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INTRODUCTION

New technologies give us a glimpse of emerging new 
settings and possibilities for the future society, suggesting 
new affordances, which however have to be adequately 
adapted and geared towards goals that are ethically si-
gnifi cant.
At the end of the ’90s, by virtue of the possibilities offe-
red by the Net, the future of technology became directly 
linked to the idea of “knowledge society”, an idea that 
has been a great driving force for enormous quantities of 
human resources and economies during the whole fi rst ten 
years of the new millennium.
Today (2010), while we are still making a fi rst evaluation of 
the actual feasibility of such an ideal and acknowledging 
the resistance and diffi culties that have slowed down the 
expected pace, technologies are prompting new con-
notations and tendencies though still within the scope of 
this more general inspiring and still upheld ideal. For some 
years, particularly since the advent of Web 2.0, and since 
the almost contemporaneous publication of the famous 
work by Jenkins, Confronting the Challenges of Participa-
tory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century (2006), 
we have been speaking widely of “participatory culture”.
At the basis of this new scenario there are mainly two phe-
nomena that are overwhelmingly characterizing techno-
logy evolution. There is an explosive development of social 
relationships (creation of friendship communities through 
social networks) and an equally rapid evolution of ubiqui-
tous technology (mobile). Everybody can see how social 
networks (Facebook, Twitter, MySpace etc.) at this point 
represent a common aspect of everyday life, and how 
rapidly new mobile devices (game consoles, e-book rea-
ders, tablet PCs, smartphones, etc.) are being produced.
In a “participatory society” a particularly original element 
that did not characterize previous scenarios (not even 
“knowledge society”) emerges. In this new context, the 
participatory, cognitive, ethical and emotional dimensions 
represent more strongly integrated components. Knowled-



8

ge, even informal knowledge, is acquired during participa-
tory activities and at the same time identity, private space 
and cultural context are redefi ned.
The new affordance (but also the new challenge) that 
technologies present to educational institutions can be 
summed up in this question: can the new participatory te-
chnologies also become inclusion technologies favouring 
cultural contamination and sense of belonging? 
As new generations from any cultural background are 
equally attracted and they all easily get possession of the-
se new technologies, can’t these same technologies pro-
vide a sort of “no man’s land” for new forms of intercultural 
dialogue (and therefore also of e-inclusion) which can be 
extended from youths to the family and the respective cul-
tures?
The ENSEMBLE project has attempted to answer this que-
stion by experimenting such technologies in particularly 
diffi cult contexts to accomplish intercultural integration. 
The results were encouraging and have helped to initia-
te a refl ection that has gradually involved pupils, families, 
schools and local authorities. The initiative, as all those in-
volved in the project agree, deserves to be taken up again 
and improved. 
Apart from the specifi c methodological outcomes, it seems 
important to point out that signifi cant results could be prefi -
gured in terms of cohesion and inclusion. In the light of the 
experience here presented, the development of a syste-
mic and integrated context of use of technologies (e-lear-
ning, e-government, e-health), directly involving users at 
various levels and coordinated by local authorities, could 
help to face the complex problem of intercultural integra-
tion, which is characterizing our society today.

Prof. Antonio Calvani
Scientifi c Director of the Ensemble project
University of Florence
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THE STATE OF MOBILE LEARNING

Current approaches to mobile learning

Mobile learning, or m-learning, is the new term that is gain-
ing ground in the educational technology vocabulary. 
Over the last years a number of pilot projects have tried 
to fi nd out how mobile devices could be integrated into 
learning settings, which testifi es the growing interest in the 
fi eld. However, given the relative novelty of the phenom-
enon and the scarce theoretical refl ection that has gone 
into the proliferation of mobile learning in these years it 
is diffi cult to outline an exhaustive picture of the current 
trends. We are still looking for, so to speak, a mobile learn-
ing theory capable of identifying the unique features of 
this new way of learning and of distinguishing it from others 
forms of learning supported by technology.
Generally speaking, if we take up and integrate a classifi -
cation proposed by Winters (2007), we can distinguish fi ve 
main approaches to mobile learning.

M-learning as a matter of technology
This is still the dominant view that interprets m-learning as 
learning based on the use of mobile technologies such as 
PDAs, mobile phones, iPods, mobile PlayStations etc. Here 
the focus is on technologies and the adjective ‘mobile’ 
refers to the portability of the learning device. This has a 
number of consequences in the way in which learning ac-
tivities with technology are conceived and implemented. 
In fact, the device is seen here as a vehicle of contents 
accessible at anytime and anywhere, and thus learning 
simply seems to mean accessing these contents. This vi-
sion involves a view of learning as transmission of knowl-
edge. What is important is not so much the context within 
which the learning activity takes place, an aspect which is 
undoubtedly important in the case of m-learning, but the 
content that becomes always accessible from anywhere, 
thanks to a portable tool. 
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M-learning as an evolution of e-learning 
In this approach, m-learning is considered as an extension 
of e-learning, that is, as a form of e-learning based on the 
use of mobile technologies and wireless transmission. For 
example, Stone (2004) defi nes m-learning as a “special 
type of e-learning, bound by a number of special proper-
ties and the capability of devices, bandwidth and other 
characteristics of the network technologies being used”. 
Milrad (2003) defi nes m-learning as “e-learning using mo-
bile devices and wireless transmission”. Quinn (2005) de-
fi nes m-learning as the intersection of mobile computing 
(the application of small, portable, and wireless comput-
ing and communication devices) and e-learning. In oth-
er words, here, mobile technologies are used to support 
approaches and solutions already used in e-learning, or 
to integrate mobile functions in traditional learning envi-
ronments or to access e-learning platforms (e.g. MOMO 
- Mobile Moodle Experience, an add-on Moodle extension 
installed on mobile phones to access courses). In this sense 
we speak of Mobile Learning Management System (mLMS) 
(Keegan 2005).  

M-learning as complementary to formal learning 
In the literature on m-learning, formal education is often 
identifi ed with traditional learning, i.e. with a type of learn-
ing which happens in a specifi c space and time and in 
an institution which also provides a fi nal certifi cation. On 
the contrary, informal learning would be a form of learn-
ing which happens anywhere at any time. As m-learning 
can take place anywhere at any time, it is considered as 
a kind of informal learning (Cavus and Ibrahim, 2009). Al-
though it might be true that mobile devices can give rise 
to informal learning experiences more than other tools, this 
is not enough to differentiate m-learning from other forms 
of distance education, which, by defi nition, are based on 
the possibility of placing a learning relationship in a setting 
free from space-time constraints. In fact, we also speak of 
informal e-learning to indicate forms of learning that are 
supported by technology in informal contexts or of 2.0 e-
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learning and informal learning in social networks. Therefore, 
even if there are strong and obvious relationships between 
m-learning and informal learning, this characteristic is not 
enough to characterize m-learning.

M-learning for mobile learners
Another line of research has gradually shifted its focus from 
the mobility of the devices to the student’s mobility (Shar-
ples, 2005), leading to more elaborate refl ection on the 
concept of mobile learning and to the following defi nition: 
“Any sort of learning that happens when the learner is not 
at a fi xed, predetermined location, or learning that hap-
pens when the learner takes advantage of learning op-
portunities offered by mobile technologies” (O’Malley et 
al., 2003). The emphasis, here, is not so much on the pos-
sibility of consulting resources, but on the fact that this can 
be done within a life “context” potentially interwoven with 
the learning subject itself, and by using the potentialities of 
interpersonal communication. This approach is based on 
theories such as the Activity Theory by Engeström (2001) 
and the Conversational Framework by Laurillard (2002). 

M-learning for mobile cultures and societies
This perspective is very close to the one described above, 
but it differs because of the ecological footprint that char-
acterizes it. We are referring to the ecological socio-cul-
tural approach developed by the London Mobile Learning 
Group1. The following aspects characterize this ecological 
approach (Pachler, Bachmair, Cook, 2010). 
• Agency: young people increasingly display new habits 
of learning where their everyday life becomes a potential 
resource for learning with expertise which is individually ap-
propriated in relation to personal defi nitions of relevance;
• Cultural practices: mobile devices are used more and 
more as social tools to communicate with others; learning 

1) The London Mobile Learning Group website is at this address:
 http://www.londonmobilelearning.net



12

is a cultural process of meaning-making and media use in 
everyday life have achieved cultural signifi cance;
• Structure: young people are growing up in a society 
where individuals are at risk with new social stratifi cations 
and the proliferation of highly complex technological in-
frastructure.

In order to conclude this quick review on current tenden-
cies in the fi eld of mobile learning, we shall mention some 
ongoing projects and initiatives. There are now several pi-
lot experiments. Let us try to group them in the following 
categories:

M-learning and K-12 education
A series of pilot experiences have been carried out in com-
pulsory education contexts to enrich traditional classroom-
based learning environments and to create stronger ties 
between formal and informal learning contexts. In some 
cases, projects play on the use of mobile devices to sup-
port collaborative learning and to explore places and en-
vironments outside the classroom (see, for example, the 
MoULe project, Mobile and Ubiquitous Learning2). In others, 
mobile technology is used to motivate students and to cre-
ate a link between the school and the students’ everyday 
life, by integrating mobile phones with other technologies 
in the classroom such as the interactive whiteboard (see 
MyMobile3).  

M-learning and higher education
A number of experiments are also in progress at university 
level. Most of the initiatives are based on integrating e-
learning and m-learning in various ways, as, for example: 
• Using SMS text messages to inform students (e.g. admin-
istrative information about closing dates for registration 
or exam dates), for organization purposes (closing dates 

2) http://www.moule.pa.itd.cnr.it/
3) http://www.medienundbildung.com/index.php?id=464
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for presentation of projects, papers etc.) or as a didactic-
formative support, encouragement or reminder (see the 
initiative at the Open University of Malaysia or the initiative 
at the University of Bath: BathSMS4); 
• Distribution of material, usually audio or audiovisual con-
tents, through mobile devices: these could be lectures re-
corded as podcasts and listened to on MP3 players or spe-
cifi c audio lectures (see for example the Federica Project 
at the University of Naples5, or the IMPALA- Informal Mobile 
Podcasting and Learning Adaptation project, University of 
Leicester, 2008).

M-learning in the workplace
M-learning experiences and research in the professional 
fi eld are not many. As Günther et al. (2009) observes: “The 
potential of information and communication technolo-
gies to support lifelong learning processes independently 
of time and place still remains an under-explored area”. 
Usually, in the vocational training context mobile learning 
is considered mostly as a performance support system: 
technologies are used to increase the productivity and ef-
fi ciency of mobile employees through the distribution of 
just-in-time information and support and in relation to in-
stant priorities. 

M-learning and informal contexts
Other experiences can be found in completely informal 
contexts. We are referring, for example, to local or govern-
ment authorities aiming at enhancing citizens’ cultural life 
by facilitating active participation in the organized initia-
tives. An example is The Bletchley Park project6. This is an 
information service for visitors to Bletchley Park, a museum 
about the history of modern communication. When visitors 
want information about an object that interests them, they 

4) http://www.bath.ac.uk/education
5) http://www.federica.unina.it
6) http://www.bletchleypark.org.uk/text
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can send an text message with the key words found on 
the object’s label. Thanks to this service they can receive 
a series of relevant information organized in the form of 
a personalized website for visitors which can be explored 
when they get back home. 
More commonly such services aim at offering users person-
alized information based on the need of the moment and 
the geographical position of the individual. 

M-Learning and Developing Countries
Several initiatives have been promoted in rural areas or in 
developing countries, where internet connections are less 
available than mobile phones. In these contexts access to 
a traditional e-learning platform can be more diffi cult than 
using a mobile device. The main projects launched in this 
fi eld are:
• use of mobile phones to support literacy programmes: 
here the mobile phone is used as a tool through which 
simple material can be sent and tests with feedback can 
be proposed, or else to involve students in collaborative 
writing experiences (see, for example, the M4LIT project, 
funded by the Shuttleworth Foundation in South Africa7);
• use of mobile devices, particularly mobile phones, to fa-
vour and support community development in remote lo-
cations with lack of infrastructures for physical mobility.

Pedagogical affordances of mobile learning

In literature we fi nd some dissatisfaction about the present 
theoretical refl ection on mobile learning. On one hand, 
it is pointed out that despite the wide range of projects, 
the concept of mobile learning is still not very clear. Taxler 
(2007) adds that it is not even easy to formulate a theory 
because “mobile learning is inherently a ‘noisy’ phenom-
enon where context is everything”. On the other hand, if 
we look at the strictly pedagogical-didactic dimension, 

7) http://m4lit.wordpress.com/
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we have to understand what specifi c innovative contribu-
tion m-learning can give compared to previous learning 
technologies.    
Klopfer, Squire, Holland and Jenkins (2002) maintain that 
mobile devices “produce unique educational affordanc-
es”, which are: portability; social interaction; context sen-
sitivity; possibility of obtaining data related to position, en-
vironment, time, including both simulated and real data; 
connectivity both for information and networking; individ-
uality and personalization. 
Laurillard (2007), however, stresses that the innovative 
character of m-learning should be sought not so much in 
aspects such as spatial-temporal fl exibility or the construc-
tivist nature of the learning experiences, but rather in the 
fact that mobile technologies make digitally-facilitated 
site-specifi c learning possible. Laurillard’s thesis is based on 
Price’s and Winter’s refl ections. Price (2007) maintains that 
the crucial difference between mobile technologies and 
other digital technologies lies in their capacity to give dig-
ital representations of the physical objects present where 
the student is: the reality of the physical objects is thus aug-
mented through their digital projection (augmented real-
ity). Winters (2007) has, on the other hand, suggested dis-
tinguishing between three types of mobility in m-learning 
related to students, technological objects and information, 
and considering the fact that objects can differ on the ba-
sis of their location in three different types of spaces:
• regional space, that is, three dimensional physical space;
• network space, that is, participants’ and technologies’ 
social space;
• fl uid space, that is, students, essays and learning objects.
Within this perspective, the object has to adapt to the con-
text in which it is placed, that is, it has to be variable in the 
regional and network spaces, and fi xed in the fl uid space. 
According to Laurillard, both proposals allow us to recog-
nize the specifi c pedagogical characteristic of m-learning, 
which, we can say, are the opportunities it offers to get to 
know the world while experiencing it contextually. 
Another aspect which Laurillard (2007) points out as prom-
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ising lies in the fact that m-learning has a positive impact on 
motivation for different reasons than those related to other 
technologies. In particular, m-learning gives a greater de-
gree of control on learning, it is based on the possession of 
the device, it enables forms of learning within the context 
and facilitates continuity between contexts. 

Critical issues in mobile learning

Literature generally gives a positive picture of the use of 
mobile tools in education. Nonetheless, we are still at the 
beginning and we can say that mobile learning is in its fi rst 
generation. This explains why a lot of scholars anticipate 
great potential in the use of mobile tools, but there are still 
few successful experiences (Cavus and Ibrahim, 2009). In 
particular, there are various restrictions which could have 
an impact on decisions during the planning phase.  
For example, mobile devices like mobile phones have 
small screens. This affects the amount of content that can 
be viewed as well as the time spent viewing (e.g. view-
ing an object on a very small screen can be tiring, thus 
reducing willingness to watch for a long time). The content 
must, therefore, be short and direct. These characteristics, 
in turn, may condition choices related to the type of con-
tent that can be dealt with, which, typically, is information, 
facts, essential concepts, concrete examples, rather than 
theories, explanations and so on.
Another problematic element regards hardware and soft-
ware usability and compatibility. Mobile device interfaces 
are quite simple but every company has its own interfaces. 
Moreover, tools change all the time and new models are 
always substituting old ones.
At the same time people use different instruments and 
compatibility and interoperability problems can crop up 
between devices of different companies. 
There are also restrictions related to hardware as, for ex-
ample, the need to continuously recharge devices, which 
sometimes renders communication unreliable and unsta-
ble. Interactions are very often interrupted and fragmen-
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tary, they can take place in noisy places or in places that 
are inadequate for activities that require concentration. 
Another critical aspects that can have an impact on the 
methodology choices are the costs. Sending messages 
involves costs, which, if paid by the participants, particu-
larly the ones in a disadvantaged position, can became 
an obstacle to intense interactions. There are also ethical 
problems related to privacy and management of personal 
data like mobile phone numbers.

Mobile learning and e-inclusion

The Age of Access
We live in what Jeremy Rifkin (2006) defi nes the Age of 
Access. In our society of connections, the word “access” 
is a key to enter into the everyday life and not to be ex-
cluded, to be protagonists in a world where “access” is 
getting more important than property. Changes are clear 
in many sectors. In a market economy a good is sold and 
bought, in the “cyber-space” economy goods are no 
longer sold as much, but instead services and experiences 
are rented. This change brings consequences, especially 
on knowledge that becomes more precious than goods: 
intelligence and ideas are the fi rst to be “rented”, inserted 
in marketing, in profi tability of the new market. 
In this scenario, distinction is not anymore between who 
possesses and who does not, but between who has con-
nection and who has not, between who is in and who is 
out. “Being in” means taking part in a world that travels at 
a speed much higher, in which business, cultural, research 
and training activities are directly involved and receive an 
acceleration; to “be out” means instead of being exclud-
ed from the myriad of relations and connections that are 
gradually connecting the society, in which from econom-
ics to entertainment, becomes increasingly globalised.
It is in this background that enters the problem of digital 
divide. This is an ethical and social injustice of a form simi-
lar to the unequal distribution of wealth and prosperity. As 
soon as the goods as information, knowledge, and learn-
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ing travel to the fl ow of electronic networks and provide 
wealth and therefore power, digital exclusion produces 
forms of social discrimination which undermine the ability 
of individuals and communities to actively participate in 
the cultural, social, political and economic life of modern 
societies.

Digital divide
The Oxford English Dictionary Online8 registered the fi rst oc-
currence of the term ‘digital divide’ in an article published 
in 1995 in the ‘Columbus Dispatch’ (Ohio), giving the fol-
lowing defi nition: “the gulf between those who have ready 
access to current digital technology (esp. computers and 
the Internet) and those who do not; (also) the perceived 
social or educational inequality resulting from this”. 
From the mid ‘90s till today, the expression has increasingly 
become of common use, gaining ground in the interna-
tional debate both on the institutional and academic lev-
els. 
Generally, we can distinguish between three main mean-
ings of the concept of digital divide:
• digital divide as technological devise: this is the ap-
proach that characterized the initial studies on the prob-
lem; the accent was placed on technological equipment, 
and digital divide was conceived as a form of exclusion 
of those who did not have access to the Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs);
• digital divide as both technological and social devise: 
this is a wider perspective enriching the meaning of the 
term. Here the focus is not only on having or not having of 
the ICTs, but on the effective ability to use them. From this 
point of view, the digital gap appears as a consequence 
of pre-existing inequalities and refers to a separation be-
tween those who use ICTs and those who do not. In other 
words, two levels of divide can be distinguished, the fi rst 
one refers to inequalities in access, the second to inequali-

8) http://dictionary.oed.com
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ties in use. Such a distinction was fi rst introduced by Kling 
(1998), who spoke of inequalities in accessing ICTs (techni-
cal access) and inequalities in terms of technical skills nec-
essary to benefi t from ICTs (social access).
• digital divide as disparity in access to contents: a third 
approach focuses on contents (knowledge, information, 
expertise) and the services to which the ICTs give access, 
independently from the technologies. Digital divide is 
therefore defi ned as the gap between those who have 
access to contents and services offered by the Internet 
and those who do not.

The defi nition proposed by the OECD and to which the 
most part of studies refer, includes the various elements 
highlighted up to now: “the gap between individuals, 
households, businesses and geographic areas at differ-
ent socio-economic levels with regard to both to their op-
portunities to access ICTs and to their use of the Internet 
for a wide variety of activities. The digital divide refl ects 
various differences among and within countries. The abil-
ity of individuals and businesses to take advantage of the 
Internet varies signifi cantly across the OECD area as well as 
between OECD and non-member countries” (2001).
In synthesis, according to this last defi nition the concept 
of digital divide is applied on a universal level, goes back 
to various geographic dimensions (international and intra-
national) and includes two distinct problems, that of ac-
cess and use of the ICTs, and is ultimately conditioned by 
access to the resource infrastructures.

Digital inclusion
In the last decade the issue of digital divide has received 
particular attention from international bodies like the UN, 
UNESCO, OECD etc. These organizations acknowledge 
that the effort to bridge the gap between “information 
haves” and “information have nots” is one of the main 
challenges of society today. 
In particular, over the last years the European Commission 
have stressed the role of ICTs in promoting citizenship and 
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increasing individuals’ participation in the “information so-
ciety”. Throughout several documents and communica-
tions, the Commission highlighted that providing equal ac-
cess to ICTs, by bridging the accessibility, broadband and 
competences gaps, was a fundamental condition for eve-
ryone to take part in contemporary societies, especially for 
groups at risk of exclusion. The underlying idea is that if ICTs 
are used within projects that take into account the ethical 
and social implications of technologies, they can increase 
participation and integration opportunities for disadvan-
taged citizens.
This theme, which in European institutional lexicon is re-
ferred to as e-inclusion (electronic inclusion), was the sub-
ject of the 2006 Riga Ministerial Declaration on “ICTs for an 
inclusive information society”9 and of the “i2010” initiative 
– Participation in the Information Society” (European Com-
mission, 2007). Generally speaking, these declarations so-
licit to support everybody’s participation in the information 
society, even in situations of social or personal disadvan-
tage. Digital inclusion is considered as a necessary condi-
tion for guaranteeing equity and social justice, because, 
today, the impossibility to access digital information re-
sources constitutes a strong discriminatory factor.
The various initiatives promoted on an international level 
regarding the digital divide (Warschauer, 2003), also fall 
within the e-inclusion perspective. They derive from the 
idea that improving technical and social access to ICTs is a 
necessary condition for guaranteeing a cognitive citizen-
ship essential today to live in a knowledge society. Such 
aspects have been also emphasized on several occasions 
by UNESCO, particularly during the fi rst World Summit on 
the Information Society (Geneva 2003 and Tunis 2005). 
 
M-learning and e-inclusion
What benefi ts can m-learning offer for the training of sub-
jects at risk of exclusion? Are there any? Or are we faced 

9) Cfr. in the Internet: http://www.pubbliaccesso.it/notizie/2006/riga.htm.
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with another utopia in the world of technology applied to 
education?
It is certainly still early to come to conclusions about the 
matter. It is, however, true that the proliferation of devices, 
such as mobile phones and MP3 players, has reached very 
high percentages in a few years exceeding the prolifera-
tion of the Internet. For example, ITU (2009) states: “Mobile 
cellular has been the most rapidly adopted technology in 
history. Today it is the most popular and widespread per-
sonal technology on the planet, with an estimated 4.6 bil-
lion subscriptions globally by the end of 2009”.
The steadily increasing availability of these devices, their 
versatility and mobility are heightening interest towards 
the use of such instruments in disadvantaged contexts 
(Kim, 2009), where there is no Internet, but there are mobile 
phones. Today low-cost mobile devices can hold and send 
great quantities of information, thus offering opportunities 
for reducing inequalities on a global level. For example, 
as mobile phones are cheaper and easier to access than 
traditional Internet connections, they are used as learning 
tools in Africa.10 Moreover, m-learning can also reach iso-
lated populations. For example, nurses and health work-
ers in Kenya, trained by the African Medical and Research 
Foundation (AMREF), can download tests and reference 
material or exam dates on their mobile phones. Health 
workers in remote areas can also post diffi cult cases on a 
website, thus starting a forum that is moderated from AM-
REF and summarised by experts in the fi eld.11

Possibilities and limitations of
mobile technologies

As we have seen, mobile communication tools are creat-
ing new perspectives even in education. Several devices 
are now available to do this. Thanks to the miniaturization 

10) Cfr. infoDEv: http://www.infodev.org/en/Article.551.html
11) Cfr. infoDEv: http://www.infodev.org/en/Article.551.html
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of microprocessors, small technological devices, able to 
perform functions that only a few decades ago required 
the use of enormous calculators (mainframe) have been 
developed. In this sense, after the transient predominance 
of personal computers, today there is great competition 
among various devices of different types, all having the 
same main objective: enhancing information, communi-
cation and entertainment. 

Bolter and Grusin (2000) propose the concept of “reme-
diation” to describe the tendency of various media to in-
clude and transform the typical modes of communication 
of other media (not necessarily previous ones). As we all 
know, the press, cinema, and radio co-exist without any 
problems in the era of the Internet, satellite television and 
digital video games. 
What is happening is a continuous metamorphosis of tools, 
in a progressive renewal of forms and functions. On the mar-
ket there are different mobile devices such as netbooks, 
smartphones, handheld game consoles (e.g. Nintendo DS 
or Sony PSP), MP3 and MP4 players, e-book readers and  
various tablet PCs (e.g. Apple iPad or Google Tablet). 
Though of different shapes and sizes, most of these devices 
can perform the same functions, for example, play a video 
or read an e-book. 
In such a setting possibilities mingle with problems resulting 
from lack of standards and of format and version stability. 
In other words this wide technological offer risks giving edu-
cational institutions great trouble when choosing the right 
device. Which device should they choose?  Which media 
format (audio, text, video)? Which fi le format? Which net-
work access technology (wifi , gprs)? At what cost (both  
regarding the technology itself and learning to use it)?

Multimedia Message System
MMS is a messaging system created to send and receive 
multimedia messages, that is, messages that contain text, 
pictures, audio and video. MMS messages can be sent 
from a mobile phone to another or from a mobile phone to 
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other messaging systems as, for example, electronic mail. 
MMS appeared after the changeover from analogue tele-
phone systems to digital ones and the consequent spread 
of second-generation (2G) and third-generation (3G) mo-
bile telecommunication systems. The main 2G and 3G mo-
bile telephone standards are shown in the table below.

Standard Generat. Functions Digital
   transfer rate
GSM  2G  Low volume voice
  and data transmission  Up to 9,6 kbps

GPRS  2,5G Average volume voice
  and data transmission  Up to 171,2 kbps

EDGE  2,75G Simultaneous voice
  and data transmission  Up to 473 kbps

UMTS  3G  Simultaneous voice
  and data transmission  Up to 2 Mbps 

MMS messages are generally considered as the natural 
evolution of SMS text-messages because the “store and 
forward” function principle they are based on, is similar. In 
both cases the messaging service requires a central server 
controlled by the telephone operator, which receives the 
message from the sender and transmits it to the receiver 
as soon as possible. The real difference between SMS and 
MMS is:
• the bigger volume of MMSs, 
• the mode of transmission used for MMSs, whose standards, 
3GPP, 3GPP2 and OMA, are based on an IP protocol.

The IP protocol guarantees the connection between dif-
ferent networks and integrates existing messaging systems, 
and can be illustrated by fi gure 1.
At the centre of the system there is an MMSC server – MMS 
Centre – controlled by the respective telephone opera-
tors, which are responsible of the correct reception and 
forwarding of messages to recipients (if they are part of 
the same network) or to another MMSC (when recipients 
belong to different networks). Apart from keeping and re-
addressing outgoing messages to their recipients, MMSC 
centres also adapt messages to the characteristics of the 
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device owed by the user. For example, if a high resolu-
tion colour image is sent from a latest generation device 
to an obsolete device with a low resolution monochrome 
screen, the recipient’s MMSC will convert the image in the 
message to monochrome. 
Such a function is applied to all types of formats: video, 
pictures and audio. In reality, as producers of mobile de-
vices have not, up until today, established a common and 
shared list of supported formats, MMSC functions are con-
trolled and managed by each single telephone operator 
autonomously according to its own specifi cations. This fact, 
together with the variety of mobile devices used, can lead 
to the conversion of supported formats or to the elimina-
tion of unsupported formats. 

Recovery of messages from the MMSC can be automatic 
or manual. In the fi rst case, delivery to the device takes 
place without the user’s intervention. In the second case 
the user receives a notifi cation text message and he can 
decide whether to download the message or not. While 
in the fi rst case the message is downloaded without any 
added costs to the user who receives the message, in the 
second case (download by the user) there could be a 
charge for the transmission of data. 

Podcast
By podcast we mean a recording (audio or audio-video) 
which a user can download from the Internet and listen 
to at any time (offl ine) both on his computer and on other 
mobile devices (MP3 players, mobile phones, PDAs, etc.). 

Fig.1 - MMS communication system
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A podcast is different from a simple audio fi le uploaded on 
the Web because: 
• There is a series of episodes. A podcast, just like a radio 
broadcast, follows a schedule and is made up of a number 
of fi les usually following a sequence. A single audio fi le up-
loaded on the Net is not a podcast.
• The RSS protocol is used to let users know the title of the 
podcast and to allow them to fi nd each episode. Informa-
tion about the podcast, memorised in an XML fi le accord-
ing to RSS specifi cations, permits publication of the resource 
on the Net.
• A detailed description of the fi le itself (metadata) is con-
tained in each audio fi le. The content of the podcast epi-
sode can be identifi ed from such a description.
• Episodes can be received automatically. Users who 
choose to “subscribe” to a podcasting service, thanks to 
RSS feeds, will be automatically kept updated on new epi-
sodes, which can be downloaded directly (in the back-
ground) on the computer or other device. 
• It can be used asynchronously. Podcasting, as opposed to 
streaming, uses a system that memorizes the single episodes 
on the computer or other device and consequently permits 
listening at different moments and in different places.

Pedagogical and didactic models
for mobile learning

The availability of different types of mobile tools provides 
the opportunity to develop many different teaching ex-
periences. The relationship which, particularly, young gen-
erations have with technological devices like MP3 players, 
smartphones, netbooks and game consoles offers possibili-
ties of various modes of intervention. Most of these devices 
can be used to play, take photos, download videos, share 
personal interests and create one’s own identity. 
The wide diversity of tools, the rapid technological evolu-
tion added to the fact that pedagogy has been working 
in this fi eld for only a few years, make it diffi cult to fi nd ef-
fective pedagogical and didactic models that have been 
proven scientifi cally. 
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After the initial pioneering experiences, which were pri-
marily aimed at solving technical problems (e.g. adapting 
content to small displays, solving compatibility and stand-
ard problems, reducing costs), it is only now that methodo-
logical and didactic considerations are beginning to be 
made.
Mobile technology is considered as an instrument which 
favours access to information resources, but also as a de-
vice for collaborative learning and group work. In the fi rst 
case, while technological research is concerned about 
verifying how far it is possible to exploit georeferential data, 
that is, the user’s location in the world in order to provide 
him, for example, with contextual information, pedagogi-
cal research rediscovers two important theoretical models: 
the cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988) and the multime-
dia learning theory (Mayer 2001).  
Both theories highlight the importance of knowing and re-
specting the characteristics of the human cognitive system 
in order to plan effective teaching material. 

Netbooks in the classroom

Among mobile learning tools, netbooks are gaining ground. 
They are small portables, designed specifi cally to surf the 
Net, low-priced and light-weight which can be easily car-
ried in a briefcase, or better still in a school bag.
Students can use it to take notes, to write texts, to do re-
search, to access online learning environments, to partici-
pate in discussions on forums, to save and exchange infor-
mation.
Owing to their characteristics netbooks are suitable to be 
used in class, in a lab, but also at the student’s house or at 
her/his classmate’s house, as well as on the way to school 
if students travel by bus or on the train by commuting stu-
dents.
It is therefore an exceptional tool to enhance ubiquitous 
learning. This is why its use is being experimented widely.
Acer promoted a project on a European level in collabo-
ration with the Schoolnet European network made up of 31 
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European Ministries of Education. In its initial phase, which 
was concluded in June 2010, the Acer project for Educa-
tion12 involved sixty middle and secondary school classes; 
10 from each of the following countries: Italy, France, Spain, 
U.K., Germany and Turkey.
In Italy, during “The ECDL family grows” conference, or-
ganized in Milan by AICA on 21 Septenber 2010, Dr. Colo-
sio, the Lombardy School Director, announced a project 
intending to provide 100,000 Lombardy students with net-
books in the coming years13. Several Italian schools have 
already started experimenting the use of netbooks in class: 
Pascoli school in Crema, Tosi school in Busto Arsizio, ITSOS 
Marie Curie in Cernusco sul Naviglio. Lussana school in Ber-
gamo is experimenting the use of iPADs. In Borgaro Tori-
nese, the local council has initiated a free distribution plan 
of netbooks to all the teachers and to all the 900 pupils at 
elementary and middle school within 2013.
In France, together with some experimentations about 
pedagogical uses of mobile computers, the Yvelines Gen-
eral Council began to test netbook uses in 5 Junior High 
Schools (in classroom and at home as well) since June 
2009. And many more are the on-going experiences in Eu-
rope.

12) http://www.acer.com/education/eng/home.html;
 http://www.netbooks.eun.org/web/acer
13) http://aicanet.net/eventicontestuali/2010/subscribableevent.2010- 
 07-05.9490408756/video/04_Colosio.swf/video
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THE ENSEMBLE PROJECT

Project and partnership

The ENSEMBLE project, European citizeNShip lifElong MoBile 
Learning, is a two-year project (December 2008 – Novem-
ber 2010) funded by the European Union within the Life-
long Learning Programme. 

The project was developed by a partnership that included 
three countries - Italy, France and the UK - and organiza-
tions having different characteristics and specializations:
• The Department of Education of the University of Flor-
ence (promoter), 
• GiuntiLabs UK, a company specialized in designing and 
developing advanced technological solutions for e-learn-
ing and knowledge management,
• the Comune di Prato, close to Florence, which included 
the teachers of the “Ser Lapo Mazzei” middle school,
• the Conseil Général des Yvelines, close to Paris (CG78),
• the C.R.D.P. (Regional Centre of Pedagogical Documen-
tation) of the Versailles Accademy, in the Yvelines depart-
ment, which included the Collège “Gassicourt” and the 
Collège “Paul Verlain”.

Background and aims of the project

The Ensemble Project set out to develop a strategy for the 
use of ICTs aimed at fostering cultural and social integration 
of immigrant citizens. In other words, it aimed at working to 
achieve social inclusion and social cohesion goals, so of-
ten expressed by the European Union, and it responded to 
the suggestion regarding the “potential of new technolo-
gies to enable innovative services and empower people 
in particular young people at risk of exclusion, migrants 
and cultural minorities, notably through multilingual and 
adapted content” [European i2010 initiative on e-inclusion 
– To be part of the information society, Commission of the 
European Communities, 2007].
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The Ensemble Project, therefore, intended to test how ICTs 
can enhance the opportunities of participation and inte-
gration of disadvantaged citizens. 
In fact among the partners in the project there are two lo-
cal authorities, which deal with big groups of fi rst and sec-
ond generation migrants and are very concerned with the 
integration question: the Conseil Général des Yvelines and 
the Comune di Prato. 
The project was based on two experiments that had al-
ready started:
• The use of podcasts for teaching by teachers in District 
no.78, Yvelines;
• The use of text messages by the Comune di Prato to in-
form citizens.

The idea was to take advantage of widely used technol-
ogies, like MP3 players and mobile phones, and test out 
teaching methods and communication formats suitable 
for these instruments and for the addressed target: stu-
dents from classes with a high percentage of immigrants 
and their parents. During the project it was also decided 
to test the use of netbooks because of their potential in 
fostering ubiquitous and inclusive learning.

The target group of the educational initiative

While developing the project, two types of target groups 
were identifi ed:
• adults, fi rst generation migrants,
• young people, second generation migrants.

Subsequently, as it is easier to work with young people 
within the school, the young target group chosen were 
students between the age of 13 and 15 in classes of only 
migrants (Yvelines) or a majority of migrants (Prato). It was 
thought appropriate to have their parents as the adult tar-
get group, because this could 
• promote generation interactions between young peo-
ple and adults,
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• enhance relationships between migrant parents and the 
school, with an immediate integration effect.

The educational activity for the students was based on 
podcasts, while the one for the adults was a series of im-
ages, sent through MMS in Prato, and viewed primarily on 
their children’s netbooks in Yvelines.

The educational contents delivered

The educational activity revolved around four main themes, 
giving preference to topics related to:
• citizenship education in an intercultural and European 
perspective,
• life and problems of preadolescents in school and outside 
school, both from the students’ and the parents’ points of view. 
The aim is twofold: promote awareness of the rights and 
duties implicit in the life of multicultural societies and, at the 
same time, encourage communication between school, 
parents and students through a deeper knowledge of the 
respective responsibilities. 
The educational contents were organized in four teaching 
modules – each structured in four units.

Module 1 – European citizenship
 Unit 1 - European Union. An Introduction
 Unit 2 - The European Citizenship.
  Rights and obligations
 Unit 3 - Work in the Europe
 Unit 4 - The Euro and fi nancial affairs

Module 2 – Intercultural Education
 Unit 1 - One country, many cultures
 Unit 2 - Sport
 Unit 3 - Body language and cultures 
 Unit 4 - Internet as a tool for intercultural dialogue

Module 3 - To be parent, to be children and student  
 Unit 1 - Convention on the Rights of Child
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 Unit 2 - The European Programme
  for the Mobility of Students
 Unit 3 - The French School System/The Italian
  School System
 Unit 4 - Rules and community school life

Module 4 - Old and new addictions
 Unit 1 - Health food and nutrition
 Unit 2 - Videogames: addiction or creative game?
 Unit 3 - Alcool and Teenagers
 Unit 4 - Drugs and Teenagers

Each module was developed in two versions: 
• one for the parents, based on a total of 160 MMSs, trans-
formed also in fl ash video fi les, with audio, to be watched 
on netbooks;
• one for the students, based on a website, 16 learning 
objects and 64 podcasts.

All the digital resources produced, in an Open Educational 
Resources (OER) perspective, are released under a Crea-
tiveCommons Attribution, Non Commercial, Share alike li-
cence: anyone is free to use, change and distribute them, 
only for non-commercial purposes, provided that author-
ship is attributed to the Ensemble project and an identical 
licence is maintained on any derivative works.

They are accessible:
• on the project’s Moodle platform within the two online 
courses, one in Italian and one in French: http//moodle.
ensembleproject.org/. The courses are open to whoever 
logs in on the platform, but also to “guests”. 
• in the “Ensemble products” section on the project’s web-
site: http://www.ensembleproject.eu

Ensemble’s technological choices

The Ensemble project has tried to experiment the use of mo-
bile technology after making some basic choices, which 
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could, at least in principle, get around the main problems 
resulting from a still unstable scenario, where the most in-
novative products are often expensive and use their own 
formats that are often incompatible with other systems.
We started off from our conviction that technology can 
reach its utmost potential only when it is easy to use and it 
easily integrates with the user’s normal habits. The underly-
ing idea is using technological devices that are already 
possessed and used by the people to be involved in the 
project. An activity requiring new devices for the partici-
pants would have been economically unsustainable and 
would have rendered transferability of the activity to other 
contexts very diffi cult. Moreover, the introduction of new 
devices for the participants’ activities would have created 
uncertainties regarding their acceptance to participate.
The use of sophisticated, complex and expensive devices 
would have been unreasonable, all the more so, within the 
perspective of fostering the integration of disadvantaged 
social groups such as migrants. 
In this particular case technological devices widely used 
by the addressed population were chosen: mobile phones 
(second-generation) and MP3 players in Italy and net-
books in France. 
 
MMS
The Italian adults who took part in the project used MMS 
(Multimedia Messaging System) to receive daily short learn-
ing messages and SMS text messages to interact with the 
tutor.  
Participants in the projects were not meant to incur any 
expenses, so measures were taken to avoid the need of an 
Internet connection to view messages. To avoid automatic 
connection it was made sure that all the participants’ mo-
bile phones were correctly confi gured and that the con-
tents produced had the adequate characteristics.
In fact, one of the cases in which the user is asked to down-
load the message is when there are format problems. 
When formats are “incompatible” or “unknown” to the 
user’s MMSC, this will probably activate the Wireless Ap-
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plication Protocol – WAP – that will send the receiver a text 
message asking him to access the MMS message at a WAP 
server address on the Internet. So, the so-called WAP Push 
receiving mode was disabled on the user’s mobiles in or-
der to avoid expenses incurred by them. 
Receiving MMS messages is one of the fundamental ele-
ments in the projects. The pilot test that was carried out be-
fore the teaching experience identifi ed the MMS formats 
that were mostly supported by the participants’ devices. 
Forwarding of various sets of multimedia messages in dif-
ferent formats were tested. At the end of the pilot test it 
was decided to adopt an MMS format made up of only 
two different fi les: an animated image with a .gif exten-
sion and an audio fi le with a .mp3 fi le extension. Both these 
types of fi le are compliant with the standards developed 
by ISO/IEC Movie Picture Experts Group (MPEG) to encode 
audio and video signals and are used in audio and video 
applications for CD-ROM drives, mobile phones, digital TV 
and on the Internet (ISO/IEC 14496). These formats were 
chosen because they are the ones that are most com-
monly used. Notwithstanding this, only 62% of the partici-
pants’ mobiles could receive the messages correctly and 
could therefore participate in the experiment. 

Podcasts
During the project, the adolescents in Prato used MP3 
players to listen to the educational podcasts. In Yvelines 
they used netbooks.

Fig. 2 - Learning environment 
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From a technological point of view the project decided 
to aim at maximum compatibility even for the podcasts. 
The episodes were therefore created using the MP3 format 
which, up until today, is the only format supported by all 
the devices available on the market. More sophisticated 
formats like OGG Vorbis, VQF, WMA , AAC are not  wide-
spread enough and using them would have meant pre-
cluding most users from the service. 
The choice of using only audio podcasts rather than au-
dio-video ones was the result of pedagogical and func-
tional considerations. From a pedagogical point of view it 
is presumed that using one sensory channel, hearing, can 
favour concentration and can be adequately integrated 
with other types of incentives (books, notes, etc.) given in 
other moments during the day. 
From a functional point of view audio podcasts can be lis-
tened to more freely and productively, precisely because 
they do not require sight. In fact, with hand-held players 
and earphones, contents can be listened to in various mo-
ments and various ways: on the bus, while walking in the 
street, at the gym and even while doing other simple ac-
tivities.

Didactic models of the Ensemble project

As we have already highlighted, when designing teaching 
material, it is important to know and respect the character-
istics of the human cognitive system. 
In the Ensemble project this coincided with fi nding a bal-
ancing point between the characteristics of the medium 
(affordance) and the potentials of the human mind.
The general framework focused on some basic elements 
which recur in the various instructional design theories: 
capturing the learners’ interest in the new contents through 
questions, triggering and bringing out their previous knowl-
edge, developing the contents gradually (from simple to 
more complex issues), consolidating knowledge through 
questions that can verify the transferability of the new 
knowledge to the learners’ lives and actions.
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Three main principles guided the development of the 
teaching plan:
1. Repetition and variation: brief messages that give in-
formation about one same subject following a cyclical 
and gradual process. Interest is raised by evoking curios-
ity, amazement, fun and after by adding new knowledge 
always focusing on the learner’s role.
2. Openness and interactivity: the cycle ends with open 
questions for the learners who can develop and discuss 
the information (in class, but also at home).
3. Context and control: learners can choose when, where 
and how to use the received didactic material.

Moreover, frequent references to the learners’ lifestyle 
were made to try and involve them, and in this particular 
case, to encourage exchange of ideas between people. 
Particularly, the two groups, parents and their children, 
had the opportunity – probably for the fi rst time in their life 
– to learn the same things at the same time. This gave rise 
to occasions for discussion on these topics at home, which 
was one of the intentions of the project.

The Ensemble model
for the transmission of MMSs

Mobile phones are the devices used to contact the group 
of adults involved in the project and the chosen format is 
MMS (multimedia messaging system).
As we have already mentioned, they are types of mes-
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sages that can contain text, images and sound. Sound is 
not so important in this type of media because the mobile 
is not held to the ear, but in hand or before the eyes. So 
the prime channel is visual communication. Consequently 
the choices made on the didactic-communicative level 
were:
• emphasis on images and reduction of written text;
• research for graphic and symbolic systems that can be 
interpreted correctly by users from different countries and 
cultures;
• essential information (small screen displays limit the 
amount of content that can be viewed and viewing 
time);
• compliance with visual design rules and multimedia 
learning principles (e.g. principles of proximity, alignment, 
repetition and contrast) 
• compliance with the cognitive load theory (e.g. consid-
eration of target group, coherence between the various 
messages, reduction of external components, reduction of 
the intrinsic load: chunking, sequencing, pacing). 

The transmission of messages at weekly intervals is based 
on these concepts and develops the principles of instruc-
tional design which inspired the whole project. Two sets 
of multiple messages were sent every week on the same 
subject, each set containing four MMSs, plus a reply SMS 
text message from the user (see Fig 3). The aim of the fi rst 
MMS was to evoke the user’s interest for an unusual and 
strange topic, which is however linked to his everyday life. 
The second message had the task of giving initial informa-
tion, which was integrated and expanded by the third 
message. The last message in the set, after going over the 
discussed topics, had the task of fostering refl ection and 
personal questions and answers. The table below illustrates 
the sequence of activities. 



37

The Ensemble model for podcasting  

MP3 players are the devices used to reach the group of 
adolescents involved in the project and the chosen media 
format is podcasting.
Learning through spoken language is a very natural way 
of learning: everybody experiences it from birth onwards. 
Speech infl uences knowledge because intonation makes 
comprehension easier, apart from favouring motivation. 
Speech can convey emotions and create an intimate at-
mosphere. This means of communication can help dyslexic 
students or students with other particular diffi culties.
The driving forces we tried to work on while designing the 
project contents are: 
• Capturing and maintaining the students’ interest in listen-
ing and learning by creating varied episodes, which are 
at the same time part of a precise structure. The regularity 
of daily episodes aimed at fostering the creation of a kind 
of listening ritual and the development of a consequent 
personal re-elaboration.
• Encouraging ways of listening and individual study: epi-
sodes can be listened to in different ways, at different 
times and in different places (on the bus or train, at the 
gym). This meets the growing need of integrating learning 
in everyday life.
• Using a tool that is capable of communicating in a dif-

Fig. 3 - MMS model
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ferent, informal and spontaneous language, and meeting 
the need to personalize learning.
• Relieving students, at least for this activity, of the need to 
learn by reading a book or a monitor. 
• Enhancing the educational programmes through the 
proposal of additional teaching activities carried out col-
laboratively after listening.

The following criteria were followed while creating the sin-
gle episodes:
• Being concise. Each episode lasted from 3 to 6 minutes, 
like songs, so as not to exceed attention span.
• Simple and clear language. Short sentences with no sub-
ordinate clauses were used in the episodes to facilitate 
young listeners, most of whom were not Italian natives.
• Careful use of intonation and sound emphasis strategies. 
For instance, bullet point sounds, that is, sounds at the be-
ginning of a list of concepts were inserted, and sound ef-
fects in the narrated stories (home, airport, games room, 
etc.) or jingles were used;
• Structure. Contents are offered gradually and systemati-
cally to encourage the creation of a «listening ritual»;
• Trying to engage students through different pretexts such 
as ironic or strange situations, which are however linked to 
the students’ everyday life.
• Use of texts developed in conformity with the cognitive 
load theory, which therefore do not uselessly put to work 
multiple sensory channels (this is why only the audio pod-
casting format/mode was used) and do not distract, over-
tire, stress or bore. 
• Convergence. The use of podcasts is completely inte-
grated in the educational programme and the learning 
activity takes place in class, online (platform) and through 
mobile devices (MP3 players)
• Reusability. The project podcasts can be reused in other 
schools and experiences (there are no direct references 
to specifi c situations or information related to the pilot 
project).
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Further solutions were made for easy access and retrieval 
of the single episodes, especially on mobile devices. For 
every single episode contained in a fi le, metadata (infor-
mation about the fi le itself) necessary for choosing and 
later retrieving it was used. In fact, MP3 players can play 
podcasts anywhere and at any time. 
Students also have the possibility of listening to the lessons 
more than once. This is a particular advantage for students 
with diffi culties in understanding spoken Italian, such as 
the immigrant adolescents in our experiment. However, a 
system for choosing the different episodes is necessary to 
facilitate such actions. For every episode, the metadata 
used gave information about the title, the general topic 
of the series of episodes and the episode’s progressive 
number in the series. Moreover, the whole text transcription 
of the message was contained in the metadata.

The standard order of the pod-
casts during the week was the 
following: 
A fi rst “introductory” podcast 
to present the topic and evoke 
interest. This result was mod-
elled on the typical short Radio 

Drama “format”: dramatization of situations (at home, at 
the station, at the gym, etc.) where some characters talk 
and present the topics. The pedagogical-didactic func-
tion is setting into motion pre-existing knowledge.  
A second “informative” podcast has the task of presenting 
the key problems of the unit with basic information about 
the topic. A third “additional” podcast follows, giving ad-
ditional, more specifi c information and eliciting questions, 
which students could later discuss in class or on the web fo-
rum. The fourth “summary” podcast summarized the previ-
ously given concepts and information, which allowed the 
students to focus their attention on the main problems of 
the unit. The last episode of the week, the fi fth one, is the 
one produced by the students themselves inspired by the 
input given in the episodes and after discussing and work-
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ing in small groups.
The whole scheme of work is illustrated in Fig. 4.

Technological infrastructure
of the Ensemble project

Fig. 5 shows the technological infrastructure used in the ex-
periment.
The students in Prato were given MP3 players on which, 
every week, they downloaded the podcasts they had to 
listen to individually from the Moodle platform created for 
the project. The Moodle platform was also used to view 
some learning objects, to do the relevant tests, and to up-
load and share the various products of the work groups.
Their parents received an MMS message at predeter-
mined intervals, usually once a week, from the dedicated 
platform managed by the Comune di Prato (as were the 
project website and the Moodle platform).

In Yvelines, students were each given a netbook on which 
they could download both the podcasts and videos (based 
on the MMS images) for their parents. The parents received 
a text message asking them to watch the videos.

A special extension of the platform, already available at 
the Comune di Prato for sending text messages, was in-

Fig. 4 - Podcasts model
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stalled to send the MMS messages. 

In order to verify the transferability of the project to other 
contexts where such a platform is not available, sending 
MMS messages “manually” was also experimented. For 
this purpose free computer software, provided by mobile 
phone producers, was used to send (and receive) MMS 
messages from computers to mobile phones. In this way 
MMS messages can be created on computer, or the whole 
set of MMS messages that has to be used (for example, 
those already created for the Ensemble project) can be 
saved and then sent when required.
The platform, obviously, provides many other functions 
among which the possibility to programme all the trans-
missions and then send them automatically. 

The experimentation in Prato

The experimentation in Prato was carried out between 
January and May 2010, with 66 students from three third-
year classes of the “Ser Lapo Mazzei” Middle School and 
their parents. In all three classes there was a majority of 
teenagers of non-Italian origin, mostly Chinese.

Fig. 5 - Communication model & technical infrastructure
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As regards the students, the programme of the weekly units 
was as follows:
• download of the 4 podcasts in the unit,
• individual listening at home,
• discussion in class with the teacher,
• watching the learning object online,
• group work aimed at the development of an end prod-
uct on the topic.

At the end of each module, the students produced their 
own podcast, a power-point presentation or a video in 
groups.
The adults were involved in the project both through the 
school and the Comune di Prato, which also provided a 
linguistic mediator because of the high number of Chinese 
parents and their diffi culty to speak Italian.
The technical department of the Comune was responsible 
of sending the MMS messages. The parents could send a 
text message asking for clarifi cations and they could phone 
or meet the mediator directly. At the beginning of the 
project, halfway through and at the end the parents were 
invited to take part in meetings at school with the teachers 
and students. At the last meeting the students showed the 
work they had produced during the project. Town council-
lors Pieri and Silli were also present at this meeting.

The experimentation in Yvelines

Experimentation in the district of Yvelines was made be-
tween January and June 2010 by the Collège “Gassicourt”, 
in Mantes-la-Jolie, and by the Collège “Paul-Verlaine”, in 
Les Mureaux, Priority Education Zone (ZEP in french).
The Collège Gassincourt was involved in two classes for a 
total of 52 students, 15 of which were not French speakers, 
and 12 teachers. The Collège Verlaine was involved in 3 
classes for a total of 43 students and 10 teachers. 
The Conseil Général des Yvelines provided 60 netbooks 
to the Collége Gassicourt and 53 to the Collége Verlain. 
All the students and teachers involved in the piloting were 
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equipped with a netbook.
The experiment was preceded by three days of training 
for the teachers on the use of netbooks: technical train-
ing on notebook and on the installed softwares, meeting 
with colleagues who have already participated in projects 
podclass and netclass, exchanges of ideas on the peda-
gogical use of netbooks.
Students downloaded podcasts on their netbooks and 
listened to them in class, answering then a questionnaire 
on the topics faced. They could also surf on the Internet 
looking for more information, motivated by listening to the 
podcasts or discussions with the teachers and their peers.
Parents participating in the experiment were forty. 20 SMS 
were sent to inform them about the project, and inform 
them of the availability of each of the 16 units on their chil-
dren’s netbooks, and invite them to attend meetings at 
the school.
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EVALUATION OF THE EXPERIENCE

Let us now summarize the results of the experience by 
referring to other works for further information14. We shall 
consider four main dimensions related to technologies, 
communication, learning and participation, taking into 
account three different points of view: students, teachers 
and parents.

Tecnologies

Prato
• More than half (65%) of the students found it easy to 
download podcasts from the platform and listen to them 
on an MP3 player.
• Teachers expressed different views about this issue. Both 
during the focus groups and in the questionnaire, they 
claimed that they did not consider their students’ compu-
ter skills adequate to deal with the tools in the projects. 
• As regards the parents, technical constraints related 
to the use of the mobile devices were one of the crucial 
points of the experiment because of the need to identify 
the most compliant format suitable for the participants’ 
various types of models and operators. Notwithstanding 
this, MMS messages proved to be a simple and direct me-
dium that was easily approved by the users: almost all the 
parents who answered the questionnaire (81%) consider 
them a useful way to receive information both from the 
school and the local government.

Yvelines
• Students did not encounter any particular diffi culties in 
using the proposed technologies. Half of the students be-
lieve that the activities carried out during the project were 
helpful to solve personal diffi culties related to the use of 

14) See the web site of the project at the following Internet Address:
 http://www.ensembleproject.org.
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computers. 
• The teachers could use the technologies easily and they 
greatly appreciated the initial phase of training in the use 
of the chosen technology.
• Most of the parents were already familiar with the system 
of SMS and MMS message sending. However, one third of 
the participants had to reconfi gure their mobile phones in 
order to view the contents.

Communication

Prato
• Almost 70% of the students claimed they found the con-
tents of the podcasts simple and clear. One third of the stu-
dents, however, complained that some were too long and 
they had diffi culties understanding some vocabulary. 
• Most of the teachers appreciated the quality of the com-
municative format used, highlighting the positive effects on 
the students’ participation and motivation. The others con-
sidered some parts of the listening activity too diffi cult for 
some students.
• On the whole, parents liked the pleasant messages - 26 
users (70%) and their brevity - 24 users (64%), but not their 
frequency, which was considered excessive by 27 users 
(72%).
Yvelines
• The students enjoyed listening to the podcasts, which 
they considered clear and stimulating. Still, some  pointed 
out that some pictures would have been helpful. 
• Most of the teachers pointed out that the listening activi-
ty was particularly useful and appreciated by the students. 
Teachers also noted another phenomenon related to the 
use of hand-held devices: cooperation among students. 
They never leave a classmate alone to sort out problems, 
particularly technical problems. Very often those who fi nish 
fi rst help the others.
• 70% of the parents claimed that sometimes the MMS 
messages were too long, while 50% claimed that they 
were too frequent. 70% liked the pictures and one third de-
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clared that the combination of audio with images helped 
comprehension. 

Learning

Prato
• Almost 70% of the students declared that the work done 
helped them to enhance their knowledge in an enjoyable 
way, by substituting textbooks with new learning instruments 
and by having the opportunity to successfully experiment 
the use of technologies not only for entertainment but also 
for other aims. For example, one student commented: “I 
learnt things in a different way and I learnt something new 
about technology”.
• The teachers assessed the students’ results in a less com-
pact way: assessments on learning and on the students’ 
personal contributions in the group work are equally distrib-
uted from unsatisfactory to excellent.
• Half of the parents answered the short questionnaire, ad-
ministered at the end of the experiment, on the contents 
of the project correctly.
Yvelines
• Students admitted that both podcasts and netbooks 
have helped them to better understand the topics dis-
cussed during the courses. They manage to deal with the 
writing stumbling block and to immediately look for extra 
information or missing defi nitions. All the more so they can 
work at their own pace, in a calm atmosphere and have 
a privileged contact with the teacher like in a private les-
son.
• In their activity, the French teachers realized that the stu-
dents were very focused when they were listening to the 
podcasts with their headphones and they carried out the 
task of answering the relative questionnaires very seriously. 
They noticed that this way of working rendered students 
more responsible and more autonomous and introduced 
a calmer atmosphere in class. In this way, they could move 
from one student to another and provide individual feed-
back.
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• Few were the parents who answered the short question-
naire, administered at the end of the experiment, on the 
contents of the four modules. Those who answered it de-
clared they already knew something about the topic. 

Participation

Prato
• Half of the students claimed they had collaborated ac-
tively in the group activities, giving their own contribution 
and helping their classmates when necessary. Moreover, 
70% of the students pointed out a better understanding 
of cultures that are different from theirs. However, during 
a public meeting some students complained about some 
students’ insuffi cient contribution which was detrimental to 
the group work.
• Most teachers claimed that technology-based group 
work did not reduce cases of exclusion. However, they at-
tributed such cases to the students’ choice, in some cases 
due to “particular disciplinary problems”, and in others be-
cause some students’ language problems. 
• On the whole, as the teachers pointed out, involvement 
of the parents in their children’s school activities and in 
scholastic life was marginal. Among the parents who fi lled 
in and handed in the satisfaction questionnaire: 21 (56%) 
participated in the meetings organized by the school, 22 
(59%) helped their children at home to do the Ensemble 
project activities, 19 (51%) discussed the proposed topics 
with their children.

Yvelines
• Most of the students judged the group work positively 
and their own participation as quite active. Moreover, they 
believe that the topics dealt with in the modules have im-
proved their understanding of different cultures.
• Teachers who have students with diffi culties in reading 
and writing (the project was mainly aimed at immigrants), 
realized that the use of podcasts made learning easier be-
cause it gets around the written text obstacle. In this way, 
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these students, who very often feel left out, feel part of the 
class and they participate more willingly in the class ac-
tivities. As regards relationships with parents, teachers have 
not noticed signifi cant changes. 
• Few parents took part in the meetings organized by the 
school. Although contacts have improved, overall, parents 
do not think that relationships between school and families 
have improved as regards communication and participa-
tion. 

As can be deduced from the above results, the opinions of 
the people involved are not always the same. The students, 
perhaps, are more enthusiastic, the teachers are more 
cautious and parents are relatively interested. Although 
diffi culties cropped up at various levels, it should be high-
lighted that all the participants, both in Prato and Yvelines, 
claimed that they considered the experiment useful and 
that they therefore want to repeat it in the near future.
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EXPECTED DEVELOPMENTS & CONCLUSIONS

The European Commission rightly highlights the importance 
of dissemination and exploitation of project results. 
Appendix 1 illustrates the main occasions of results dissemi-
nation and pubblication. The two paragraphs below show 
how in the two locations, Prato and Yvelines, where the 
piloting took place, the experience has taken root and will 
be developed, once this project is concluded.

Future developments in Prato

The teachers who participated in the experiment have 
appreciated the project’s teaching model and material 
and intend to re-use the Ensemble educational contents, 
podcasts and learning objects and transfer the pedagogi-
cal model also to other subjects by sharing it with to their 
colleagues.
The Comune di Prato considers Ensemble an excellent 
project and intends to re-use it in two contexts: communi-
cation with the population through MMSs and in schools.

As regards schools, the Comune wants to propose to oth-
er school institutes both the use of the Ensemble project 
material for multicultural education and education about 
the EU, as well as the transfer of the teaching model to 
other contexts, and is looking for funds to support such a 
project.

Future developments in Yvelines

As for the two partners in Yvelines, participation in the En-
semble project was part of an on-going programme based 
on the use of new teaching methods. 
At the Gassicourt Junior High School, netbooks have 
been provided to each student of the class taking part 
in the piloting phase to be used at school and at home 
as well, while other netbooks are available to build up a 
laptop mobile class. The teachers have decided to use 
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all the themes developed in the Ensemble project. These 
themes are available on CRDP blog and may be used 
by any teacher. The items concerning Europe are recom-
mended by the History-Geography academic inspection 
in Versailles. After testing pedagogical uses of MP3 players, 
the Conseil Général des Yvelines has recently added the 
podcasting system to its fi nancial plan, so that each High 
School may be equipped on demand. In some Junior High 
Schools, the Information and Documentation Centre (CDI 
in French) are proposing “digital schoolbags”: a dozen of 
laptop computers available to pupils on demand. Besides, 
the use of six iPad type tables has been planned in 5 or 6 
High Schools. A further idea is the creation of a “Working 
Digital Space” - such as a Learning Platform or a Virtual 
learning environment – in the 115 Junior High Schools ruled 
by the Conseil Général des Yvelines. This platform will al-
low access to pedagogical information through the Inter-
net and it will promote the cooperation between the High 
School and the students at home anytime and anywhere. 
This will complete the activities carried out by netbooks. 
In a CRDP document, written at the end of the Ensemble 
pilot experience, they wrote:

“The use of netbooks in the classroom requires great effort 
on the teachers’ and students’ part, but they both derive 
an advantage. Teachers notice that students listen much 
more, they are more attentive and more autonomous. Stu-
dents feel they have an active role in their own learning 
process”.

Conclusions

When a project comes to an end, very often we think that 
if it could be started all over again, it would be done in a 
totally different manner.
This is because during the process we learnt a lot of things 
and we changed as the project developed. Also because, 
in the meantime, the world did not stop: new technologi-
cal tools have been developed, some perspectives have 
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changed, new experiments offer new ideas and refl ec-
tions.
When a project has a research approach, developed 
with a desire for innovation and a critical attitude, at the 
end the desire to go beyond the achieved results is even 
greater.

So, what shall we repeat and what shall we change?

Surely the choice of dealing with the use of mobile tech-
nologies proved to be positive. They are becoming more 
and more widespread. The number of people who, in 
some way or another, are always connected is continu-
ously increasing.
Similarly, the importance of working for cultural integration 
and social inclusion is always being confi rmed. The relent-
less immigration trends in Europe, which are also necessary 
in some respects for our societies, are a source of danger-
ous social tensions.
Therefore, attempting to use mobile technologies to inter-
vene in favour of integration and inclusion was an idea of 
the project, which is still interesting.

The idea that mobile phones are the most widespread mo-
bile tools among all the social classes of the population, 
including migrants, was right. The possibility of multimedia 
communication through mobile phones proved to be low-
er than our expectations. The MMS messages, which at the 
time of the presentation of the project seemed so rich of 
possibilities, still have not been confi rmed. Communication 
by mobile phones is still vocal and through text messaging 
(SMS).
We intentionally discarded the easy shortcut of supply-
ing the adults participating in the experiment with latest 
generation mobiles that were all the same, in order to 
study the possibility of communication via MMS which can 
reach everyone (or almost everyone).  By sticking to short 
sequences of images, we believe we have defi ned an ef-
fective format for the transmission of graphic messages 



52

(see examples in Appendix 2). But, with such tools, it is very 
diffi cult to go beyond the idea of transmission.
In order to explore the possibilities of creating real learn-
ing environments based on communication through mo-
bile phones, we have to refer to latest generation mobile 
phones, or maybe even smartphones, and exploit their 
possibility of connecting to the Internet. Not everybody 
can afford such a solution, but in the near future this pos-
sibility will surely be more widespread, and so it is worth in-
vesting in research.

Choosing podcasts to communicate with the students 
proved to be a positive experience, which was enhanced 
during the experiment. The podcasts were only a starting 
point for class work and a stimulus for the production of 
other podcasts, on the same topics, by the students. But 
the students did not just produce podcasts; they also used 
images.
The choice of using only audio podcasts was determined 
by a preference for a “poor” tool that could be used by all 
the students. Who doesn’t have an MP3 reader?
Then, during the project, in France it was decided that 
students would be able to use netbooks provided by the 
Conseil General of Yvelines. Such netbooks were not to be 
used just for listening to the podcasts but also for doing re-
search and taking notes.
The idea of using netbooks in class is a real possibility, which 
well fi ts the mobile learning sphere. A netbook is defi nitely 
more “mobile” than any laptop. Students can always carry 
it with them without any weight problems and also without 
fear of breaking it or having it stolen. They can use it to 
take notes, study a text, listen to a podcast, watch a video, 
connect to the net and look for information, do homework, 
chat with a classmate for suggestions, send homework to a 
teacher, do interviews recording audio and video.

One of the project’s choices was to prepare different ma-
terials on the same topics for parents and students in order 
to encourage interaction between them.
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The French solution of parents viewing MMS contents on 
their children’s netbooks, because of diffi culties to have a 
provider to send MMS messages, which in France seem to 
be less popular than in Italy, can increase communication 
if it is the children who show their parents the materials and 
so they view them together.

If today we were to start the project rather than conclude 
it, we would probably focus more on netbooks and there-
fore on a greater variety of materials to offer the students, 
but especially on making them produce a variety of ma-
terials involving their parents (as was done in some cases in 
Ensemble, for example with interviews). At the same time 
we would aim at an active use of mobile phones – not only 
as receivers of the project’s MMS messages – to integrate 
that of netbooks: to communicate but also to record au-
dio and video and to take pictures.
It would not mean shifting the emphasis from the integra-
tion theme to that of new didactic forms, thus abandon-
ing the aims of Ensemble. It would mean developing the 
choice, already made during Ensemble, of placing, at the 
core of the integration action, the school and the activities 
of the students (Italians and immigrants) who involve their 
parents (not only the immigrants).
And it would mean identifying specifi c educational inter-
ventions by the school for the immigrant parents, fi rst of all 
language education, as this is one of the most imminent 
necessities.

However, today we are not starting the project but con-
cluding it. The results achieved are a good basis to start 
another one.
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APPENDIX 1: Presentations and papers 

The Ensemble project has been disseminated on several 
occasions.
Here are some:
• Intertice, Parigi, 26 March 2009. 
• TiceMed 2009 “Ubiqitous learning”, Milan, 28 and 29 

May 2009 
“Mobile Learning ed inclusione sociale. Il caso Ensemble” 
• VI Congresso Sie-L, Salerno, 16–18 September 2009
“Mobile learning per l’integrazione di gruppi a rischio di 

marginalizzazione” 
• N° 2/2009 of Je-LKS, Journal of e-Learning and Knowl-

edge Society
“Mobile learning per l’integrazione di gruppi a rischio di 

marginalizzazione”(in Italian and in english), July 2009
• EuroMeduc, “Congrès européen de l’éducation aux 

médias”, Bellaria Igea Marina, 21-24 October 2009
“Electronic and Social Inclusion through Mobile Learning. 

The challenges of the ENSEMBLE project” 
• MissionTice: Honfl eur, 16 September 2009
• GEP meeting, Versailles, 30 September 2009
• Meeting with students and parents to start the piloting, 

Prato, 14 December 2009
• Press conference, Prato, 14 December 2009
• Meeting with students and parents to start the piloting 

at College Gassincourt, in Mantes-la-Jolie and at Col-
lege Paul-Verlaine, in Mureaux, January 2010

• 2nd  SIREM meeting, Florence, 25 and 26 March 2010
“Un podcast per l’integrazione e la cittadinanza attiva”
• Didamatica 2010, Rome, 21-23 April 2010
“Telefonia mobile per l’apprendimento ubiquitario. Indag-

ine esplorativa sull’uso di MMS”
• Education 2.0, Florence, 23 April 2010 
“Insegnare e apprendere con il podcast. Un’esperienza 

di mobile learning per favorire l’integrazione”
• Salon Intertice, Paris, La Dèfense, 10-12 May 2010
• 2nd Annual ADL S&T Workshop: “Focus on Mobile Learn-

ingfor the Military”, il 20 May 2010
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“EuropeanUnion (EU) m-LearningPrograms”
• Final meeting with students and èarents who partici-

pated in the experimentation, Prato, 31 May 2010
• Conference “Mobile learning” organized by Collabora-

tive Knowledge Building Group, Centro Qua_Si of Uni-
versità degli Studi di Milano-Bicocca & eXactLearning 
solutions, Sestri Levante, 16 September 2010

• Meeting on Mobile learning with Ben Bachmair, Univer-
sity of Florence, 6 October 2010

• Final Ensemble Workshop in Italy, Prato, 6 October 2010
• Final project seminar in UK, introduced by Mike Sharples, 
University of Nottingham, 9 November 2010

The Ensemble project has been included among the “best 
practices” in mobile learning by the Motill Project -  www.
motill.eu.
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APPENDIX 2: MMS examples
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