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Abstract
This report presents a case study investigating how the academic and personal development of first year students on an undergraduate sports education degree can be supported and enhanced with mobile SMS communication. SMS-based technologies were introduced in response to students’ particular needs (in transition to Higher Education) and characteristics (‘digital natives’). SMS communication was implemented in concert and integrated with a ‘traditional’ learning and teaching context (lectures and a Virtual Learning Environment). Despite being unaccustomed to using their mobile phones for academic study, students willingly accepted SMS reminders from their tutor via a bulk texting service. Many students particularly valued reminders in support of their time management, an important self-regulating strategy known to be a component of successful transition (Yorke & Longden 2004). Our evaluation draws on evidence from two student surveys, focus groups and a tutor’s journal.
Context
This case study focuses on a first year core unit entitled ‘Exploring Effective Learning’ in the Coach Education and Sports Development Undergraduate Programme at the Department of Education, University of Bath. The aim of this unit is to identify effective approaches to learning, and to develop student understanding of the learning process in the context of study in Higher Education (HE). This is a well established unit, where teaching consists of two hours contact time per week, with an expectation of students engaging in a considerable amount of independent study. This unit is also a Generally Available Unit, attracting students from other departments, such as psychology, social sciences, and others who study this unit alongside coach education students during the first semester. The coach education students experience particular challenges with the transition to HE as there are extra demands on their time due to the need to accommodate training requirements (travel to competitions, training camps etc). Most students are resident on campus, where they have access to an extensive wireless network.  

Evaluations from previous cohorts indicate that students experience difficulty in sustained engagement with independent study tasks associated with this unit.
Aims and Objectives
By structuring inter-session study time using group learning activities (JISC 2005, Levy & Kennedy 2005) we aimed to establish learning networks that more effectively support the student experience on this unit and motivate student participation. In addition we sought to harness the communication cultures and skills of these ‘digital native’ students, using mobile phones and SMS to promote greater connectivity between the students and the tutor.
Specifically our objectives were to: 
· increase active student engagement by prompting/alerting students to pre-session and post-session tasks using text messaging; 
· encourage and facilitate timely study practices (habits of mind); 
· aid the transition between A-level structure and HE environments by providing a ‘scaffolding’ of inter session activity (which is intermittent for this sem1/yr1 unit); 
· foster staff-student unit-related contact outside sessions; 
· harness the cultures and skills associated with mobile phone use which the students already possess; 

· develop group learning activities that integrate VLE, face to face & texting.

Preliminary Investigation
We surveyed the new Coach Education students (n=56), prior to arrival on campus to elicit data about the extent of mobile phone ownership, the capability of their devices, and the range of contracts or licences under which they operate, student cultures & skills surrounding their use, alongside the students’ willingness to adopt mobiles as tools to support their learning. 

How available are students for mobile contact via SMS? Students were almost always available for communication via their mobiles. They reported checking for messages frequently (every 20min, 1hr, several times a day) and always responding to the arrival tone. (Clearly SMS was highly effective in gaining attention.)

What can their mobiles do? The majority of students own high specification mobiles. Surprisingly few seemed to use any more than basic capability (SMS and voice calls).
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Figure 1 – Features available on student phones
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Figure 2 – Mobile phone functionality rarely or never used by students
How useful do students think their mobiles would be for activities connected with learning? Students saw particular potential for keeping in contact with their tutor and in receiving questions or reminders about deadlines from their tutor.
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Figure 3 – Student views about the potential for using mobile phones to support learning
How frequently would students be prepared to receive texts connected with their courses? Most students were prepared to receive texts several times a week.
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Figure 4 – Student willingness to receive text messages connected with their course

How many messages would students be willing to send in connection with their course? Many students were willing to use some of their own quota of text messages for study purposes.
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Figure 5 – Number of course related messages students were willing to send each week 
In addition, 93% of students are willing for their mobile numbers to be stored securely by their department.

The findings from this initial questionnaire indicated that students use their phones for highly personal interactions and they make themselves almost constantly available via SMS. If we are to successfully harness the existing student mobile phone and SMS infrastructure for the purpose of learning, then we felt we would need to align any planned SMS based communication with protocols already in place. That is we should make it seem personal and send relatively few, but essential texts. 

Implementation
These findings and our review of literature in the field informed the initial design of how texting was incorporated into a set of group learning activities aiming to give structure to out-of-session study time while facilitating greater connectivity between the students, their course and the tutor. These activities integrated the two dominant learning contexts for students on this unit, namely face to face sessions and the VLE. Asynchronous tools (forums and wikis) were used in concert with mobile communication, managed through a bulk texting service to support both individual and collaborative processes.
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Figure 6 – Blended Learning Environment
The initial survey of the Coach Education students provided us with clear guidance regarding the students’ view of acceptable use of text messaging for learning, especially volume, timing and purpose of the texts. The text messaging component of the integrated learning activities were constructed within these parameters: the text messages acted as reminders to engage with preparatory and follow-up activities located in the VLE, but associated with the face to face sessions. All students (n=81) received no more than two text messages a week in respect of this. In addition, they were requested to send one SMS message in response to (usually) a preparatory task.

	Hi Tom. A reminder 2 lk at & comment on the reading improvement video-Moodle (Act 4.1) Pls txt in wht u hve learned from the video b4 session. Gabriele

	Hi Laura. A reminder (if needed) to text in your definition of metacognition before 2pm today. Start your text with ED. C u 2moro. Gabriele

	Hi Ian, jst a reminder to think of a recent lecture & txt in what the lecturer did to help/hinder yr learning in the lecture. By 9am 2moro pls. Gabriele

	Hi Joanna, A remnder 2 complete follow-up acts (5.4, 5.5) good prep for assgnmnt, (5.6) ur action plns. Lecture style videos now on Moodle. Gabriele


[In order to maximise the opportunities for students to act on the content of the message, we examined the students’ timetables to ascertain an appropriate time to distribute the messages.]

Figure 7 – Examples of text messages sent to students

	ED i have learnt how The sq3r strategy could help me 2 read aswel as actually takin in the info & learning at the same time e.g. Taking notes at same time

	ED awarenes + understandin of 1s own 4t proceses esp regarded as havin a role in directin those processes.

	ED The lecturer is willing to answer any questions that anyone has, and uses specific language that students will understand.


Figure 8 – Examples of text messages received from students

Bulk Texting Service: To achieve efficient management and distribution of the text messages, a bulk texting service (Edutext http://www.edutxt.co.uk ) was employed. This application enabled composition, scheduling and sending of personalised text messages via a web based interface. The Edutxt service was selected after evaluating three market competitors Janetxt, Tribal, Edutxt. The Edutxt service was chosen for the following reasons:
· Extensive experience in meeting the needs of the education sector and specifically for teaching and learning purposes.
· Comprehensive functionality including support for rss to SMS
· Intuitive user interface

· Transparency of pricing structure.

· Comprehensive support package (onsite training, telephone support etc.) included in the license fee.

· Willingness to share and take feedback on their ‘roadmap’

· Integration with Moodle via a plugin.

· Free access to XML API, SOAP and LDAP connection 
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Figure 9 – Edutxt administrator user interface

Early Student Feedback: In the early stages of the course we shared our plans for the unit with the students and requested their feedback via an online forum. Student participation was good (31 students) and comments were made about the usefulness of the texts for reminders and deadlines. The few areas of concerns were to do with costs (11 students); restrictions of 160 characters (4), volume (3).  At this point we implemented an opt out. By texting “STOP Reminders” to the course mobile number students removed themselves. Only one student said they would take this up.

Refining the Implementation: During the first semester we continued a formative evaluation through informal and formal (focus group) consultation with students and our own ongoing tutor reflections (weekly diary) including: pedagogical considerations of the appropriateness of texting in relation to the desired learning outcomes; volume and quality of students’ texts responses to learning activities; changes in the quality of student engagement; attendance in face to face sessions and online; coherence of the integrated learning activities, and reliability of the bulk texting service.

There were no major problems with how the texting was being received by students (e.g. frequency of texts out to students and requests for text responses) and feedback was generally confirmatory regarding the efficacy of the texting activities. An example of refinement was that as a result of student feedback in the focus group, students’ text contributions were presented by a ‘tag cloud’ to aid the extraction of meaning. Thus our weekly reflections and regard of the student voice helped to inform and refine the implementation.
Evaluation
Summary of Findings: A comprehensive questionnaire was administered at the end of the unit (50 questions, both qualitative and quantitative). The response rate was 88% (n=81). Access statistics from the VLE and the bulk texting service and the tutor’s journal also contributed to our evaluation. Overall, students valued the text messages highly as part of this course, only 3% (n=71) chose to opt out of receiving SMS. Predominantly they took positive actions with the texts e.g. acting on it, saving it. Only 11% (n=71) chose to ignore or delete messages from the unit. The VLE and bulk texting service statistics suggested that the texts successfully and consistently guided students to the intersession learning activities. Students regarded the texts as good for reminding them about work to be done, important deadlines, administrative changes etc, and regarded them as an effective aid to time management (62%, n=71) , especially in the busy first few weeks of term. They felt that the texts were better than email at gaining their attention and that they were good to clarify instructions that can easily be missed at the end of face to face sessions. 
Students liked the personal nature of the texts and suggested that they would be an appropriate way for personal tutors to keep in touch. However on a few occasions texts arrived at inconvenient or inappropriate times which sometimes meant that students felt like being ‘nagged’. Few students had strong general feelings about receiving texts and only a minority (13%, n=71) expressed negative reactions to them. They were less supportive of sending texts in as part of learning activities and found it a challenge to be concise when restricted to 160 characters. Inhibitors to making responses by text included no credit (24%, n=55) or were associated with doubts about the efficacy of the task. In a few cases, lack of signal on campus was a problem and some students found themselves locked into poor network coverage by an inflexible licensing arrangement.
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Figure 10 – Student logins to the VLE following the receipt of a text message from the tutor

Our evaluation showed that texting did prompt student responses to directions and questions from their tutor. There was a correlation between the time the text messages were sent out and students’ arrival and subsequent activity in the VLE (see Figure 9), in some cases students would visit the VLE just a few minutes after receiving their message.
When asked about how well the face to face teaching, the VLE and the texts had worked together 74% (n=71) thought they had worked well or very well together. Also in response to being asked about what the texting had added to their learning on the unit student comments were predominantly about convenience/accessibility/gaining attention (36%, n=59) or about the effects of the texts as prompting them to take action (32%, n=59).
Impact on unit assessment
Most notably the end of unit assessment results showed a marked increase (5 points) for the lower quartile score of the cohort when compared with marks over the previous 4 years. 
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Figure 11 – EEL Unit Assignment Results Comparison
Project Leaders’ Reflections
Tutor 
Overall I noted increased student engagement and sustained attendance at face to face sessions compared with cohorts from previous years. Text reminders definitely caused the students to react – and I became quite addicted to checking how many students were on-line as a result of texts, completing pre-and post session activities.   I feel (compared to previous years) a sense of  knowing more students this year through the visibility of the on-line environment. 
It has been a fascinating (if tiring) experience to develop e- and m- learning activities for this unit, and I valued the opportunity to review material and repurpose existing actvities for new mediums. Particularly challenging was to manage the integration of face to face session activities, VLE moodle and texts, as students’ texts sometimes only arrive hours before the session.  Hard work but worthwhile!
E-learning Officer
I was surprised at the students’ willingness to use their own personal mobile devices for learning and at their creativity in adapting the texting language for an academic context.
The texting seemed to act as an extension of the tutor’s voice reaching out to individual students in a personal and supportive way and extending learning conversations beyond the face to face sessions.

I was impressed at how the bulk texting service for the most part seemed largely transparent to participants in conversation. For me this is a key attribute of a successful learning technology.
Conclusions

1. Support structures provided by the text based communication and the VLE successfully addressed transition challenges by ‘scaffolding’ time management practices and by fostering greater awareness of students’ need to develop self-regulating strategies.

2. The simple text message, as an extension of the tutor’s voice beyond contact time, played a key role in enhancing the learning process.
3. All students appreciated personalised SMS communications and felt individually supported in their studies. It would be interesting to see whether there is any impact on student retention.
4. Student willingness to accept SMS communication was in part dependent on the volume, frequency, perceived usefulness and tone of the message, and the degree of alignment with social communication practices.
Outcomes
· Literature review of SMS use in HE and the challenges faced by students in transition. 

· A first year undergraduate, generally available unit repurposed as a blended learning experience with integrated SMS communication.

· SMS communication taken up in a second semester unit in the Department of Education.

· E-learning skills development for the academic and administrative staff involved.

· Increased awareness of the needs of first year undergraduate coach education students for the e-learning officer.

· This pilot project will help to inform decisions regarding the selection and deployment of a University wide bulk texting service.
· Materials for a staff development workshop about using mobile communication with campus based blended learning experiences.
Recommendations
If SMS were to be more widely adopted across the University we would recommend that:
· Students should be able to flexibly opt in/out of SMS services
· Total SMS traffic to students should be carefully monitored and should not exceed 2 text messages per week.
· There are ongoing negotiations with students regarding acceptable parameters of SMS use e.g. volume, frequency and timing of SMS communication. 
· Staff are supported in becoming familiar with the norms of student SMS communication.
· Ongoing evaluation of the impact of SMS on student learning and well-being is put in place.
Resource implications
Running a bulk texting service requires an annual licence (currently £2,450/yr) and bundles of text messages which must be paid for in advance. The cost of sending a text message (currently 4p-7.5p) varies according to the size of the bundle purchased. However text bundles do not expire so can be bought in large quantities and used over several years. A single licence serves the whole institution and provides a single telephone number for students to return calls. Additional numbers may be purchased if required. During the course of this project 2,750 messages were sent to 81 students and 391 messages were received from students.

The University has recently purchased a site licence for the Edutxt bulk texting service however departments who wish to use this service will still be required to meet the costs of the messages they send out to students.
Dissemination

The following dissemination of the project outcomes has taken place.

· Presentation to the University e-learning practitioners’ forum.
· Poster at the University Innovations in Teaching and Learning event 2008
· Paper to be presented at the NLC 2008
· Abstract submitted to ALT-C 2008
· Workshop for academic staff at Bath.
There are plans for more data analysis with a view to writing a journal article for publication 2008/9.
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Financial summary
	Total Grant Awarded
	9,619

	Academic staff time
	5,034.46

	Administrative staff time
	113.00

	Edutxt Software
	1224.35

	Data analysis
	287.61

	Questionnaire
	16.00

	Focus Group
	2.50

	Poster
	20.00

	Flights to NLC 2008 (x2)
	386.20

	
	

	
	

	Total spent 7/04/08
	7,084.12

	
	

	Balance to date
	2,534.88

	
	

	Further committed expenditure
	

	Text messages
	1,700.00

	Data Analysis
	100

	Additional travel NLC
	100

	Academic staff time (writing)
	250

	Mlearn Conference (x1)
	380

	
	

	
	

	Total committed
	2,530.00

	
	

	Balance
	4.88
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