessenseofthisactionandgivesitastory.

Thoughlessvisible,asecondaryapproachwasalsoused.Thiswasmostnotableinstylisedor
symbolicstoriessuchasStories3and7,wherea‘stilllife’ofclothes,foodorwinewasusedinlieu
ofrepresentingaprocessoranaction.Forexample,excerptsfromStory7,‘Aspecialday’(Figure
5),depictbreakfastandgettingreadyforthedaythroughastylisedsettingofobjectsthatindicatea
periodwithinawiderevent.Theseobjectsagainpositiontheviewerintheplaceoftheparticipant.
Themobiledevicesthusallowedparticipantstoconstruct,shareandexternaliseeachindividual’sown
reflectionsandunderstandings.Inconversationallearningtheory,aminimumrequirementforlearning

Figure 3. My Saturday (excerpt)
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isthatforapersonmustbeabletoconversetothemselvesaboutwhattheyknow;moreeffectivestill
isforsuchexternalisedrepresentationstobesharedwithothersaspartofalearningconversation
(Sharples,2002).Whatthenarrativeviewpointsdemonstrateisthedifferentwayslearnersconstruct
thisconversationinordertointerrogate,articulateandexternalisetheirownexperiencesandidentities.

Stage 3: Post-mStory Survey and Interview
Thepost-mStoryinterviewandsurveyexploredhowparticipantscreatedtheirstoryandmadedecisions
aboutthemodeandprocessassociatedwithgeneratingthatcontent.

Modal Choice and Agency
Participants’choiceofmodeormediawasprincipallymotivatedbytheperceivedneedsofeitherthe
individualauthor/creatororthestoryitself.Thedominantthemesthatemergedfromthedatawere:

• Practical Needs:“Iwantedtoillustratethepaceofmyjourneytoworkandneededsomething
thatwasquicktouseandeasilyaccessible.ThecameraworksononeclicksoIcouldgetan
imagequicklywithoutdrawingtoomuchattentiontomyself.”

• Expressive Needs:“Ithoughtabouttakingaseriesofphotosandaddingtextbutdecidedthat
thetaskcouldbeaccomplishedmoresimplyifIallowedthepicturesandsoundtospeakfor
themselves”

• Interest Needs:“Ilovephotography.Ithoughtitwasagoodwaytoregistermydaylikeadiary”

Figure 4. Sharing perspectives on action and process

Figure 5. Still life and symbolism in mStories photography
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ParticipantswereaskedwhethertheysupplementedtheirmStorywithanycontentnotcreatedon
theirmobilephone.Twoparticipantschosetouseacameratotakephotosbecauseoftheperceived
limitationsoftheirdevice:oneperson’sphonedidnothaveacamera,whilstonechosetousetheir
cameratogeta“higherqualityofphoto”thantheirphoneallowed.Bothsaidthatthephoto“addeda
greatdeal”totheSMSpoemsthattheyhadwritten.Inadditiontothis,twoparticipantswhocreated
mobilevideocontentresortedtotheirlaptopstoformattheirfinalsubmissions.Bothparticipants
foundittobetootime-consuminganddifficulttodoontheirmobiledevice.

Participant Process
Indescribingtheprocess,participantswereheavilyinfluencedbyin-situactionsandreflectionson
themobilecontextofuse.

• “Iwasinspiredbytheviewoutofmywindow…”
• “Iwantedtogivetheimpressionthattheyweredoingthecommutewithme”

However,whilstthemobilespaceprovidedcreativeimpetus,theshapingofthisintoameaningful
storyisaresultoftheindividual’sowndialogueandactionwiththatmobilecontextofuse.Thiswas
noticeableinStory9.InthismStorytheparticipanthadwrittenacollectionofpoemsusingSMS
butinspiredbyphotographyofflowersshehadtakenusingaDigitalSLRcameraonaphotography
courseintheBlueMountainsNationalPark.However,theverylastimageandpoeminthesequence
isofanEchidna(Figure6),whichwascapturedinthebackgardenusingthedeviceshehadonher
atthetime–hermobilephone.

Thisdialoguewas inseparable from the individual and their personalmotivations, interests,
likesandreflections.Decisionsonwhattocreateastoryaboutweredrivenbywhattheindividual
perceivedtobeinteresting:e.g.“Iwantedtocreatesomethingfunandexciting”.Likewise,learning
byreflectingonthatenvironmentalsobecameanimportantpartofthisdialogicinteraction.InStory
1,afirefighterwhousedhisphonetocreateavideostoryabouthisworkdescribes:“Sincemaking
mymStoryIhavecaughtmyselftakingphotosofthings.Ifeelthisisbecausecapturingthesethings
makesmeawareofthem”.Thus,theparticipant’sbehaviourchangedbecauseoftheirexperience
inthisproject,demonstratingthepowerformobilelearningtobeusedincommunityprojectsto
facilitatetransformation.

Learning in Mobile Spaces
Outsideofaneducationalenvironmentandinaninformalsetting,itisoftendifficultforpeopleto
recogniseorarticulatewhattheyaredoingintermsoflearning.Askingdirectquestionsonlearning,
especiallywithinacreativeproject,ispotentiallyproblematic.However,fromindirectquestionssuch
as‘whatdidyougainfromthisexperience?’and‘whatdidyoulikeordislike?’qualitiesandpotential
prerequisitesforlearningdidemerge,mostchieflywith:

• Self-efficacy and identity: “IgainedalotandIfoundthatIgainedtheknowledgethatIcan
thinkonmyfeetmorethanIthinkIcan…Andyeahthat’sthethingIlearnt[…]thinkingon
yourfeetyou’vegotnothingbackingyouup.You’vegotnopermissiontowrite.AndIwasable
toembracethatchallengeandIwashappywhenIproducedsomethingthatIkindofliked.”

• Adaption and overcoming technical constraints:“OnacomputerathomeIwouldhavearesearch
document,drafts[…]youcan’tdothatonaphone,soIhadtoproducesomethingcompletely
different.”

• Reflection and metacognition:“ThetypeofthingthatbecamemymStoryisfairlycommon,one
thatInormallyexperienceandforget.EventhoughIstillhaven’tlookedatmymStorysinceI
createdit,Istillveryclearlyrememberwhathappened,whereasIdon’trememberhalfofthe
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othersimilarinstances.Thisissomethingthathasalsooccurredwithotherphotossince.Ithink
capturingeventshasmademeawarethatthingsIfindmundane,may,iflookedatclosely,actually
beworthremembering.”

Awareness,thatis,reflection,wasenhancedbytheaffordanceofthemobiledevicesforcapturing
eventsandcontextingraphicform,eitherasphotosorvideos.Thisallowedparticipantstoviewthe
experienceagain,forexample,whentheycompletedthestorythrougheditingoruploadingtothe
website.Educationaltheoryshowsthatreflectionisessentialforlong-termlearning,asametacognitive
skillthroughwhichlearnersclarifytheirunderstandingsandareabletotransferthenewconcepts
andskillstolatersituations(Dewey,1933).

Figure 6. Story 9 (Excerpt)
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Allparticipantsreportedneverhavingcreatedadigitalormobilestorypriortojoiningtheproject,
yetallparticipantsdidcreatesomethingentirelynew.Indeed,seekingto‘becreative’and‘todo
somethingnewordifferent’weretheprimaryparticipantmotivationsrecordedinthepreliminary
survey.Ifthisistheoutcomesetbytheparticipants,thenlearning,albeitinformal,didtakeplace.
Noveltyandcreativitywereimportantinthislearningprocess;inshort,wemaynotonly‘learnby
doing’butmay‘learnbydoingsomethingelse’.

dISCUSSIoN

Mobiledevicesaffordvisualandmultimodalcommunication.Byembracingthis,themStoriesproject
wasabletowidenparticipationfromthatfoundatusualwriters’groupstoaffordreflectiveandnovel
practicesandopportunitiesforadultlearningandtransformativeexperiences.Thesepracticeswere
characteristically situated,experiential and reflectiveandallowedparticipants toengagedirectly
withthemobilecontextofuseinawaythatwasnovelandcreative.Whencombined,thefindings
fromthethreestagesofdatacollectionallowustoformanelementaryunderstandingofhowthe
widermobilecomplexaffectsnewliteracypracticesandlearning.Asadultlearnersinaparticipatory
context,theindividualsdemonstrablyextendedtheirexistingliteracypractices,bothintermsofthe
artefactstheymadeandpracticestheyengagedin.Noneoftheparticipantshadevercreatedadigital
ormobilestorybefore.However,withintheparametersoftheprojectallparticipantssucceededin
creatingamobiledigitalstory.ThecollectiveoutcomeofthemStoriesprojectwasanexpressive
andcreativecontributionthatdifferedmarkedlyfromexistinggenresofsocialmedia.Theproject
outputswerecharacteristicallymultimodaland imagebased, reflecting thewidersocio-technical
shiftfromaword-centrictoavisual-centricculture(Spencer,2011).EachmStoryalsoshoweda
highdegreeofsophisticationinthewayimages,textsandsoundweredesignedtocommunicatewith
animaginedreader.Participants’storiessimultaneouslyappropriateandchallengeexistinggenre
conventions,demonstratingnoveltyinproductandpractice.Specificexamplesthatdemonstrated
learnedextensionofnewliteracieswerepoeticformatssuchastheiambic textameterandemergent
practicessuchasthatofthefirefighter’sreflectiononactionthroughphotographyandvideo.Such
shiftsingenresupportresearchthatsuggestsdigitaltechnologiesmaybechangingthestructureof
storiesandnarratives(Alexander&Levine,2008;Loveless,2007).Fromalearningperspective,this
projectdemonstratesthecapacityformobilestorytellingtoprovidetheconditionsfortransformative
learningexperiences(seeMezirow,1991)fromacreativeproject.

Participants’successinthisprojectcannotbeunderstoodwithoutreferencetotheirmotivations
andthewaytheparticipatoryethosoftheprojectitselfsupportedindividuals’self-directionintheir
learning.Asindicatedinthepreliminarysurvey,participantswantedtojointheproject‘becreative’
and‘dosomethingnew’.Theoriesofadultlearninghavelongrecognisedtheimportanceoflearners’
settingtheirowngoals(Knowles,1980).Thus,byallowingindividualstoshareinthe‘responsibility
forplanningandoperatingalearningexperience,andthereforehaveafeelingofcommitmenttoward
it’(Knowles,1980,p.57),themStoriesprojectrecognisedthevalueofadultlearners’ownexperiences
andthevalueofthiswithintheirlearning.Asasocialnarrative,eachmStoryallowedlearnersto
constructknowledgeintheirownmodes,mediaandterms.Eachstorycanbeinterpretedasbeing
partofthecollectivemStoriesconversation.Inthisproject,suchlearningconversations(seeSharples,
2002)werefocusedontheindividualidentityofthestorytellerandthepersonalorthematicstory
thattheywishedtoshare.

Withintheproject,mobiledevicesplayedanimportantrolewithinawiderICTecology.Mobile
devicessupportedadultlearnersindrawingontheplacesandspacesthatcomprisedtheirdailylives
(seePachleretal.,2010),withcreativetriggersin situoftenbeingreflecteduponanddevelopedin
othercontextsusingothertools.Thoughdevicefeatures,suchasthecamera,mayhaveafforded,
constrained and facilitated different multimodal practice, participants were not technologically
determined.Instead,individualscontinuedtoexertpersonalchoiceandagencyastheyshapedtheir
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digitalstory.Participantsturnedtootherdevicesavailabletothemtorealizedesignintentions.This
highlightsthewayinwhichmobiledevicesareentangledwithintheindividual’swiderICTecology
(Brady&Dyson,2010).Thougheachindividual’spersonalICTecologymaybeshapedbypersonal
preferencesandsocio-economicfactors,thisworkreinforcestheneedformobilelearningscholars
andpractitionerstocontinuetolookbeyondthedevice.Assuch,conceptsofubiquitouscomputing
thatrecognisethewiderstructureofphysical,socialandinformaticssystemsthatareentangledwithin
individuals’dailylives(Shepard,2013)anddefinitionsofmobilelearningthatfocusonthemobile
complex(seePachleretal.,2010),arebetterplacedtohelpunderstandanddesignmobilelearning
foradultlearnersinthecommunity.

Throughoutthisstudyseveralthemeshaveemergetoaddresstheresearchquestion:“Howcan
webestdescribeadults’informallyacquiredmobileliteracypractices?”.Inshort,thismobileliteracy
andlearningisbestdescribedas:multimodal,participantdesigned,situated,experiential,reflective,
motivatedandparticipatory.

IMPLICATIoNS FoR PRACTICe

Byopeningupstorytellingtomultimodalmethodsandapproaches,themStories“writinggroup”
wasabletoaccommodateadiversegroupofpeople(writersandnon-writers)inlearninghowtodo
somethingentirelynew.Thisresearchandcaseexamplecanbeputintoapplicationinseveralways.
Firstly,areasindigitalstorytelling(seeLambert,2002)thatadoptdesktoptechnologiesandtypically
linearnarrativepatternscouldembracemobiletechnologiestoallowforstorytellingthatmayoccur
in other formats and shapes. This may support increased creative agency, identity construction
andreflection.Thisapproachandtheresearchassociatedwithitcanbeappliedandextendedin
communitysettingstosupporttheexperientialandparticipatoryneedsofadultlearners(seeKnowles,
1980).Secondly,whiletheauthorsrecognisethatwecannoteverguaranteetransformativelearning,
approachessuchasthisone,andthatoutlinedbyRanieriandBruni(2013),cancreatetheconditions
wherebyitispossibleforparticipantstoexperienceorencountertheperspectiveshiftthatispartof
transformativelearningtheory.Lastly,whilethisworkfocuseslargelyoncommunitysettings,the
authorsarguethatdigitalmobilestorytellinghasthepotentialtobetransposedtoformalsettings
wherecreativeprojectsmayalloweducatorstosupportstudentsinexploringareasrelatingtoidentity
andmeaningmaking.Thisapproachmayprovideanalternativetomoreoutcomes-basedapproaches
tocurriculumdesign.

CoNCLUSIoNS ANd FUTURe woRK

Likeadultlearnersmoregenerally(Knowles1980,p.50),participantscametothisprojectnotas
blankslates,butaspeoplewithmotivations,individualinterests,attitudesandideasderivedfrom
theirpreviouslifeexperiences,andusedtheirlifecontextasaplaceinwhichtobecreative.The
pictureofmobileliteracydepictedhereisplace-based,andecological.Throughthisstudywecan
retainthevoiceoftheadultlearnerassomeonewhoisactiveandcontinuallyengagedinliteracy
learninganddevelopment,asopposedtothemoretraditionallybinaryliterate/illiteratedistinctions.
Fromunderstandinghowadultsextendnewliteracies,wearebetterplacedtotargetkeyquestionsthat
relatetoinitialacquisitionofnewliteraciesbyadultlearners,andhowandtowhatextentinformal
learningoccurs.
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