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SUMMARY 
 
The purpose of my study was to explain how adult learners in distance education 

experienced short message service (SMS) technology as a learning support tool.  The 

study focused on a single unit of analysis, namely a SMS for academic purposes that 

was implemented in the final module, Practical Experience, of the Advanced Certificate 

in Education:  Special Needs Education.  This course is one of three in-service teacher 

training programmes offered by the Unit for Distance Education at the University of 

Pretoria (UP).  The theoretical framework and literature review were operationalised by 

the development of a questionnaire. A record of the text message response schedules, 

and telephonic interviews comprised the other two data collection instruments.  These 

data were integrated to provide an explanation of how learners experienced SMS 

technology as a learning support tool.  Participants who were able to utilise and access 

the SMS said that it seemed to: motivate them, help them focus on their work and set 

goals. They could check on their progress and found the creation of flexible learning 

environments an additional benefit.  Interactive learning environments that enabled them 

to construct new knowledge by actively engaging in the learning process benefited the 

participants.  Constructivist principles of teaching and learning are inherent in this.  The 

SMS did not seem to facilitate the development of interactive learning environments 

characterised by two-way communication channels for all the participants, as it also 

establishes one-way communication channels focused on delivering course content.  

Although participants indicated that this was helpful in giving them more information, 

they also expressed a need for more contact with their lecturers and with other learners 

for learning support purposes.  Barriers to communication included faulty cellular 

phones, the cost of the SMS, and the lateness of text messages in relation to the due 

dates for assignments and projects.  An overriding barrier was the difficulty participants 

seemed to have in understanding the instructions in the text messages. 

Recommendations are therefore made to improve future short message services in 

order to overcome this.   

 
Key words:  Experiences, adult learners, distance education, SMS technology, 
learning support tool, developing country, electronic and mobile learning, 
interactive learning environment, and learning.  
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Chapter 1:  Preview of the study 

 
1.1 Introduction 
 

The nature of education in schools and higher education institutions is being altered in 

the light of rapid global changes.  Technology is being incorporated into distance 

education (DE) programmes, as course developers and presenters continually strive to 

offer learning support through such endeavours.  The current body of literature on 

mobile learning (m-learning) in particular, focuses on the attributes of specific mobile 

technologies and highlights the advantages of mobility mainly in developed countries 

(Bates 2001; Gregory & Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; 

Hayes, Joyce & Pathak 2004; Hedberg 2003; Miller & Lu 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-

Smith & Kent 2003; Seppälä & Alamäki 2003; Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004)1.  Where 

developing countries have been discussed in the literature in this regard, the emphasis 

is on the existing barriers to accessing educational technology in these contexts.  

Literature on m-learning says little about learners’2 experiences of short message 

service (SMS3) technology as a learning support tool in DE.  This is the focus of my 

study.   

 

Research exploring learners’ experiences of the SMS offered to distance learners at the 

University of Pretoria (UP), South Africa, has never been conducted prior to my study.  

Informal discussions with the distance learners who made use of the SMS indicated that 

their learning was supported by this technological innovation.  My interest in the field of 

learning support and own experience of being a distance learner motivated me to 

undertake this study.  This was supported by the course presenters and the developers 

of the SMS who were also interested in exploring learners’ experiences of this form of 

technology in education in a continuous effort to enhance the quality of education offered 

at the Unit for DE at UP.   

 

 

                                                 
1  Authors will be referenced in the text in alphabetical order.  
2  The term “learner” will be used when referring to “adult learner” in the remainder of this report.  
3  Unless otherwise specified, an SMS will refer to an SMS for academic purposes.  
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This chapter covers the motivation and rationale for my study and puts it into context by 

outlining the worldwide implementation of technology in education programmes in 

schools and higher education institutions.  UP’s SMS will then be discussed in an effort 

to contextualise my study further.  The assumptions made, research methodology and 

strategies employed will be discussed.  The chapter ends with the outline and 

organisation of my study. 

 

1.2 Motivation 
 
In 1990 I registered as an adult learner in DE to further my studies in psychology.  

Discussing the content of my learning material verbally and interacting telephonically 

with my lecturers and/or fellow learners, helped me to understand the course material 

better.  As a distance learner, my understanding of this material would have been 

enhanced by having had access to more learning support in addition to the study guides 

and the face-to-face lectures that were available to me.  This experience piqued my 

interest in finding ways of offering additional learning support to learners, especially in 

the context of DE where there are fewer opportunities for them to interact with each 

other and with their lecturers.  

 

In 1992 I was employed by a mining company as an education co-ordinator responsible 

for the training and development of teachers employed by schools affiliated to them.  

Since many of the schools were located in rural areas in Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-

Natal, the teachers mostly relied on the support services offered to them by the 

company’s education department.  This experience highlighted the challenges teachers 

and learners from rural areas face in receiving adequate support for both teaching and 

learning.  My study has given me the opportunity to explore this interest of mine in 

learning support. 

This interest continued to develop when, in 1995, I started as a secondary school 

mathematics teacher.  I noticed that many learners had increasing access to, or owned 

their own cellular phones.  Although they mainly seemed to use the phones for social 

purposes, I wondered whether they could be utilised as learning support tools as well.   

In 2004 the developers of UP’s SMS were interested in determining how learners 

experienced the SMS as a learning support tool.  Since the Master’s programme in 

 
 
 



 3

educational psychology involved a great deal of work on learning support, the co-

ordinator of the Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE):  Special Needs Education 

(SNE) felt that a post-graduate learner registered for this programme should undertake a 

study in this regard.  He also anticipated that the study would involve some quantitative 

research and so when he asked the co-ordinator of the Master’s programme in 

educational psychology, for a potential researcher, she nominated me given that I had 

experience in working with numbers and numerical data in my previous capacity as a 

mathematics teacher and was interested in the topic. 

 

1.3 Rationale 
 
Savill-Smith and Kent (2003) conducted a research review, synthesising key messages 

from literature based on one hundred and forty items between 1999 and 2003.  Their 

findings reveal that there is a notable lack of detailed, comparative research on the use 

of mobile devices in education.  In addition, much current research done in the field of 

educational technology focuses on the use of online courses, Internet enabled mobile 

phones, personal digital assistants (PDA’s) or two-way pagers (Gregory & Wohlmuth 

2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; Hedberg 2003; Miller & Lu 2003; Pathak 

& Rovcanin 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Sepälä & Alamäki 2003).  This 

limits the relevance of the findings of the above literature studies for the South African 

context, as the majority of South Africans do not have access to the Internet.  My study 

attempts to address this gap by focusing on the use of mobile devices - which are not 

Internet enabled, namely entry-level cellular phones - in education.  Ultimately, the 

findings and recommendations made in terms of improving the quality of the SMS 

offered for learning support could be relevant to other developing countries that also lack 

the infrastructure for permanent fixed line telecom systems.  My study thus has the 

potential to enrich the literature by focusing on learning support in developing countries.   

 

Furthermore, there are only a few studies that include learners’ experiences of 

technology in education (Savill-Smith & Kent 2003).  One study conducted by Sappälä 

and Alamäki (2003) investigated the experience learners had of an SMS used only for 

administrative purposes.  They also focused on other computer-linked services relevant 

to the course at hand.  Most of the literature (Balacheff et al. 2005; Hedberg 2003; 

Hoppe, Milrad & Kinshuk 2002; Sappälä & Alamäki 2003; Stone 2004; Yerushalmy & 
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Ben-Zaken 2004) discusses studies investigating the effectiveness of short message 

services that provided learners with administrative information only.  My study 

acknowledges that learners’ experiences of using technology in education should be 

central to the data collection process.  In so doing, the findings have the potential to add 

to the limited body of literature that focuses on learners’ experiences in this regard.  In 

addition, in considering their experiences of utilising an SMS for academic purposes, my 

study enriches the literature focusing on research conducted on short message services 

for administrative purposes4, only.     

 

Where m-learning is discussed in the literature, not much is said about how it supports 

the learning process.  Instead, this literature is descriptive in nature in that it focuses on 

discussing the attributes and advantages of these learning environments (Gregory & 

Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak & Rovcanin 2003; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 

2004; Hedberg 2003; Miller & Lu 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Seppälä 

& Alamäki 2003).  My study thus investigates learners’ experiences of a particular m-

learning project, concerning an academic SMS, as it warrants further study of an 

explanatory nature. 

 

1.4 Research question  
 
In striving to explain the meanings learners attributed to their respective experiences of 

an academic SMS, the research question is formulated as follows:   

 

How do adult learners in distance education experience SMS technology as a 
learning support tool?   
 

The research question is divided into the following sub-questions:   

• What constitutes distance education experiences for adult learners? 

• How is SMS technology currently implemented in DE? 

• What learning support tools are used in DE for adult learners? 

 

                                                 
4  An SMS for academic purposes will be referred to as an academic SMS and an SMS for administrative 
purposes will be referred to as an administrative SMS when distinguishing between these two types of short 
message services.   
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1.5 Contextualisation 
 
In order to place my study within a broader context, firstly the implementation of 

electronic learning (e-learning) and m-learning environments worldwide will be discussed 

and secondly the focus placed on developing countries such as South Africa.  UP’s m-

learning projects, that use text messaging sent by SMS, will also be described. 

 

1.5.1 The inception and growth of cellular phone technology  

 
There are one billion cellular phone5 users as opposed to four hundred million Internet 

users worldwide (Keegan 2003).  PDA’s and cellular phone sales exceeded laptop or 

desktop computer sales in 2002 (Nua Internet Surveys 2002).  The Nua Internet Survey 

(2002) also maintains that 41% of European adults use SMS technology as opposed to 

30% that use the Internet or electronic mail (e-mail).   

 

Africa, a developing country, is at the forefront of embracing cellular phones.  LaFraniere 

(2005) reports that Africa has, on average, one landline for every 33 people.  Africa has, 

however, become the world’s fastest growing cellular phone market with one in eleven 

Africans being a cellular phone subscriber. This resulted in an estimated 76.8 million 

cellular phone subscribers in Africa in 2004; an increase compared to the 7.5 million in 

1999 (LaFraniere 2005).  The use of mobile technology in Africa is amongst the highest 

globally with Shapshak (2002) estimating one hundred million mobile users in Africa in 

2005.  More recent statistics indicate this figure to be just over 85 million (African Taste 

Social 2006).     

 
1.5.2 Information and communication technology at UP  
 
Given the high cellular phone use in Africa, it was reasonable to expect that attempts 

would be made to utilise cellular phones in education to enhance the quality of learning 

support offered to learners.  The historical developments in adopting information and 

communication technologies (ICT’s) that took place at UP from 1993 until the inception 

of the current m-learning projects, reflect this.  These developments will be discussed 

                                                 
5  The term “cellular phones” will be used in this report instead of “mobile phones”, since this is how South 
Africans refer to these communication devices.    
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briefly (in chronological order) as follows:  Changes in educational practices at UP, took 

place in response to developments in ICT, the commercialisation and globalisation of 

education, social change, and the pursuit of high quality education (The Department of 

Education Innovation 2006).  In 1994 UP began using interactive television as a teaching 

support medium in schools.  UP’s first video conference was held in 1996.  Van der Watt 

(2002) describes that this took place via a satellite connection and land lines among 

people in Cape Town, Durban, Port Elizabeth, UP and the Wageningen University in the 

Netherlands.  Since then, a number of programmes, for example in Nursing Science, 

have been offered to learners countrywide in the same way.   

 

A dedicated satellite channel, called the TeleTuks, was implemented from 1994 until 

2004, to provide interactive television through digital satellite television to a number of 

schools in South Africa.  Daily broadcasts of supplementary teleteaching in 

Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Accountancy, Biology and Guidance were transmitted 

to these schools.  The aim of these broadcasts was to support Grade 12 learners and 

their teachers.   

 

From 1997 UP adjusted its teaching model, based primarily on contact education, to 

embrace other models of teaching and learning (Van der Watt 2002).  This was done in 

an effort to make high quality education more accessible to learners and to create 

additional learning opportunities for them.  These flexible learning environments were 

primarily developed through DE initiatives and usually involved some kind of technology-

enhanced support material and delivery system.  E-learning projects developed during 

this time, in the form of various computer-aided programmes, were made available to 

staff and learners at UP.  Computer laboratories and electronic testing programmes 

were also developed.  In July 1997 the Department for Telematic Learning and 

Education Innovation (now referred to as the Department for Education Innovation) was 

created to develop more and better learning opportunities on and off campus, and to 

manage telematic education at UP (Van der Watt 2002).  UP currently presents 

electronic education via the “World Wide Web” and through the integration of various 

ICT’s.   
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An integrated virtual campus was launched in October 1999.  A total of 250 on-line 

courses have been available to learners since then.  Initially UP also formed 

partnerships with other organisations to meet the educational challenges faced in 

making education more accessible.  One such programme involved a project done in 

conjunction with the University of Zululand.  This programme used interactive television 

tuition to deliver postgraduate course material in several African languages.  

Partnerships between UP and higher education institutions such as the National Private 

Colleges were formed to present traditional, paper-based DE programmes (Van der Watt 

2002).  Since it was not cost effective to create a separate infrastructure for these 

programmes, no new learners were accepted into these programmes after 2001.   

 

The Unit for DE at the Faculty of Education was established in 2002 to replace the 

partnerships between UP and other organisations.  Three programmes for the distance 

education of teachers were developed.  The Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) 

replaced the Further Diploma in Education.  Two ACE programmes were introduced, 

namely the ACE:  Education Management (EM), and the ACE (SNE).  The third 

programme that was developed was the Bachelor of Education Honours degree in 

Education Management, Law and Policy.  These were mainly paper-based programmes, 

supported by contact sessions, which learners could attend (University of Pretoria 2006).   

 

1.5.3 The University of Pretoria’s mobile learning projects 

 
The latest breakthrough in terms of supporting the 9200 learners that are currently 

enrolled for the three programmes offered by UP’s Unit for DE is in the field of m-

learning.  Ninety-seven percent of these learners at UP, have cellular phones, whereas 

less that one percent have access to e-mails (Brown 2005).  Ninety percent of these 

learners reside in rural areas with little or no fixed line infrastructure (Brown & Viljoen 

2003) and, therefore, have limited access to basic technology such as telephones.  In an 

effort to enhance the learning support offered to these learners, the Unit for DE at UP 

introduced an SMS in three programmes, providing learners with information regarding 

administrative matters in November 2002.  Text messages conveyed by this service 

focus on reminders of important dates, events and requirements for activities such as 

contact sessions, examinations as well as account status (Dippenaar 2004).  Learners 

seemed to respond en masse and almost immediately to information provided by the 
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administrative SMS (Brown & Viljoen 2003).  Less than 40% of learners registered in 

time when no text message reminder was sent to them in this regard.  By contrast, 58% 

of the learners registered in time after receiving a text message reminder concerning 

registration dates.  In response to a text message reminder of the contact session dates, 

95% of the learners who registered for the contact sessions attended these sessions.  In 

essence the “administrative SMS has proved to be beneficial from a quality, time 

management and financial point of view” (Viljoen, Du Preez & Cook 2005).   

 

The success of the administrative SMS motivated the Unit for DE at UP’s Faculty of 

Education, to extend the service.  This unit continues to offer the two ACE programmes, 

the ACE (EM), and the ACE (SNE).  At the end of 2004, the Unit for DE at UP introduced 

an academic SMS pilot project for adult learners registered for Practical Experience 402 

(LPO 4026), the final module in the ACE (SNE).  This module was selected since there 

was a small group of learners registered for LPO 402, making the control of extraneous 

variables related to the number of participants easier to manage.  In addition, the module 

had a large project to be completed by all learners registered for LPO 402.  This could 

be used to identify academic learning content that could be incorporated into the text 

messages sent by SMS.  Finally, the module was suitable for the SMS since the learners 

enrolled for the ACE (SNE) would be able to give a first hand account of their 

experiences of using text messages since they would have already completed five other 

modules that did not make use of an SMS.  The learners who participated in my study 

were all registered for this module, and could write their examinations within four years 

of registering for LPO 402.   

 

The pilot SMS7 ran from October 2004 to April 2005.  This service made use of four 

different types of academic text message tools sent by SMS (Addendum A & section 

4.3).  The main SMS8 was offered from April 2005 to October of the same year. In 

striving to offer a more comprehensive service, the designers of the SMS decided to 

include an additional academic text message in my main study.  In so doing, the main 

SMS made use of five different text message tools (Addendum B & section 4.4).  This 

decision was based on the responses made by learners during informal discussions with 

                                                 
6  The curriculum for this module deals with an asset-based approach to learning support; context-specific 
practical work in learning support; written reflections and a portfolio of work. 
7  I shall refer to the “pilot SMS” as the “pilot study” in the remainder of my report.   
8  The “main SMS” will be referred to as the “main study” in the remainder of my report. 
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their lecturers, suggesting that they would benefit from further learning support in 

specific areas of the course content (Viljoen, Du Preez & Cook 2005).  In addition, the 

order in which the different text messages were sent out during my main study differed 

from that of my pilot study, to ensure that the text message tools would correspond with 

the dates for assignment submissions, and the dates for the contact sessions.  Both 

types of short message services were tailor-made with the assistance of an independent 

service provider and UP’s Information Technology (IT) department.  Each text message 

could contain up to 160 characters.  The SMS ultimately gave learners who owned or 

had access to cellular phones, the opportunity to utilise technology in education as a 

learning support tool.   

1.6 Clarification of key terms 

 

Key concepts that are an integral part of my study will now be discussed (in alphabetical 

order) to clarify their respective meanings within this context.  

 

1.6.1 Adult learners 
 
Lyman (Gerbic 2004) defines adult learners as individuals who have assumed adult 

social roles and participate in learning activities.  In my study the participants have all 

assumed social roles mostly as teachers in their respective communities.  They are 

adults by virtue of their ages, which range between 24 and 55 years old.  These persons 

are learners because they are all registered with the Unit for DE at UP.   

 

1.6.2  Developing country 
 
Literature on developing countries contains a number of definitions of this term.  I 

ultimately drew on those that describe the South African context in which the SMS was 

offered to adult learners.  Developing countries are primarily located in Africa, Asia, 

South America and Eastern Europe.  Characteristics of these countries include limited 

resources (technological, physical and human resources), inadequate infrastructure, 

economic and political instability, limited access to social services (for example, good 

education and health care), high population growth, a young workforce, and low literacy 

and numeracy rates (Kanungo & Jaeger 1990).  The World Bank includes characteristics 
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such as a low average income compared to the world average, low levels of economic 

development, low standards of living, and a strong correlation between low income 

levels and a high population growth (Abler n.d.).      

 

1.6.3 Distance education 
 
Sankaran and Bui (2001:191) define DE as “the process of instruction and learning via 

virtual classrooms where teachers and learners are separated in space and sometimes 

in time”.  The participants in my study qualify as they learn in their own time and in 

unspecified venues.  Bernard et al. (2004) discuss five generations of DE.  Print-based 

correspondence programmes refer to first generation DE; increased learner support was 

intended in second generation DE by incorporating audio- and videocassettes, 

broadcast television, and radio into courses; hypertext and teleconferencing was used in 

third generation DE; fourth-generation DE was characterised by more flexible learning 

that made use of Internet-accessible education programmes; and finally, fifth generation 

DE incorporated online interactive multimedia and/or Internet-based access to Web 

resources.  In my study DE can be classified as a fifth generation programme since it 

utilises a SMS in addition to print-based material and face-to-face contact sessions with 

lecturers.    

 
1.6.4 Electronic and mobile learning 
 
Webopedia (2006:1) defines e-learning as the delivery of education via the “Internet, 

network or standalone computer”.  This definition is not suitable for my study since it 

excludes electronic devices such as entry-level cellular phones that are not Internet 

enabled.  A broader definition of e-learning is the delivery of education via electronic 

media  is more appropriate to use here since it includes the use of cellular phones as a 

mode of delivery in education (Brown & Viljoen 2003; Stockley 2006).  The E-learning 

Forum’s (2004:1) definition emphasises that e-learning is a “planned teaching and 

learning experience” that is intended to enable learners to learn “at their own pace” by 

utilising technological tools such as cellular phones.  In a similar vein, my study focused 

on a project that used carefully planned learning support material sent to learners via 

text messages on their cellular phones.  Learners could work through the text messages 

they received in their own time and at their own pace.  It is important to note that in my 
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study, e-learning is not the primary “planned teaching and learning experience”.  Instead 

it is “the use of technology to support the learning process” (Educational Technology 

n.d.:1).  As such, the text messages conveyed by cellular phones were used to 

supplement paper-based learning materials, which served as the primary learning tool.       

 

Definitions of m-learning in the literature highlight the use of mobile devices in teaching 

and learning (Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; Wikipedia 2006a).  Quinn (Brown 

& Viljoen 2003) maintains that m-learning is e-learning through mobile computational 

devices, which include cellular phones, PDA’s and pocket PC’s.  M-learning in my study 

only refers to the use of cellular phones as a tool in delivering additional learning support 

to learners.  Wikipedia (2006a) also emphasises that m-learning is unique in that it 

delivers education through these mobile devices to learners who are not in a fixed 

location.  As such, m-learning is an “anytime, anywhere” way to learn and it offers 

“flexibility in how, when and where” learning could take place (Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme 

2005:2).  In my study the participants were all distance learners who did not have the 

opportunity to learn together in fixed locations.  They too, had the potential to learn 

“anytime and anywhere” after receiving learning support material via the text messages.   

 

1.6.5 Experience 
 
An experience is the observation of or active participation in an event that leads to the 

accumulation of knowledge or skills (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary 2006).  

Quantitative data were gathered in my study (sub-section 1.9.3) in striving to describe 

how the participants used the respective text messages.  A broader definition of the term 

experience is offered by Schwandt (2001:84) who refers to the “lived experience of 

others”.  This definition acknowledges that experiences are personally encountered 

events, and emphasises the meanings, and nature of interactions individuals attribute to 

them.  Quantitative and qualitative data collected in my study gave an indication of the 

participants’ feelings and thoughts about the SMS as a learning support tool (their lived 

experiences of the SMS).  According to Schwandt (2001), my own “lived experience” as 

a participant observer (section 1.10) in my study, enabled me to describe and ultimately 

explain the meanings participants attributed to the SMS.   
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1.6.6 Interactive learning environment 
 
A technical definition of an interactive learning environment draws on Wagner’s (1994) 

definition of the term interactivity that defines the term as a specific characteristic of the 

delivery system used.  In line with this conceptualisation of an interactive learning 

environment such a definition would refer to the exchange of information between 

people via technology.  In my study this exchange took place between the learners who 

received the text messages sent by SMS (the delivery system), and their lecturers.   

 

In Chapter 2 (sub-section 2.2) I shall discuss constructivism as the theoretical framework 

for my study.  As such the initial phase of the learning process takes place when 

educators and learners actively engage with one another through their respective 

experiences, activities, and in dialogue with one another (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 

2005; Collins 2003; Hedberg 2003).  Knowledge is socially constructed through these 

social interactions when their ideas and thoughts are challenged.  This corresponds with 

Reber’s (1995) psychological definition of interactivity which purports that when 

individuals interact, they influence each other.  In interactive learning environments, the 

ideas and actions of one person have the potential to influence those of the other and 

vice versa.  These environments exist where lecturers are able to exchange ideas with 

learners and vice versa; or when learners are able to do this with each other.  In my 

study the exchange of information took place indirectly through the text messages sent 

by SMS, as opposed to directly through face-to-face interactions.    

 

1.6.7 Learning 
 
Colman (2001:404) defines learning as “the act or process of acquiring knowledge or 

skill”.  In view of this, defining learning is a complex process that is influenced by the 

theoretical framework adopted in striving to describe the process whereby learning takes 

place.  Learning, in my study, is underpinned by constructivism.  It is conceptualised as 

a process in which learners actively construct, interpret and modify their own 

representations of reality based on their experiences (Hedberg 2003).  Learning is seen 

to take place when learners are able to attribute meaning to the learning material 

presented to them (Hedberg 2003).  Further learning takes place when learners are able 
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to effectively apply what they have learned in one particular situation to another situation 

(Van den Aardweg & Van den Aardweg 1999).     

 

1.6.8 Learning support tool  
 
Learning support, as conceptualised in my study, is underpinned by constructivism and 

Feuerstein’s theory of mediated learning experience.  Based on constructivism, learning 

support incorporates the notion of social negotiation (Hedberg 2003).  This recognises 

that learners learn by challenging their thoughts, beliefs, perceptions and existing 

knowledge through interacting with other learners and course presenters (Hedberg 

2003).   

 

Feuerstein’s mediated learning experience postulates that learners do not learn directly 

from the physical environment, but need educators and more knowledgeable peers to 

act as mediators to make the learning material more meaningful (Human-Vogel 2004).  

In my study, learning support refers to practices that give learners opportunities to 

interact with their lecturers via text messages.  Learners used their cellular phones 

(learning support tool) when sending reply text messages in response to the text 

messages they received from UP.  These interactions can take place on different levels 

ranging from those that facilitate the development of one-way communication channels 

to those that enable two-way communication channels to be established. The 

information (in the text messages) is seen as attempts made by lecturers to make the 

course content more meaningful to learners. 

 

The Oxford English Dictionary (2005:1091) defines a tool as “a thing used to help 

achieve something or perform a job”.  In view of this definition the academic text 

messages sent by SMS are perceived as the tool which aimed at contributing to the 

amount of learning support learners were offered.   

 

1.6.9 SMS technology 
 
Wikipedia (2006b) defines an SMS as a (wireless) service made available by digital 

cellular phones and other mobile devices such as pocket PC’s.  In my study the SMS 

made use of entry-level cellular phones.  The SMS allows text messages to be sent to 
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cellular phones and other handheld devices and even landlines (Wikipedia 2006b).  My 

definition of a text messages sent by SMS draws on Intel Telecom Solutions’ definition 

(2005) in this regard, namely that text messages are only sent to cellular phones.  Text 

messages of up to 160 alphanumeric characters were sent to the learners registered for 

the module LPO 402, by the Unit for DE at UP.  Learners were not required to send a 

reply text message for every text message they received.  For example, some text 

messages from UP asked learners to phone in to hear a pre-recorded voice message.   

 
In my study, an administrative SMS was distinguished from an academic SMS since the 

content and purpose of the text messages they sent, differed (Viljoen, Du Preez & Cook 

2005).  Both types of short message services were aimed at providing learning support 

(section 1.5.3), but the administrative SMS focused on reminders of important dates, 

events and requirements for activities such as contact sessions, examinations and 

account status.  In contrast, the academic SMS provided academic information.  For 

example, learners were given additional resources and information that complemented 

the content of the course material.  Such academic support services also had the 

potential to enhance learning support further by actively engaging learners in the 

learning process, by giving learners opportunities to interact with their lecturers and 

other learners.  Ultimately their understanding of the course material could be enhanced 

through this form of learning support.  Although my study also refers to an administrative 

SMS, the focus will be on the participants’ experiences of the academic SMS.   

 

1.7 Scope  
 
My study ran from 2004 to 2006 and explored how learners experienced the academic 

SMS.  It focused on two academic short message services9.  It did not particularly 

examine learners’ experiences of other short message services, such as the 

administrative one.  The participants in my study were all adult learners registered with 

the Unit for DE at UP.  Therefore, the findings of my study may not be relevant to 

learners who are not adults and who are not registered as distance learners in education 

at another higher education institution.  The participants in my main study were selected 

from the group of learners who volunteered to participate in this research.  An 

                                                 
9  I shall refer to the first academic SMS as my “pilot study” and the second academic SMS as my “main 
study”.  
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exploration of the experiences of learners, who chose not to participate in my study, is 

beyond the scope of my study.  The findings of my study will therefore not apply to the 

experiences these adult learners (non-participants) had of the SMS.  My study focused 

on explaining how adult learners’ experienced an SMS that sent text messages from 

entry-level cellular phones that were not Internet enabled.  Therefore, the findings will 

not necessarily describe learners’ experiences of more sophisticated cellular phone 

services or other technological tools that have the potential to contribute to learning 

support.  UP is part of a developing country, consequently these findings and 

recommendations made in terms of enhancing future SMS projects, may not be relevant 

to developed countries.  The findings of my study were interpreted using constructivism 

and learning theories developed by Feuerstein, Vygotsky, and Bakhtim.  These theories 

were influential in developing constructivism and are closely linked to it.  For example, 

they acknowledge that teaching and learning are social processes which have the 

potential to facilitate the development of higher levels of thinking and understanding 

about phenomena (section 2.2).  Other theories of teaching and learning were not used 

to make meaning of the data collected in my study.  In section 1.8 I propose that 

complex instructions in the text messages may have been challenging for participants to 

understand given that the majority of them did not speak English at home and the text 

messages were formulated in this medium.  I shall explore this possibility tentatively in 

sub-section 4.4.4.  It is however beyond the scope of my study to do an in-depth 

analysis of the instructional design of each text message or to analyse how proficiency 

levels in English influenced learners experiences of SMS technology as a learning 

support tool.   

1.8 Early propositions 

 
During the first phase of the data analysis process I analysed data pertaining to the 

extent to which the various text messages were utilised.  I proposed that frequently used 

text messages were extensively utilised because they were particularly beneficial to the 

participants.    

 

Underpinned by constructivism, which advocates that learners learn through a process 

of social interaction (Hedberg 2003), I further proposed that learners who had infrequent 
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or no contact with other learners and/or their lecturers, would find utilising the SMS 

helpful in that it gave them opportunities for interacting in this regard.   

 

I made further propositions relating to the instructional design of the SMS after the 

telephonic interviews were conducted (sub-section 4.4.4).  During these interviews I had 

noticed that many participants had difficulty understanding the questions I asked them.  

This suggested that they may not have understood all the instructions given in the 

respective text messages.  This difficulty may have been compounded by the fact that 

94% of them were not English, first language speakers.  I consequently proposed that 

learners who spoke English at home had a better chance of understanding the 

instructions in the text messages than those who did not speak English at home.  I also 

proposed that the instructional design of the SMS could have adversely affected 

learners’ experiences of the SMS.   

1.9 Research methodology and strategies 

 

The research paradigm and design used will now be discussed, followed by an outline of 

the data collection and analysis processes.   

  

1.9.1 Research paradigm 
 
Constructivism was chosen as the research paradigm for my study.  As such, I 

acknowledge that the interpretation of reality is subjective and advocate that learning is 

an active process in which learners make meaning of their social and physical 

environments (Collins 2003; Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005; Hedberg 2003).  I 

engaged with the learners’ responses throughout my study, as they were represented in 

both the quantitative and qualitative data collected, in an effort to construct and 

ultimately understand their experiences of the SMS as a learning support tool.  Chapter 

2 discusses the main tenets of constructivism in greater detail and highlights how 

constructivism was also used as the theoretical framework which underpinned my study.  

Constructivist principles were used to interpret the data.  This ultimately illuminated what 

was meant by the data in terms of how the learners experienced the SMS as a learning 

support tool (Chapter 5).   
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Quantitative data were collected and analysed to gain an overall sense of how 

extensively the participants utilised the SMS, and how they responded to the text 

messages.  In addition, inherent in the research topic are questions pertaining to the 

meanings participants attributed to their experiences of the SMS.  Quantitative data per 

se did not suffice in answering all these questions since these data were predominantly 

descriptive in nature.  Qualitative data were analysed to gain a richer understanding of 

the participants’ experiences of the SMS as a learning support tool.  Both quantitative 

and qualitative data were, therefore, analysed in order to answer the research questions 

stated in section 1.4.   

 

1.9.2 Research design 
 
My study explored the experiences of text messages sent by two clearly identified 

projects, namely an academic SMS used during my pilot study as well as an academic 

SMS used during my main study.  Both short message services were offered by the Unit 

for DE at UP.  A case study method lends itself to the research question in that these 

projects were utilised as the units of analysis.  Adopting a case study design afforded the 

opportunity to investigate real life events by focusing on the learners’ actual experiences 

of utilising the text messages.  In addition, a case study gave rise to the opportunity to 

use a variety of data collection strategies in an effort to generate as much information as 

possible, ultimately resulting in a richer understanding of how the learners experienced 

SMS technology as a learning support tool (McMillan & Schumacher 2001).  In sub-

section 1.9.3 the data collection process is discussed in greater detail.      

 

Creswell (2005) distinguishes between explanatory and exploratory mixed-method 

designs.  An explanatory mixed methods design firstly consists of collecting quantitative 

data to get a general idea regarding the proposed research question.  Thereafter, 

qualitative data are analysed to “refine, extend, or explain the meaning of the general 

idea” (Creswell 2005:515).  In contrast, an exploratory mixed methods design explores 

a phenomenon by gathering and analysing qualitative data.  Subsequently, quantitative 

data were used to “explain relationships found in the qualitative data” (Creswell 

2005:516).  Initially, in my study, quantitative data were analysed to determine how 

many learners actually utilised the text messages, which text messages they felt they 

benefited from the most, and the reasons for their choices in this regard.  These data 
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also highlighted specific changes that learners felt should be made to future short 

message services in an effort to improve them.  Qualitative data were therefore 

analysed to explain the findings generated from the quantitative data.  As a result an 

explanatory mixed-method case study design was used in my study. 

 

1.9.3 Research process 
 
The research process will now be outlined to highlight the purpose of the literature 

review, and to describe the participants in my study.    The data collection process will 

also be described before discussing how that data were analysed. 

 

• Literature review 
An ongoing literature review was done and is discussed in depth in Chapter 2.  In 

essence, this review focused on the implementation of various forms of technology in 

education and ultimately highlighted the gaps that currently exist in the literature, as 

related to the learners’ experiences of utilising a SMS as a learning support tool in DE.  

The literature review process had three distinct purposes.  Firstly, it examined the nature 

and current status of using technology to enhance the quality of educational 

programmes.  The potential benefits and limitations of incorporating technology into 

educational programmes were, therefore, discussed.  The literature review was also 

used to identify the salient features of learning support that are potentially offered by 

educational technology.  I will discuss the way in which the literature review was used in 

formulating the questions asked in the questionnaire in Chapter 3. 

 

• Participants 
The 119 participants in my study were registered for a module in the ACE (SNE) at the 

Unit for DE at UP.  Twelve of these learners were enrolled for the academic programme 

which ran from 1 October 2004 to 31 March 2005.  These participants could have 

written their examination in April 2005 and were the ones used in the telephonic 

interviews of my pilot study.  The remaining group of participants was registered for the 

academic programme which ran from 1 April 2005 until 30 September 2005.  They 

could have written their examinations in October 2005 and they participated in my main 

study.   
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The participants’ profile will be discussed in greater detail in section 4.2.  An 

introductory profile will be given here to acquaint the reader with them. The participants 

were part of the group of 9200 learners registered for one of three in-service teacher 

training programmes at the Unit for DE at UP (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  According to 

the statistical analysis on which this finding was based, most of these learners lived in 

rural areas.  Characteristics of such environments include a shortage of housing, water 

supply, sewerage, streets, storm water drainage, electricity, and refuse collection 

(Tshwala 2006).  The following photographs taken by Wiley (n.d.) present a visual 

illustration of typical rural areas in South Africa:   

 

                                   
        Image of an informal rural settlement in Kwa-Zulu Natal (Wiley n.d.)   

                                     
         Image of an “improved” rural settlement in Kwa-Zulu Natal (Wiley n.d.) 

 

The minimum admission requirements for the ACE (SNE) is a professional teaching 

diploma with at least three years full time study (m+3) or any other m+3 diploma with 

appropriate work experience10.  The participants in my study were registered for the 

module LPO 402 in, one of three in-service teacher training programmes offered at UP’s 

Unit for DE.  From 2004-2006 approximately 98% of the learners registered in this unit 

were employed as teachers; this percentage is representative of the number of teachers 
                                                 
10  According to UP’s yearbook regarding DE programmes offered by the Unit for DE at UP. 
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who register for each of the three in-service teacher training programmes.  Figure 1.1 

illustrates that 38% of the adult learners registered for in-service training teaching 

programmes were employed as secondary school teachers and 60% as primary school 

teachers (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  The remaining 2% of the participants were not 

employed as teachers.  

 

                         
 

While only 0.8% of these learners had access to e-mails, 97% had entry-level cellular 

phones.  Only 9% had access to a personal computer (PC), and 2% had Internet 

access.  This is depicted in Figure 1.2 which also identifies the percentage of learners 

who had access to other forms of technology (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  All learners 

only had access to e-mails or to the Internet at school.  Since these forms of technology 

were not available at home, they were also less accessible to the learners.   
 
 

Figure 1.1:  Occupations of learners  
                    registered for in-service  
                    teacher training programmes 

38%

60% 

2%

Secondary school
teachers 
Primary school 
teachers 
Not teachers
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Key for Figure 1.2 
A:  Entry-level cellular phones at home and at school; B:  Radios at home; C:  Cassette player at 
home; D:  Video at home; E:  Television at home; F:  PC at school; G:  Fax at school; H:  Floppy 
drive at school; I:  Printer at school; J:  CD-Rom at school; K:  Sound card at school; L:  Modem 
at school; M:  Internet at school; N:  E-mail at school 
 

• Data collection and instrumentation 
The findings from my pilot study were meant to be integrated with those of my main 

study.  However, with the exception of the qualitative data obtained from the telephonic 

interviews that were conducted in my pilot study, these data proved to be unreliable and 

invalid for a number of reasons.  Firstly, the data in the response schedules did not only 

contain responses related to the academic SMS.  Personal messages, and messages 

related to administrative matters were also included.  In addition, the response schedule 

contained text message responses that were received before UP even sent out certain 

text messages.  These difficulties made it challenging to determine which text message 

responses were directly related to the academic SMS.  Finally, it became apparent that 

many of the questions in the questionnaire did not generate specific answers.  These 

challenges will be discussed in greater detail in sub-section 3.4.1.  Since the qualitative 

data from the telephonic interviews conducted with participants in my pilot study 

provided rich insights into learners’ experiences of the SMS, these data were integrated 

into my main study.     

Figure 1.2: Technology available to learners registered for 
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The initial quantitative data consisted of frequency counts of student interactions with the 

respective text messages.  These were logged by the service providers of the SMS and 

recorded on spreadsheets (Addendum C).  The questions asked in the questionnaire 

were underpinned by the literature review.  Twelve of the seventeen questions in the 

structured questionnaire had predetermined answers that learners could have chosen 

from.  These choices were the most frequently cited responses made when participants 

completed a semi-structured questionnaire during my pilot study.  Information from the 

literature review underpinned the remaining questions.  This was done in an effort to 

narrow down the numerous responses made during my pilot study resulting in a 

manageable number of possible response choices in the structured questionnaire used 

in my study (Addendum D).  Telephonic interviews (Addendum E) were conducted with 

12 learners during my pilot study and another 5 learners during my main study in an 

effort to generate qualitative data that were used to support and clarify the meaning of 

the quantitative data.   

 

• Data analysis 

The Bureau for Statistical and Survey Methodology at UP (STATOMET) analysed the 

quantitative data by generating frequency distributions and descriptive statistics.  The 

relevant data obtained were then tabulated and visually illustrated using pie graphs, 

vertical bar graphs, and frequency distribution tables.  Although computer-aided 

qualitative data analysis software is available for data analysis purposes, I decided to 

code, categorise and cross-validate these data manually since this was my first in-depth 

research project and I felt that a more lengthy and hands-on exposure to this process 

would enhance my own understanding of it.   

 

1.10 Personal role 
 
My role in my study was created during the first (written) interaction I had with the 

research participants when asking them to complete and return the questionnaires they 

had received.  This role was reinforced during the interviews that were conducted with 

some of the participants at a later stage during the data collection process.  These 

research relationships were established for the sole purpose of collecting data.  As such 

I was a participant observer in my study.    
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1.11 Ethical considerations 
 
Steps taken to ensure that the methodology used is not questionable in terms of 

violating the rights of the participants will be discussed here; as will the way in which I 

ensured that my relationship as researcher with the participants remained in tact.  It was 

imperative that these relationships continued to be based on mutual trust so that the 

participants would respond honestly.   

 

1.11.1 Ethical considerations pertaining to the participants 
 
Prior to collecting any data the participants were informed of the purpose of my study by 

means of an introductory paragraph in the questionnaire.  During the telephonic 

interviews the participants were asked to consent verbally to being part of my study.  I 

answered any questions they asked during my study.  This ensured that the participants 

were aware of what they were consenting to, i.e. fully aware of the purpose of my study 

and their role in it (McMillan & Schumacher 2001).  The participants were free to 

terminate their participation at any time and nor were they obliged to take part in my 

study from the outset.  Hence their participation was entirely voluntary. 

 

The participants were not asked to write their names or student numbers on the 

questionnaires or to identify themselves during the telephonic interviews.  This ensured 

that no information given during the data collection process could be linked to a specific 

person.  This confidentiality and anonymity guaranteed that data collected could not be 

held against the participants in any way.  It also gave them the opportunity to be honest 

in responding since there would be no repercussions regardless of their answer. 

 

1.11.2 Ethical considerations pertaining to the researcher 
 
Since participation in my study was voluntary, replies were anonymous, and participants 

were free to withdraw at any stage of the process, this gave the assurance that there 

had been no violation of any rights.  This also enhanced the level of mutual trust 

between the role players in my study.   
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McMillan and Schumacher (2001) maintain that when research is conducted through an 

institution such as a university, approval for conducting it should be obtained before any 

data were collected.  The head of the Unit for DE at UP expressed his support for this 

project by e-mail (Addendum F).  In addition, permission to gain access to participants’ 

biographical information and any other relevant statistics was granted by the co-

ordinator of postgraduate students at the Faculty of Education at UP (Addendum G).     

 

On 18 May 2005, I defended my dissertation proposal before a committee consisting of 

members of the Department of Educational Psychology and the DE Department.  The 

proposal outlined what I intended to do in my study and stipulated the anticipated 

procedures and methodology to be used.  The committee accepted the proposal on the 

same day.  On 26 March 2006 I received an official letter from the office of the dean of 

the Faculty of Education accepting my dissertation topic.  I completed the necessary 

documentation required by the ethics committee of the Faculty of Education at UP.  After 

reviewing the documents in this regard, this committee confirmed in writing that the 

procedures and methodology that I intended to use were acceptable and that the 

proposed steps that I would take in my study would not violate the rights of the 

participants (Addendum H).  This would ensure that I would not be coercing the 

participants to take part in my study.   

 

1.12 Outline and organisation 
 
Underpinned by constructivism, this case study explored learners’ experiences of 

academic text messages sent by SMS as a learning support tool in DE.  In this chapter I 
contextualised my study by discussing the growth in the number of cellular phones that 

are being utilised across the globe and in developing countries in particular.  Thereafter, 

I discussed UP’s short message services that were intended to be used as learning 

support tools.  The rest of this chapter summarised what my study entailed.  Chapter 2 

will cover a review of selected literature to examine the past and current nature and 

status of educational technology.  In particular, this review focuses on the potential 

contribution e- and m-learning environments make regarding learning support.  Chapter 
3 is a detailed discussion of the research design and methodology employed in my 

study.  This clarifies how the participants were selected and details the data collection 

and analyses processes that were used in my study.  A presentation of the data results 
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is contained in Chapter 4.  In Chapter 5 all these results are integrated with 

constructivism and the literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  Some conclusions are made 

regarding how learners experienced SMS technology as a learning support tool in DE.  

Finally, recommendations based on this understanding have been made in an effort to 

improve the quality of future endeavours using academic text messages sent by SMS as 

a learning support tool. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature review 
 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of my study was to explain how adult learners’ experienced SMS 

technology as a learning support tool in distance education.  In striving to address this 

comprehensively, it was imperative to understand what is meant by teaching and 

learning, and how these cognitive processes have the potential to be supported by 

educational technology.  In addition, the respective roles learners and educators play in 

this regard need to be discussed.  This chapter thus starts with an explanation of these 

key concepts by referring to literature on constructivism, the theoretical framework that 

underpins my study.  Secondly, since the academic SMS is a mobile learning tool, the 

chapter covers the review done on existing literature on e- and m-learning in order to 

contextualise my study within these domains.  This has culminated in a review of 

literature, where it exists, on e- and m-learning in developing countries and more 

specifically in South Africa.  The purpose of this chapter is therefore firstly to show how 

constructivism underpins e- and m- learning, and secondly  to highlight the lack of 

literature relating to learners’ experiences of text messaging sent by an SMS as a 

learning support tool, especially in developing countries.  Finally, I shall discuss the 

barriers these countries face in striving to utilise educational technology.   

 
2.2 Constructivism as a theoretical framework 
 
In sub-section 1.9.1 I discussed how constructivism was used in my study as the 

research paradigm as well as the theoretical framework with which to make sense of the 

data.  I now allude to the main principles of constructivism.  According to Gergen 

(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005), constructivism has become increasingly important in 

the field of educational psychology since it has changed the nature of educational 

environments by challenging traditional notions of teaching and learning.  Constructivism 

challenges positivism which advocates that knowledge can be “discovered” through 

scientific endeavours (Creswell 2003; Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  The 

implication of positivism for education is that effective teaching takes place through 

direct instruction and in so doing knowledge is imparted to learners who passively 

receive it.  In contrast, constructivism advocates that learning takes place through a 
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continual process of constructing, interpreting and modifying learners’ representations of 

reality based on their own experiences.  As such learning is seen as an active process 

that engages learners’ attention when they take part in constructing knowledge (Hedberg 

2003).  These sentiments were expressed by theorists such as Piaget and Bruner, who 

showed that learners are not passive recipients of knowledge (Donald, Lazarus & 

Lolwana 2005).  By actively engaging in the learning process - taking part in 

experiences, activities, and in discussions - learners have the potential to make meaning 

of their social and physical environment (Collins 2003; Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 

2005).  It is through such endeavours that learners have the potential to reach a more 

comprehensive understanding of these environments and in so doing are then able to 

adapt to the demands of the world in progressively more effective ways.  

 

Theorists such as Vygotsky and Bakhtin were also influential in developing constructivist 

thinking.  They maintained that knowledge is a social construction that develops and is 

learned through a process of social interaction (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  

Hedberg (2003) explains this process of social interaction or social negotiation as 

follows:  Individuals learn by challenging their thoughts, beliefs, perceptions and existing 

knowledge through collaboration with other learners and with educators.  An implication 

of this is that what is “truth” in one context may not necessarily be so in another context 

(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  Acknowledging the social, interactive nature of the 

learning process, challenges the traditional notion of educators as “experts” whose task 

it is to impart knowledge to learners who are required to master the content of the 

learning material at hand (Brown 2005:2).  

 

In view of the emphasis of interaction in teaching and learning to date, it is apparent that 

this feature is a crucial component in learning environments that are underpinned by 

constructivist principles.  Anderson and Garrison (1998) add that educational 

communication should be reciprocal, voluntary and collaborative.  Learning endeavours 

that achieve this, facilitate the development of what Bernard et al. (2004) refer to as 

“deep interactions”.  These interactions support “deep learning”, which enables learners 

to find explanations to phenomena or events at hand.  Bernard et al. (2004) distinguish 

this form of learning from “superficial learning”, which seeks to find correct answers 

through “surface interactions”.  These interactions are characterised by high levels of 

one-way communication focusing on the delivery of course content.   
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Underpinned by constructivism, the focus of all educational endeavours should be on the 

construction of new knowledge.  As such, educational institutions should not only find 

ways in which to provide content per se to learners.  Instead the focus should shift to 

finding ways in which to enable learners to find, identify, manipulate and evaluate 

existing knowledge, to integrate this knowledge into their world, to solve problems, and 

to communicate this knowledge effectively to other people (Brown & Viljoen 2003).  In 

this context, educators are seen as one potential source of knowledge.  Their role is to 

support the learning process by assisting learners in the production of new knowledge 

(Brown 2005).   

 

A key concept in understanding the process of constructing new knowledge is 

Vygotsky’s notion of the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  The ZPD is the space 

beyond a learner’s current level of understanding.  It represents what learners are 

unable to understand independently, but can understand through proximal interaction 

with another person (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  Educators, who engage 

learners by challenging them, can potentially move the learner into his or her ZPD.  

Ultimately, new levels of meaning and understanding can be achieved by learners 

through a process of support (mediation).  This highlights the important role educators 

play in supporting the learning process through mediation.  The crucial role educators 

have in this regard is also emphasised by Gagne’s cognitive theory of learning, which 

thrives within the constructivist framework (Mwamwenda 2004).  Cognitive learning 

theories claim that learners are capable of controlling their own learning activities and 

have an inherent capacity to learn (Mwamwenda 2004).  However, the development of 

this process needs to be facilitated by some structure and guidance from educators who 

should strive to present learning material that learners are ready for (Mwamwenda 

2004).  As such, learners cannot discover everything on their own (Donald, Lazarus & 

Lolwana 2005).  Gagnė coined the phrase guided discovery to emphasise that learning 

experiences need to be carefully planned by educators (Mwamwenda 2004).   

 
High quality learning environments, therefore, give learners opportunities to interact and 

engage with one another and with the lecturers.  In addition, learners should be 

encouraged to question what they are studying and in so doing become active 

participants in the learning process.  Writers such as Boud and Prosser (2002) argue 

that high-quality learning environments support learner engagement, challenge them, 
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and provide ample opportunities for them to practise and apply what they have learnt.  

One way of judging the effectiveness of educational programmes is by exploring the 

extent to which they succeed in this regard.  This is even more challenging to achieve in 

DE programmes that serve learners across geographically diverse regions and as such 

make communication between learners and their lecturers even more difficult.   

 

2.3 E- and m-learning 
 
UP’s SMS will now be contextualised within the domain of e- and m-learning.  This will 

show, amongst other things, how constructivism lends itself to these environments.   

 

2.3.1 Developments in e- and m-learning 
 
Savill-Smith and Kent (2003) discuss how large, expensive computers were at the 

forefront of the first wave in the evolution of technology.  In education these were mainly 

used for administrative and/or managerial tasks.  During the 1970’s, the second wave 

was characterised by the use of desktop computers.  Schools then introduced computer 

literacy courses to enable learners to utilise them.  The Internet saw the advent of the 

third wave during the 1990s.  During this stage, electronic communication and 

collaboration between Internet users were introduced.  Rakoff (2001) estimates that 75% 

of 18 to 20 year olds and 45% of children have access to the Internet worldwide.   

 

By 2005 over one billion Internet subscribers worldwide were expected, signalling that 

ICT would play an increasingly important role in developed countries (Hayes, Joyce & 

Pathak 2004).  The fourth wave started in 2001 and involved handheld computers.  

These changes characterised the shift in emphasis from e-learning to m-learning (Savill-

Smith & Kent 2003).  Over one billion people use Internet-enabled cellular phones, 

PDA’s and two-way pagers (Powell 2001).  In a study conducted by Seppälä and 

Alamäki (2002) it was found that 70% of all residents and 98% of university students in 

Finland owned cellular phones.  Based on these high figures it was assumed that these 

individuals knew how to use these mobile devices.  Oliver and McLoughlin (2001) 

maintain that in essence there is a “top-down” approach regarding educational 

technology since it is used as a complementary activity in addition to primary modes of 
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educational delivery.  Advantages of mobile, handheld devices that make them suitable 

for use in education include (Balacheff et al.  2005): 

• Portability that enables the parameters of the classroom to be extended; 

• Promotion of social interactivity enabling peer-to-peer communication, data 

exchange, and face-to-face interactions and collaboration; 

• The delivery mode utilised by the mobile devices can be adapted to suit the learners’ 

needs; and  

• Enabling connectivity that facilitates the development of a shared environment that 

enables data to be collected via a common network. 

 

2.3.2 Constructivism in e- and m-learning 
 
Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002) argue that the link between using learning technologies 

and constructivism is one of the fundamental concepts underpinning e-learning thinking 

and practice.  The link between constructivism and e-learning is re-iterated by Brown 

and Viljoen (2003) who maintain that m-learning, as a sub-division of e-learning, thrives 

within a constructivist theoretical framework since it has the potential to provide 

opportunities for rich learning environments that enhance communication and interaction 

between all role players.  This emphasises constructivist thinking in terms of regarding 

teaching and learning as a social process.  Stone (2004) argues that many learners 

entering higher education institutions are accustomed to learning passively, that is they 

are accustomed to being part of learning environments that focus on the delivery of 

course content.  Hoppe, Milrad and Kinshuk (2002:8) argue that e-learning and m-

learning environments give learners the opportunity to be “active, productive, creative, 

and collaborative across different environments and settings”.  This is re-iterated by 

Yerushalmy and Ben-Zaken (2004:4) who maintain that “technology promotes active 

learning”.  As such, learning is extended beyond simply “delivering instructional content” 

to learners who are expected to absorb “codified knowledge” (Hoppe, Milrad & Kinshuk 

2002).  Hedberg (2003) also stresses the constructivist framework in m-learning in 

arguing that, when technologies are integrated into education programmes, ideas can be 

represented in various ways through different media forms.  This enables learners to be 

placed in open-ended and rich learner-centred tasks that have the potential to make 

them active participants in the learning process.   
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Stone (2004:406) considers a SMS as a learning support tool that has the potential to 

offer “learning scaffolds” which give learners additional help to participate in activities 

that would be too complex without mediation (support).  This links up with Vygotsky’s 

theory of learning in that, by offering learning scaffolds through a SMS, learners can 

move into their respective ZPD.   

 

2.3.3 E- and m-learning in education  
 
Tesse (2002:2) maintains that learners at university do not experience the same kind of 

learning support that they received at school because lecturers in general are “high on 

information but lower on teaching and interactive skills”.  Less confident learners will 

inevitably need a great deal of support to cope with such a teaching style.  Part-time 

university staff are not necessarily on campus for extended periods since they inevitably 

leave when they have finished lecturing (Horstmanshof 2004).  Mobile devices such as 

cellular phones have the potential to be used across different locations and time zones. 

Cellular phones provide learners direct (phoning) or indirect (SMS) contact and 

opportunities to interact with their lecturers when they are in need of learning support.  In 

a study conducted by Krause and Duchesne (2000), learners indicated that they valued 

the personal contact that learning technologies gave them.  Research has shown that 

learners are willing to use cellular phones as a communicative device in education 

(Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004; Lubega et al. 2004).   

 

Balacheff et al. (2005) predict that over the next ten years personal, portable, wireless, 

networked technologies will play an increasingly important role in education.  This can 

be attributed to the many advantages of e-learning and m-learning cited in the literature 

reviewed here (Gregory & Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2003; 

Hayes, Hedberg 2003; Miller & Lu 2003; Pathak & Rovcanin 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-

Smith & Kent 2003; Seppälä & Alamäki 2003).  This review emphasises that the most 

prominent advantage of using technology in education is that it enables learning material 

to be presented “anytime and anywhere” and as such creates a flexible learning 

environment (Miller & Lu, 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Yerushalmy & 

Ben-Zaken 2004).  Bates (2001) maintains that e-learning has the potential to make 

lifelong education a reality.  A study by Seppälä and Alamäki (2003) highlights how this 

is possible using a mobile device for educational activities.  In using mobile devices 
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learners are able to enter information networks whenever they choose (anytime), 

provided that the networks supporting them are in place.  This suggests that these 

mobile devices could move teaching from the classroom to other locations by using 

information networks to communicate learning material (anywhere).  These flexible 

learning environments have the potential to promote the current trend towards “lifelong 

learning” for the many learners who are working adults (Seppälä and Alamäki 2003).     

 

Learners who have access to e-learning and m-learning courses could benefit from the 

mobility they offer because they have the potential to maximise learning opportunities 

while, for example, the learners are commuting (Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 

2004).  Savill-Smith and Kent (2003) discuss other benefits of using mobile devices, 

such as palmtops, in education.  Learners using palmtops can enter information 

networks when they want to and at places where learning and activities are taking place.  

This extends learning beyond the formal classroom environment and integrates it into 

the learners’ daily activities.  Sappälä and Alamäki (2003) reiterate these findings by 

discussing how the immediacy, convenience and expediency of such information 

networks have the potential to improve the communication links between learners, and 

between learners and their lecturers.  They maintain that this could ultimately enhance 

the quality of the learning experiences of learners engaged in these information 

networks.   

 

In addition to the creation of flexible learning environments, Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin 

and Joyce (2004) describe other benefits of using handheld devices such as PDA’s and 

mobile phones that form part of the learner’s m-learning programmes.  These include: 

• Observing increased levels of learner enthusiasm, motivation, confidence and sense 

of ownership; 

• A substantial improvement in collaborative work between learners, increased learner 

independence and self-initiated learning;  

• The provision of a form of technological assistance for learners with learning 

disabilities and/or other disabilities;  

• Giving information that is easily stored and readily available; and  

• Ensuring that learners are technologically skilled to use the technology in the 

workplace when they seek employment. 
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Hedberg (2003) cautions, that not all forms of e-learning or m-learning constitute high 

quality learning environments.  Stone (2004) emphasises that users of educational 

technology need to feel as if they are in control of the software so that they can trust the 

system they use.  If not, its utility will be lessened regardless of its pedagogical 

suitability.  In spite of this, it is still imperative to design and develop learning 

environments that are relevant to learners when incorporating m-learning services into 

education (Brown 2005).  These should be based on sound pedagogical principles that 

enhance the quality of education.  Brown and Viljoen (2003) argue that the success and 

impact of m-learning projects do not primarily depend on the technological developments 

and the possibilities that they provide, but it is imperative for course presenters to 

develop and design didactically sound learning opportunities and environments that 

promote learner effectiveness.  One of the primary goals of these forms of learning is to 

design programmes that stimulate the active involvement of learners.  In particular the 

programme design should match the learners’ cognitive expectations and in so doing 

motivate them.   

 

E-or m-learning environments are more open-ended so that learners in these contexts 

need to display the motivation and metacognitive skills of self-regulated learners to 

benefit from the programme (Hedberg 2003).  However, individuals and events that take 

place in and around learners may in fact suppress this basic motivation and urge to learn 

(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  For example, educators themselves can influence 

the motivational levels of learners through the material used in instruction and by the 

methods adopted in communicating with learners (Mwamwenda 2004).  Learners who 

are motivated by the way in which the course material is presented may therefore have 

positive experiences of the service that presents this information to them.  This highlights 

two relevant points that will be explored in my study.  Firstly, it suggests that learners’ 

respective levels of motivation may explain differences in the way they experienced the 

service.  Conversely, the extent to which participants are motivated by the way in which 

the academic SMS presents course material to them, may explain why learners 

experience the service in a particular way.  In terms of motivation levels, Stone (2004) 

found that utilising text messages for learning support purposes among learners, 

enhances the amount of social interaction and cohesion among them, which in turn 

motivates them to utilise the SMS further.   
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2.3.4 Text message utilisation 
 
Computers are not widely available as a potential learning support tool to learners 

because they are not all portable, and tend to be costly (Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 

2004).  There seem to be obstacles to utilising text messages to this end.  These 

include: the limited battery span of cellular phones, the small screen sizes, and small 

font sizes necessitating that recipients do a great deal of scrolling.  In spite of this, text 

messages sent by SMS are becoming increasingly popular as a communicative tool in 

education since they are a relatively inexpensive way of delivering messages, and are 

private (Horstmanshof 2004).  Other reasons for utilising text messages include the fact 

that they are less time consuming than making phone calls, they can be stored, they can 

be received with minimal disruption (unlike phone calls), it costs nothing to read them 

unlike accessing voice messages, and cellular phones are portable making text 

messages convenient modes of communication.  This may explain why so many text 

messages are sent on a daily basis between people.  In the United Kingdom, 20.5 billion 

text messages were sent by SMS in 2003, with 1.9 billion being sent in December 2003 

alone (BBC News 2004).  Stone (2004:405) maintains that utilising text messages sent 

by SMS will be a popular method of offering learners support, in that many individuals 

are already proficient in sending and receiving messages in this format (Stone 2004; 

Horstmanshof 2004).  It seems that utilising cellular phones for talking is no longer the 

most important feature of these mobile devices (Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004).  

Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002) found that mobile phone users in the United Kingdom 

were able to take part in increasingly complex interactive SMS exchanges.   

 

Savill-Smith and Kent (2003) state that there are not many studies that include learners’ 

experiences of utilising educational technology.  A study conducted by Sappälä and 

Alamäki (2003) did, in fact, examine this but focused on their experiences of using an 

SMS mainly for administrative purposes.  In fact most of the literature discusses studies 

investigating the effectiveness of short message services that provided learners with 

administrative information only (Sappälä & Alamäki 2003).  My study strives to add to 

this body of literature by focusing on the learners’ experiences of an academic, mobile 

learning tool in the context of a DE programme.  It thus has the potential to address the 

apparent gap in information on how learners experienced SMS technology as a learning 

support tool.   

 
 
 



 35

2.4 E- and m- learning in developing countries 
 
The advantages of using electronic media could explain why the number of online 

courses across the globe has grown over the past few years.  Miller and Lu (2003) 

maintain that the number of courses offered through electronic media has grown 

exponentially due to the Internet.  Although the number of people who have access to 

electronic media globally is staggering (Keegan 2003; LaFraniere 2005; The Digital Beat 

1999), they are not representative of the number of people who have access to all forms 

of educational technology in South Africa and other developing countries (Brown 2005).  

For example, less than one percent of the learners enrolled for the courses at UP, that 

currently offer an SMS, have access to the Internet since many of them reside in areas 

where little or no infrastructure is available for this facility.  Ninety seven percent of the 

learners at UP enrolled for the three programmes that currently use cellular phone 

support services have entry-level cellular phones whereas less than one percent have 

access to e-mails (Brown 2005).  Most developing countries, including South Africa, are 

unable to make e-learning available on a wide scale because they do not have sufficient 

resources, technology, or a skilled workforce (Bates 2001). Barriers such as these make 

it difficult for everyone to have either individual ownership, or at least access to a device 

for learning (Balacheff et al. 2005).  Although shifts to incorporate on-line learning 

environments reflect global trends, Evans (2005b) highlights that learners still face the 

following challenges:   

• computer-mediated learning requires literacy skills.  Despite government support in 

the form of funding and/or policies to facilitate access to higher education, the limited 

success of implementing educational technology for remote learners in developing 

countries, is due to their lack of proficiency in the language of instruction, namely 

English;   

• a lack of resources and infrastructure hampers the optimal use of technology in 

developing countries; 

• several practical factors limit the impact of educational technology such as the lack of 

connectivity; and  

• South Africa is the most digitally connected country in Africa (Mersham and Skinner, 

2001).  However, current low bandwidth still restricts the downloading of learning 

material in bulk. 
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Evans (2005b) acknowledges that criticising the pedagogical effectiveness of an SMS 

such as the one offered by UP is premature given that the study on which her report is 

based, is the first one in this regard.  In spite of this she foresees that having only 160 

characters available for a text message may pose linguistic challenges for those sending 

the messages and for those receiving them.  In addition, this may also limit learners’ 

responses to the text messages if they have inadequate linguistic skills with which to 

formulate effective responses.   

 
Irrespective of the barriers to ownership and access to technological devices, one 

cannot ignore the fact that mobile technologies are increasingly being adopted in 

developing countries in Africa and South America and in some rural areas of China 

(Balacheff et al. 2005).  These authors argue that cellular phones and wireless 

technologies will become increasingly significant as they allow these countries to 

participate globally on a large scale with each other.  In knowledge-based economies 

that characterise contemporary society, it has become imperative for all learners to be 

“technologically skilled” and to participate in a lifelong learning process (Bates 2001:24).  

This is reiterated by Balacheff et al. (2005) who state that “education in the 21st century 

needs to prepare citizens for 21st century skills, competencies, and dispositions instead 

of those of the 19th or 20th century”.  In essence this advocates deep learning that 

includes: 

• conceptual understanding and transfer; 

• lifelong learning skills; and 

• the ability to learn or unlearn. 

 

This does not exclude learners in developing countries such as India, Brazil, South 

Africa and Mexico.  In fact, such developing countries will have to embrace e-learning 

more and more, given that they have a growing middle class, high-tech sector, e-

commerce market and Internet infrastructure (Bates 2001).  Yerushalmy and Ben-Zaken 

(2004:11-16) state that current research on the use of cellular phones in education can 

be categorised in four groups: 

• survey studies examining the attitudes of learners towards m-learning; 

• studies examining specific educational applications of cellular phones; 

• studies that focus on the uses of the general, already existing capabilities of cellular 

phones in education; and 
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• theoretical articles stipulating design guidelines and model specifications for using 

cellular phones in education. 

 

2.5 Conclusion 
 
After reviewing studies on the use of mobile phones in education, all authors maintain 

that future research in this regard needs to focus on the implications of “the mobile 

environment on the human’s learning”.  In addition, studies that focus on m-learning in 

particular, say little about the influence of text messaging as a function of cellular 

phones.  Instead the attributes of specific mobile technologies are discussed and the 

advantages of mobility, especially in developed countries, are highlighted.  Where 

developing countries have been discussed, the emphasis is on the existing barriers to 

accessing educational technology in these contexts.  In addition, most of the literature 

discusses m-learning tools that are Internet enabled.  For example, the studies 

conducted by Seppälä and Alamäki (2002) in Finland, as well as the study conducted in 

Japan (Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004:11), did not utilise entry-level cellular phones.  

My study focused on SMS technology as a learning support tool in DE in developing 

countries.  As such, it has the potential to add to the existing body of literature by 

explaining how learners experienced the utilisation of text messages sent by entry-level 

cellular phones that are not Internet enabled, as a learning support tool.  Moreover, my 

study focused on an SMS that was implemented in a higher education institution in a 

developing country and may be relevant to other such contexts.  Having discussed the 

literature I reviewed throughout my study, I next discuss the research design and 

methodology I used.   
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Chapter 3:  Research methodology and strategies 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 
As stated in Chapter 1, the point of my study was to explain how learners experienced 

text messages as a learning support tool in DE when sent by an SMS via cellular 

network.  The system that was analysed was the academic SMS implemented at the 

Unit for DE at UP for the module LPO 402 in the ACE (SNE) programme.  Literature 

pertaining to constructivism was reviewed in Chapter 2 to establish a theoretical 

framework.  In addition, literature on e- and m-learning in developing countries was 

reviewed to show how principles of constructivism lend themselves to these learning 

environments.  This chapter covers a discussion of the underlying research paradigm 

that frames the research design chosen for my study.  The methods used in the data 

collection process will be justified, and an overview of the actual processes used in this 

regard will be given.  The data analysis process will be explained and issues relating to 

the validity, reliability and trustworthiness of my study will be discussed.  This chapter 

will conclude with a discussion of the methodological limitations of my study.   

  

3.2 Research paradigm  
 
Constructivism was chosen as my research paradigm since it resonates with my 

personal world view and belief in the construction of knowledge through dialogue with 

other people.  Constructivism advocates that learning and the creation of new 

knowledge are processes in which learners actively build (construct) new 

representations of reality instead of receiving them from other people (Beneze 2005; 

Hedberg 2003; McBrien & Brandt 1997).  Learning (and understanding) does not take 

place in isolation.  Individuals cannot change their ideas, without exploring the 

perspectives and opinions other people have, regarding the phenomena at hand 

(Beneze 2005). Framed by constructivism, the learning process that took place in my 

study involved a great deal of dialogue, interpretation, and construction of meaning, in 

striving to explain how learners experienced the SMS.  My interactions with the learners, 

through the research instruments I used, developed (constructed) my understanding of 

this phenomenon. 

 
 
 



 39

The principles of constructivism influenced how I perceived the participants in my study 

as well as my role in the research process.  Thus, I viewed these participants as learners 

who actively formulated their own understanding of their experiences of the SMS as a 

learning support tool.  As researcher, I considered myself to be a learner as well in that I 

attempted to understand these experiences from the participants’ perspectives.  This 

understanding constituted the new knowledge I generated in my study.  Tanner 

(Siemens 2006) would describe my role in this regard as “co-creator of meaning” since 

my study relied heavily on my personal insights as researcher.     

 

Selecting constructivism as the research paradigm also influenced the methodological 

choices I made in my study.  These will be discussed in greater detail in sub-section 

3.3.2.  Quantitative data from the text message response schedules (Addendum C) were 

readily available at the outset of my study.  An analysis of these data gave me an overall 

sense of the learners’ experiences of the SMS.  For example, these data indicated which 

text messages learners utilised the most.  Describing observations made in terms of the 

quantitative data only, would not have sufficed in comprehensively addressing the 

research question since my study was intended to be explanatory in nature.  In sub-

section 3.3.2 I shall discuss the purpose of the qualitative data analysed in my study in 

greater detail.  In essence, the qualitative data were used to explain the findings 

generated from the quantitative data.  Adopting a case study design with a mixed 

method approach enabled me to collect data with different instruments, namely text 

message response schedules, a questionnaire, as well as telephonic interviews (sub-

sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).  These data ultimately described the learners’ experiences of 

using the SMS in greater depth, resulting in a richer understanding of the research topic.  

 

3.3 Research design 
 

I chose a case study, using an explanatory mixed-method research design, for my study.  

In section 3.2 I discussed how this design lends itself to constructivism, the research 

paradigm which I chose.  Sub-section 3.3.1 outlines, in greater detail, what is meant by 

this research design, to highlight how the unit of analysis in my study, namely UP’s 

academic SMS, lends itself to this design.  This will further support the choice as an 

appropriate research design. 
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3.3.1 Case study 
 
A case study research design should have four essential characteristics, namely:  the 

system being analysed should be identifiable and clearly defined; the study should result 

in rich descriptions of the system being analysed; the report based on the findings of the 

study should enable the reader to understand the outcomes of the study; and finally all 

assumptions and hypotheses made by the researcher should develop in the context of 

the data generated by the study (Babbie & Mouton 2001; Merriam 1998).  The following 

discussion details how my study incorporates these essential features of a case study, 

and will justify why this label was chosen to represent the research design.  

 

In line with Merriam’s (1998) first criteria for a case study design, McMillan and 

Schumacher (2001) maintain that such a design focuses on one phenomenon, selected 

to be understood in depth. The clearly defined unit being analysed in my study was the 

UP’s academic SMS, and the participants were a static group of individuals. They were 

learners registered for the module LPO 402 that could write their examinations in April 

2005 (pilot study) and learners registered for the module LPO 402, could write their 

examinations in October 2005 (main study).  The learners in my pilot study received all 

the respective text messages by default.  The learners in my main study could have 

indicated via a reply text message that they wanted to receive the text messages.  Each 

cycle ran for a six month period and focused on explaining how learners experienced 

SMS technology as a learning support tool.   

 

Sub-section 3.3.2 will describe how qualitative data were used to complement the 

quantitative data obtained in my study, in striving to offer rich descriptions and 

explanations for the findings.  This characterises the second feature of case studies (as 

discussed).  Finally, my study is intended to explain how learners experienced SMS 

technology as a learning support tool, for those who read this report.  These final two 

points meet the criteria for the last two features of case studies (as discussed), and 

justify why my study is labelled as such.     
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3.3.2 Methodology    

 

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that underlying research question/s influence 

which methods and approaches are used when conducting research.  They should not 

be chosen on the basis of preconceived biases in terms of the most highly regarded 

approaches in social science research.  Quantitative designs are more suitable when 

dealing with numerical measurements of specific aspects of the phenomenon at hand 

(Creswell 2005; Thomas 2003).   In contrast, a qualitative mode of inquiry will be more 

appropriate to use when trying to understand phenomena in terms of the meanings 

individuals attribute to them (Creswell 2005; Thomas 2003).  

 

In pre-empting the sub-questions that I asked in sub-section 1.4 I assumed that the 

extent to which the text messages were used would be an indication of whether or not 

the learners benefited from them.  Quantitative research enabled me to establish, 

amongst other things, how many learners used the SMS, and which text messages they 

preferred.  Qualitative research complemented this by enriching the research findings in 

terms of explaining or elaborating on the quantitative data, in an effort to explore the 

respective meanings participants gave to their experiences of the SMS.  Creswell (2003; 

2005) defines this approach as a mixed method research study in which both 

quantitative and qualitative data were collected, analysed, and reported.  In my study the 

quantitative data were obtained from the text message response schedules and 

questionnaires.  The qualitative data came from the responses made during the 

telephonic interviews.  The data obtained from the telephonic interviews that were 

conducted in my pilot study were also included in the qualitative data set.  The 

justification for this approach can be traced to the initial stages of my pilot study.  Soon 

after it began it became apparent that quantitative data would need to be explained and 

elaborated upon to reach a deeper understanding of the meanings participants attributed 

to their experiences of the text messages.  Qualitative data were collected in an effort to 

make more sense of the quantitative data in this regard.  When research is conducted in 

this way an explanatory mixed-method approach is used (Creswell 2005).   
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3.4 Research process and strategies 
 
An informal, exploratory phase of my study began in November 2004 when I tried to find 

out more about the Unit for DE at UP, and its links with the Department of Educational 

Psychology.  I also received information on the ACE (SNE) and the module LPO 402.  

Numerous formal and informal meetings with the co-ordinator of the ACE (SNE) and 

representatives from DE were held during this phase of my study.   

 

The initial process of liaising with personnel from the Unit for DE at UP and from the 

Department of Educational Psychology was challenging because I had to liaise with so 

many people from different departments.  However, it played a crucial role in initiating 

the research process since it framed my own understanding of what I was about to 

embark on.  I began an extensive and ongoing review of literature related to the fields of 

e- and m-learning.  Since the service providers of the SMS had already tracked and 

recorded the responses made by some of the participants after they had received some 

of the text messages, my pilot study commenced almost immediately.  I received 

electronic copies of these data from the developers of the academic SMS. 

  
The research process will be described by firstly outlining my pilot study.  This will be 

followed by a discussion of the selection of the participants in my pilot and main studies, 

the different research sites involved, the data collection process and instrumentation, the 

data analysis process, the support systems, and finally my personal role in the research 

process.  Graphic representations in Figure 3.1 and 3.2 give an overview of the research 

process and strategies for my pilot study and main study respectively.   
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Figure 3.1:  Graphic representation of my pilot study 
Nature of short message service:  4 text messages (Addendum A) 

Text message type 
Instructional text message tool  
Mini-lecture tool  
Quiz tool  
Student11 questions text message tool   

Number of participants 
32412 

Data collection Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
Receipt of response 
schedule from service 
providers  
 

Phase 2: 
Quantitative and 
qualitative data 
Semi-structured 
questionnaire  
 
Open- and closed-
ended questions 

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data 
Telephonic interviews 
 
(12 participants) 

Data analysis Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
 
These data were not 
analysed for the 
following reasons:  
Firstly, personal text 
messages, and text 
messages pertaining 
to administrative 
matters were also 
tracked and recorded 
on the response 
schedules.  Secondly, 
the response 
schedules relating to 
the quiz tool also 
contained text 
message responses 
that were received 
before UP even sent 
out the quiz tool. 

Phase 2: 
Quantitative and 
qualitative data 
These data were not 
analysed since the 
questionnaire did not 
generate specific 
answers to the 
questions learners 
were asked.   

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data 
analysis  
Telephonic interviews 
 
Read each data set→ 
ideas written down→ 
formulation of 
themes→ comparison 
of themes→ clustering 
of themes where 
possible→ 
triangulation and 
collapsing these 
findings with those 
obtained in the three 
phases of my main 
study. 

 

Presentation of data 
 

Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
from Phase 1 of the 
data collection 
process is not 
presented since these 
data were not 
analysed (sub-section 
3.4.1). 

Phase 2: 
Quantitative and 
qualitative data  
from Phase 2 of the 
data collection 
process is not 
presented since these 
data were not 
analysed (sub-section 
3.4.1). 

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data  
from the telephonic 
interviews  
Verbatim accounts of 
participants’ 
responses presented 
narratively. 

 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
11  “Student” as opposed to “learner” will be used when referring to the student questions text message tool 
since the developers of the SMS chose to refer to this tool in this way.   
12  All learners registered for LPO 402 received the respective text messages.  
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Figure 3.2: Graphic representation of my main study 
Nature of short message service:  5 text messages (Addendum B) 

Message type 
Instructional text message tool  
Mini-lecture tool  
Quiz tool 
Student questions tool  
Instructional text message tool based on 
student13 questions  

Number of participants 
3514 
107 
107 
107 

 
107 

Data 
collection 

Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
Receipt of response 
schedule from service 
providers  
 

Phase 2: 
Quantitative data 
Structured questionnaire  
(54 questionnaires 
received) 
 
Self-rating and closed-
ended questions 

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data 
Telephonic interviews 
(5 participants in 
addition to the 12 
participants from my 
pilot study) 

Data analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
analysis 
 
Response schedules 
 
 
 
One-way frequency 
tables on: 

• Frequency of 
responses made to 
the respective 
messages; 

• Frequency of 
responses made 
with respect to time 
schedules; and 

• Frequency of 
responses made 
with respect to date 
schedules. 

Phase 2: 
Quantitative data 
analysis 
 
Structured questionnaires 
(Self-rating and close-
ended questions) 
 
One-way frequency tables 
on frequency of 
responses made with 
respect to each question 
in the questionnaire. 

Two-way frequency tables 
looking at the relationship 
between the variables in 
the first seven questions, 
and the last ten questions 
respectively. 

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data 
analysis 
 
Telephonic interviews 
 
 
 
Read each data set→ 
ideas written down→ 
formulation of 
themes→ comparison 
of themes→ clustering 
of themes where 
possible→ 
triangulation and 
collapsing these 
findings with those 
obtained in the other 
three phases. 

 

Presentation 
of data 

Phase 1: 
Quantitative data 
• Frequencies 
• Percentages 
• Pie charts 
• Bar graphs  

Phase 2: 
Quantitative data 
• Frequencies 
• Percentages 
• Pie charts 
• Bar graphs  
 

Phase 3: 
Qualitative data 
Telephonic interviews  
 
Verbatim accounts of 
participants’ responses 
presented narratively. 

                                                 
13  Student” as opposed to “learner” will be used when referring to the instructional text message tool based 
on student questions since the developers of the SMS chose to refer to this tool in this way.   
14 Thirty five learners initially indicated via text message reply that they wanted to receive the academic 
instructional message tool.  At the contact session an additional 72 learners indicated that they wanted to 
receive subsequent text messages. 

 
 
 



 45

3.4.1 Pilot study 
 
My pilot study was conducted to gain a sense of learners’ experiences of SMS 

technology as a learning support tool, and to obtain a prototype questionnaire and 

interview schedule that were refined and implemented during my main study.  The 

participants in my pilot study were all LPO 402 learners who could have written their 

examinations in April 2005.  Contrary to the original plan, some of the data in my pilot 

study has not been discussed or triangulated with the data from my main study for the 

following reasons:  Firstly, my pilot study data in the response schedules (Phase 1) 

seemed to contain personal text messages and messages pertaining to administrative 

matters, in addition to those regarding the academic SMS.  This made it difficult to 

determine exactly which text messages were responses made to the academic SMS.  

Secondly, the response schedules relating to the quiz tool also contained text message 

responses that were received before UP even sent out the quiz tool.  This undermined 

the validity of the data in these responses schedules.  After consultation with 

STATOMET, it became apparent that many of the questions in the questionnaire (Phase 

2) did not generate specific answers.  For example, the questions containing the Lickert 

scale, did not make clear distinctions between the range of answers given by 

participants.  These challenges rendered the above pilot study data difficult to interpret 

and, in some cases, invalid and unreliable.  

 

In contrast, the rich qualitative data obtained during the telephonic interviews (Phase 3) 

in my pilot study seemed to contribute to an in-depth and rich understanding of the 

research topic.  These qualitative data, obtained from twelve learners who were 

randomly selected, were therefore analysed and incorporated into my main study.   

 

3.4.2 Selection process for participants 
 
During my pilot study the text messages were sent to all the learners who were 

registered for the module LPO 402, and could write their examinations in April 2005, 

irrespective of whether or not they wanted to receive them.  During my main study, the 

learners were prompted with a text message to indicate whether or not they wanted to 

receive the text messages.  The decision to give learners a choice in this regard is 

supported by the argument made by Divitini, Haugalokken and Norevik (2002), who 
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maintain that the utility of technology is lessened if users do not feel as if they are in 

control of what they receive.  Therefore, the learners registered for LPO 402 who could 

write their examinations in October 2005, were asked to indicate via a reply text 

message response to UP, whether or not they wanted to receive the text messages. 

 

A graphic representation in Table 3.1 gives an overview of the selection process of the 

participants for both my pilot and main study.   

 
Table 3.1:  Selection process of the participants in my main study 

Method of selection Number of participants  
Phase 1 

Learners were sent a text 
message prompt by an SMS 
asking them to indicate via a 
reply text message whether or 
not they wanted to take part in 
the academic SMS.  Learners 
indicated in writing whether or 
not they wanted to take part in 
the SMS at the first contact 
session 

Total 107 
35 

 
Text message type received 
• Academic Instructional message 

tool 
• Mini-lecture tool 
• Quiz tool 
• Student questions tool 
• Academic instructional message 

based on learner questions 

 
At the first contact session an 
additional 72 learners indicated 
that they wanted to receive 
subsequent text messages. 

 
72 

 
• Mini-lecture tool 
• Quiz tool 
• Learner questions tool 
• Academic instructional message 

based on learner questions 
Phase 2 

One hundred and seven 
learners received the 
questionnaire.  Fifty four 
learners returned them for data 
analysis purposes. 

54  

Phase 3 
Twelve learners took part in the 
telephonic interviews that were 
conducted in my pilot study.   
 
Five learners took part in the 
telephonic interviews that took 
part in my main study. 

Total 17 
12 
 
 
 
5 

 

 

Initially 35 learners indicated that they wanted to participate.  They subsequently 

received the academic instructional message tool sent via SMS.  At the first contact 

session an additional 72 learners indicated in writing that they also wanted to participate 

in this SMS (Phase 1).  One hundred and seven learners therefore received the mini-

lecture tool.  The same number of learners received the remaining three text message 
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tools.  A questionnaire was also sent to these 107 learners (Phase 2).  Fifty four 

questionnaires were returned for data analysis purposes.  In section 4.2, I shall discuss 

the participants’ profile to give the reader a sense of who the learners in my study were.  

This will include information regarding their ages, gender, qualifications, occupations, 

home languages, places of residence, and the amount of contact they had with their 

lecturers and other learners.   

 

It was apparent after conducting the telephonic interviews during my pilot study that 

using fewer than 12 participants in my main study would have yielded sufficient data 

since participants seemed to re-iterate what other participants discussed.  Consequently, 

five learners were randomly selected to be interviewed in my main study (Phase 3).  

Therefore 17 learners were interviewed in total (12 in my pilot study and 5 in my main 

study).  Simple random sampling was used when selecting participants for the 

telephonic interviews to ensure that all learners had the same probability of being 

selected.  In addition, the population of learners from which these participants were 

chosen was large enough for this method of sampling to be conducted.  The sampling 

procedure was carried out as follows:  The co-ordinator of the ACE (SNE) sent me an 

electronic list of participants’ cellular phone numbers.  Each cellular phone number was 

assigned a number from 001 to 107.  A table of random numbers was then used to 

select cellular phone numbers.  The first five participants who answered their phones 

were interviewed.   

 

3.4.3 Research sites 
 
The data in the text message response schedules were tracked and recorded by UP’s 

Information Technology Department, the coordinator of the ACE (SNE), and UP’s Client 

Service Centre.  I received these data electronically from the coordinator of the ACE 

(SNE) programme.  One cannot be sure of the exact geographic location of the sites at 

which the participants received and/or responded to the respective text messages since 

the text message response schedules only indicated the participants’ cellular phone 

numbers.  In addition, using cellular phones for the SMS gave participants the 

opportunity to be mobile when responding to the various text messages.  However, it is 

possible that participants received and responded to some of the text messages in rural 

areas, given that the data that will be discussed in section 4.2, highlight that most of the 
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learners registered for one of three in-service teacher training programmes at UP’s Unit 

for DE, live in such areas (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  

 

The questionnaires were attached to the second tutorial letters that participants 

received.  They were posted from UP’s dispatch depot.  The participants completed the 

questionnaire in their own time and at unidentified sites, presumably similar to those 

discussed for the text message response schedules.  

 

The contact sessions were used as research sites for gathering informal data regarding 

participants’ experiences of the SMS.   During the contact sessions held for this 

programme, learners who did not indicate via response SMS that they wanted to take 

part in my main study were given a second chance to do so.  These contact sessions 

were held in Pretoria, East London, and Kokstad.  These towns or cities are in the 

province of Gauteng, the Eastern Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal respectively.     

 

The office of the instructional designer at the Unit for DE at UP, was used to conduct the 

telephonic interviews during my pilot study.  This office is situated on the Groenkloof 

campus of the University of Pretoria (Aldoel building - Room C 213).  I used the Telkom 

landline at my previous home in Witbank to conduct the remaining five telephonic 

interviews.  This arrangement was more convenient for me in terms of travelling time 

and distance.  I also correctly anticipated that working from home would be better in that 

there would be fewer external distractions there.    

 
3.4.4 Data collection and instrumentation15 
 
Data were obtained using three data collection instruments during three corresponding 

phases.  These instruments, and the data collection process used are now discussed.   

 
Phase 1:  Obtaining quantitative data from response schedules 
Quantitative data that were tracked and recorded on spreadsheets indicated the 

following:   

 

                                                 
15  Consult Figure 3.1 and 3.2 for an outline of the research processes and strategies.   
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• The learners who received and/or responded to the academic text messages tools 

sent by SMS;  

• The answers chosen by the learners for the questions asked in the quiz tool; 

• The questions asked in responding to the student questions tool; and  

• Whether or not learners were able to enter their student number when responding to 

the text messages. 

 

These data were tracked and recorded by the following organisations or individuals:   

• The co-ordinator of the ACE (SNE):  the academic instructional message tool, the 

learner questions tool, and the academic instructional message tool based on learner 

questions; 

• UP’s Information Technology Department:  the text message responses learners 

made after receiving the quiz tool, as well as the date and time when these 

exchanges took place; and   

• UP’s Client Services Centre: the data pertaining to the learners who phoned in to 

hear the mini-lecture tool.     

 

The spreadsheets containing the above data were electronically sent to the co-ordinator 

of the ACE (SNE) who then electronically forwarded them to me.  Participant identifiers 

on these spreadsheets included their cellular phone numbers, as well as the student 

number for the participants who correctly entered them when responding to the 

respective text messages.  In spite of having had access to this information, learner 

anonymity was maintained since the learners’ names were not contained in the text 

message response schedules.    

 

Phase 2:  Obtaining quantitative data from the questionnaire 

Quantitative data (from self-rating and close-ended questions) were obtained from a 

structured questionnaire that was presented to participants on A4 sized paper 

(Addendum D).  The questionnaire was attached to the second tutorial letter that was 

sent to learners taking part in my main study via UP’s dispatch depot.  Participants’ 

responses during my pilot study were taken into account when developing the 

questionnaire for my main study.  In addition, relevant literature that was discussed in 

Chapter 2 was used to draft the questionnaire.  A graphic representation in Figure 3.3 
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gives a summary of the operationalisation and theoretical grounding of my 

questionnaire.   

 
Figure 3.3: Summary of the operationalisation and theoretical grounding of my  
       questionnaire 

Motivation for item formulation   Items 
Additional biographical information to gain a sense of who the 
participants were. 
 

Question 1 
What is your age in completed 
years? 
Question 2 
What is your gender? 
 

Additional biographical information to gain a sense of who the 
participants were.   
 
Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002:161) maintain that learners are 
able to engage in increasingly complex SMS exchanges.  This 
prompted me to ask whether or not participants understood the 
content of the text messages.  Only then would they be able to 
take part in increasingly complex SMS exchanges. 

Question 3 
What is your home language? 
 

Additional biographical information to gain a sense of who the 
participants were. 
 

Question 4 
Where is your place of 
residence? 
Question 5 
What is your highest 
qualification? 
 

A number of authors discuss various benefits of educational 
technology (Bates 2001; Balacheff et al. 2005; Gregory & 
Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; Miller 
& Lu 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Sepälä & 
Alamäki 2003).  Increasing the interactivity of the learning 
environment is one advantage in this regard.  Frequency of 
contact with other learners and/or lecturers was considered to 
see if participants who had infrequent contact with their 
lecturers or other learners, found the SMS beneficial in this 
regard.   

Question 6 
How often do you meet with 
other learners registered for 
LPO 402 to discuss your 
work? 
Question 7 
How often do you have contact 
with the LPO 402 lecturers to 
discuss your work? 
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Motivation for item formulation Items 
Five items were included to gain an overall sense of how the 
participants experienced the respective text messages. 
 
 

Question 8 
Type 1 message was: 
Helpful for all, some or none of 
the assignments. 
Question 9 
Type 2 helped me to 
understand the asset-based 
approach: 
Strongly agree, agree, 
disagree, strongly disagree. 
Question 10 
Type 3 helped me to 
understand the asset-based 
approach: 
Strongly agree, agree, 
disagree, strongly disagree. 
Question 11 
Type 4 was: 
Helpful in answering all my 
questions, some of my 
questions, not helpful in 
answering any of my 
questions. 
Question 12 
Type 5 helped me to 
understand the asset-based 
approach: 
Strongly agree, agree, 
disagree, strongly disagree. 

A number of authors discuss various benefits of educational 
technology (Balacheff et al. 2005; Bates 2001; Gregory & 
Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; Miller 
& Lu 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Sepälä & 
Alamäki 2003).  This question (in conjunction with Question 14) 
explores the extent to which the findings of other studies are 
relevant to text messaging as a component of educational 
technology.   

Question 13 
Which one type of message 
did you find to be the most 
helpful? 
 

A number of authors discuss various benefits of educational 
technology (Balacheff et al. 2005; Bates 2001; Evans 2005a; 
Gregory & Wohlmuth 2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 
2004; Miller & Lu 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; 
Sepälä & Alamäki 2003; Smith & Kent 2003).  This question (in 
conjunction with Question 13) explores the extent to which the 
findings of other studies are relevant to text messaging as a 
component of educational technology.  

Question 14 
What is the most important 
reason for your choice in 
question 13? 
 

Various authors discuss the barriers that prevent people from 
owning technological devices that have the potential to be used 
as a learning support tool (Balacheff et al. 2005; Bates 2001). 
 

Question 15 
Which one type of message 
did you find to be the least 
helpful? 
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Motivation for item formulation Items 

Various authors discuss the barriers that prevent people from 
owning technological devices that have the potential to be used 
as a learning support tool (Balacheff et al. 2005; Bates 2001; 
Evans 2005a; Evans 2005b). 
 
Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002:161) maintain that learners are 
able to engage in increasingly complex SMS exchanges.  This 
prompted me to think about the medium of exchange as a 
possible barrier to the effective utilisation of the SMS. 
 

Question 16 
What is the most important 
reason for your choice in 
question 15? 
The message was sent too 
late, I did not learn anything 
new, I did not understand the 
message, I had problems with 
my cellular phone, It cost too 
much money to use the 
message, the message did not 
have enough information. 

Various authors discuss the barriers that prevent people from 
owning technological devices that have the potential to be used 
as a learning support tool (Bates 2001; Balacheff et al. 2005; 
Evans 2005a; Evans 2005b).   
 
As discussed, Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002:161) maintain that 
learners are able to engage in increasingly complex SMS 
exchanges.  Questions relating to the medium of exchange as a 
possible barrier to the effective utilisation of the short message 
services developed in response to this.   
 

Question 17 
What is the most important 
change you think should be 
made to improve the SMS 
service? 
Must be free of charge, should 
be sent earlier, No SMS 
message should be sent in the 
future, The messages should 
be more clearly written, 
landlines should be used 
instead of cellular phones, the 
learners should get more 
training on how to use the 
SMS service, no changes 
should be made. 

 

Presenting biographical information on the participants will give the reader of this report 

a better sense of who these learners were.  To this end the following questions were 

asked: 

• What is your age in completed years?  (Question 1) 

• What is your gender?  (Question 2) 

• What is your home language?  (Question 3) 

• Where is your place of residence?  (Question 4) 

• What is your highest qualification?  (Question 5) 

 

Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002:161) maintain that learners are able to engage in 

increasingly complex SMS exchanges.  This prompted me to ask whether or not 

participants understood the content of the text messages.  Only then would they be able 

to take part in increasingly complex SMS exchanges.  A two-way data analysis with the 

constructs home language and least helpful text message, as well as home language 
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and reasons for choice of least helpful text message (sub-section 4.4.4), was conducted 

to determine if participants who spoke English at home had the same experiences of the 

SMS as those who did not.  It was therefore necessary to gather data regarding 

participants’ home languages (Question 3). 

 

The following five questions were asked to gain an overall sense of how the participants 

experienced the respective text messages: 

• Type 1 message was: 

Helpful for all, some or none of the assignments.  (Question 8) 

• Type 2 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree.  (Question 9) 

• Type 3 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree.  (Question 10) 

• Type 4 was: 

Helpful in answering all my questions, some of my questions, not helpful in 

answering any of my questions.  (Question 11) 

• Type 5 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree.  (Question 12) 
 

My study is informed by constructivism, which sees teaching and learning as an 

interactive process in which learners actively construct new knowledge with the support 

of educators.  Given this and the fact that the literature review revealed little about 

learners’ experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool, it seemed plausible 

to question the extent to which UP’s SMS succeeded in creating an interactive learning 

environment.  Since effective communication is characteristic of interactive learning 

environments, questions relating to the nature of the SMS as a communicative device 

were asked.  Some questions were based on literature, which states that utilising mobile 

devices has the potential to improve communicative networks between learners, and 

between learners and educators (Sappälä & Alamäki 2003).  This was done in Question 

14 of the questionnaire that asked learners to select a reason for choosing the most 

helpful text message.  One of the options learners were given in this regard indicated 

whether or not the most helpful text message gave them the chance to have more 

contact with their lecturers.   
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Constructivism stresses the importance of improving communication networks.  In 

section 1.8 the assumption was, therefore, made that learners who had little contact with 

their lecturers and/or other learners would have found the SMS particularly useful as 

learning support.  Two-way frequency analyses were thus done to confirm or refute this 

assumption (sub-section 4.4.3).  To this end, it was necessary to ask the following 

questions:   

• How often do you meet with other learners registered for LPO 402 to discuss your 

work?  (Question 6) 

• How often do you have contact with the LPO 402 lecturers to discuss your work?  

(Question 7) 

  

Stone, Briggs and Smith (2002:161) found that cellular phone users in the United 

Kingdom were able to take part in increasingly complex interactive SMS exchanges.  

This was operationalised in questions examining the factors that influenced the amount 

of learning support that was intended to be offered by the SMS, as well as those 

pertaining to the changes participants would like to see implemented in future short 

message services.  Literature discussing the advantages of integrating technology into 

educational programmes was operationalised by asking participants to identify the most 

helpful text message (Question 13), as well as the reasons for their choices in this 

regard (Question 14).  Finally, literature that focuses on the potential barriers to the 

effective utilisation of educational technology especially in developing countries 

(Balacheff et al. 2005; Bates 2001; Evans 2005a & Evans 2005b) was operationalised in 

the questionnaire by asking:   

• Which one type of message did you find to be the least helpful?  (Question 15) 

• What is the most important reason for your choice in question 15?  (Question 16) 

• What is the most important change you think should be made to improve the SMS 

service? (Question 17) 
 

In answering the questionnaire, participants were able to select responses (self-rating or 

close-ended) from a predetermined set of possible choices for each question.  A Lickert 

scale was used to determine the extent to which each type of text message assisted the 

learners in understanding the content of the module LPO 402 better. In addition, eight 

questions were included in the questionnaire to obtain a learner profile with relevant 

biographical information.  This enabled me to conduct two-way frequency analyses of 
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some of this information with respect to the information obtained from the other 

questions.  The outcome of this process will be discussed in Chapter 4.  Participants 

were asked to answer the questions in the spaces provided on the questionnaire and 

return them to the Unit for DE at UP when they posted their final project for LPO 402.  

The completed questionnaires were hand delivered to me by the co-ordinator of the ACE 

(SNE) programme.  STATOMET processed all the data obtained from the 

questionnaires.  Figure 3.3 summarises the operationalisation and theoretical grounding 

of the questionnaire. 

 

Phase 3:  Obtaining qualitative data from the telephonic interviews   
Telephonic interviews were conducted with 12 learners who were randomly selected 

from the group of learners who received the text messages during my pilot study.  

During my main study, learners were asked to indicate in writing whether or not they 

wanted to take part in the SMS study.  Five learners from the group of learners, who 

stated that they wanted to be part of the SMS study, were randomly selected as the 

participants for the telephonic interviews during my main study.  The responses 

participants made in the questionnaire were instrumental in formulating the topics that 

were addressed in the telephonic interviews.  Addendum E contains the questions that 

were asked in a flexible way since their sequence and wording was not uniform for each 

participant.  These open-ended questions focused on obtaining in-depth information on 

participants’ experiences of the SMS.  The telephonic interviews permitted them to 

discuss in more detail their respective viewpoints on the effectiveness of this SMS, and 

gave them the opportunity to identify and describe the factors that they felt influenced 

their overall experience of the service.  These learners were also able to discuss, in 

greater depth, the ways in which they thought future academic short message services 

could be improved.  All the telephonic interviews were recorded using a Bell & Howell 

AC tape recorder which I borrowed from one of my supervisors.  I transcribed all the 

interviews myself.  These were printed, using double spacing, onto A4 pages in order to 

allow sufficient space to write down any annotations and codes.   
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3.4.5 Data analysis16 
 
The data analysis process used in my study took place in three distinct phases:  Firstly, 

the data from the text message response schedules were analysed, followed by the 

analysis of the responses participants made in completing the questionnaires.  Then the 

responses made during the telephonic interviews were analysed.  Finally, the findings 

from the telephonic interviews were integrated with the findings from the first two phases 

in order to reach a deeper understanding of the research topic.  These processes will 

now be discussed.     

 

Phase 1:  Quantitative data analysis of response schedules 
The data obtained from the spreadsheets were analysed by conducting a one-way 

frequency analysis on the responses participants had made to the text messages.  This 

yielded information related to: 

• the frequency of responses made with respect to the various text messages; and 

• whether or not participants were able to enter their student numbers correctly. 

 

Phase 2:  Quantitative data analysis of self-rating and close-ended questions 
One-way frequency tables were drawn up with respect to the number of responses 

made to each self-rating and close-ended question in the questionnaire.  Relevant 

findings obtained from the frequency schedules in Phase 1 and Phase 2 of my study, 

were depicted using tables, pie charts, or vertical bar graphs.  These descriptive 

statistics indicated the way in which the academic SMS was utilised by the learners, and 

identified which text messages the learners seemed to prefer.   

 

The first eight questions of the questionnaire related to specific biographical information 

on the participants.  Two-way frequency tables were drawn up for some of these 

questions (with respect to a number of remaining questions) to determine if there were 

specific learner profiles that preferred certain types of academic text message tools as 

opposed to others.  The two-way frequency tables also highlighted what specific learner 

profiles indicated in terms of their respective experiences of SMS technology as a 

learning support tool in DE.          

 
                                                 
16  Refer to Figure 3.1 and 3.2 for a graphic representation of the processes and strategies used in my study.  
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Phase 3:  Qualitative data analysis of the telephonic interviews 
The transcribed telephonic interviews were read to gain a sense of all the information 

they generated.  Ideas pertaining to them were then written down.  McMillan and 

Schumacher (2001) suggest that after three data sets have been read the researcher 

should begin formulating topics which describe what the subjects were talking about.  

Themes relating to learners’ experiences of the SMS were identified by asking what the 

data was all about.  Furthermore, themes regarding learners’ ideas on how they thought 

the service could be improved were also generated.  Each theme was recorded in the 

margin of the data set.  These themes gave further insight into the learners’ experiences 

of SMS technology as a learning support tool.  The themes were then compared to 

determine if any of them had been duplicated.  Similar themes were clustered together 

and a new list of themes was then drawn up.  Triangulation took place by cross-

validating the quantitative and qualitative data to establish if any meaning could be made 

of the data in terms of the experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool.  

  

3.5 Support systems 
 

I relied on input from the following individuals in my effort to conduct a comprehensive 

study: 

• my three supervisors; 

• the two developers of the academic SMS; 

• the service providers of the SMS who gave me the text message response 

schedules which they had tracked and recorded for the duration of my study; 

• the appointed statisticians from STATOMET responsible for assisting post-graduate 

learners; 

• staff from the Department for Education Innovation for providing me with background 

information on the development of learning endeavours supported by technology at 

UP; 

• an information specialist from UP’s on-campus Academic Information Services 

department, for her assistance in locating relevant literature and information 

pertaining to the research topic; and 

• employees at the Witbank branch of Damelin College for the IT support they gave 

me. 
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3.6 Personal role in the research process 
 
I had no involvement in the academic SMS until my pilot study began in November 2004.  

I thus consider my research role at the time my pilot study began, as an outsider.  

However, my training and experience in the field of learning support meant that I could 

view my role as an informed outsider.  Working as a masters degree learner at UP 

necessitated that I obtain permission from UP to conduct my study.  In addition I needed 

to adhere to the ethical research principles stipulated by this learning institution 

(Addendum F & G).   

 

Informed by constructivism, my role as a learner in my study has been outlined in 

section 3.2.  As a learner in my study it was necessary for me to interact with the 

participants in an effort to understand their experiences of SMS technology as a learning 

support tool.  In this capacity I was responsible for designing all the research instruments 

that enabled me to engage with the participants across various locations and time 

periods.  I was also responsible for conducting all the interviews, transcribing the 

responses made by participants during this time, and analysing the relevant data.  

Working collaboratively was therefore a crucial aspect of my role as researcher.  This 

collaboration also describes the nature of my role when interacting with the network of 

people who supported my study.  I consulted with the appointed statisticians when 

developing my questionnaire and analysing the quantitative data.  Ongoing consultation 

with my supervisors guided my research endeavours.  It was through these collaborative 

efforts that my own learning about the learners’ experiences of SMS technology and 

research in general was enhanced.  

 

My role also included an extensive review of the literature related to the research topic.  

With ongoing technological developments, the ways in which literature could be sourced, 

had changed somewhat since I had last engaged in postgraduate studies.  In an effort to 

conduct a comprehensive literature review my research role initially involved upgrading 

my own IT skills.  I did this with the support of UP’s information specialist and the staff at 

Damelin College in Witbank.  
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3.7 Quality criteria 
 
Lacey and Luff (2001:22) define reliability as the extent to which the research 

methodology is “reproducible and consistent”.  It is clear from this definition that the term 

reliability implies measurement.  For this reason, the term reliability is not appropriate to 

use when referring to qualitative data which seeks to explain the meaning of the 

phenomenon at hand, instead of measuring to describe phenomena (Creswell 2003; 

Creswell 2005; Stenbacka (2001:552).  Lincoln and Guba (Golafshani 2003:601) 

maintain that the two terms “reliability” and “validity” are congruent in qualitative 

research, “since validity is sufficient to establish reliability”.  These authors propose that 

the term “trustworthiness” of a study should be used when referring to issues of reliability 

and validity in qualitative research.  Since my study utilised a mixed-method research 

design, with quantitative and qualitative data, the terms “validity” and “reliability” will be 

used when discussing quality criteria pertaining to the quantitative data, and the term 

“trustworthiness” will be used in the context of qualitative data.   

 
3.7.1 Enhancing the reliability of the quantitative data 

 
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001:244) reliability “refers to the consistency 

of measurement – the extent to which the results are similar over different forms of the 

same instrument or occasions of data collection”.  The reliability of the findings of my 

study was enhanced by selecting participants from two groups of learners, namely 

learners who could write their examinations in April 2005 (pilot study), and those who 

could have written them in October 2005 (main study).  In so doing some of the 

responses made across two different groups of participants were cross-referenced to 

enhance their reliability on two different data collection occasions.  The reliability of my 

study was enhanced further by ascertaining the extent to which the data were consistent 

across the various data collection strategies that were used.   

 

3.7.2 Enhancing the validity of the quantitative data 
 
McMillan and Schumacher (2001:239, 407) define validity in quantitative data collection 

as the “extent to which inferences made on the basis of numerical scores are 

appropriate, meaningful, and useful”, whereas the validity of qualitative designs “is the 
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degree to which the interpretations and concepts have mutual meanings between the 

participants and the researcher”.  Two quantitative data collection strategies were 

employed in my study, namely participants’ response schedules for the text messages 

they received, and the questionnaires.  In Chapter 4 and 5 these data are compared and 

corroborated.  An analysis of the qualitative data obtained from the telephonic interviews 

helped me understand what the data meant.  In so doing more evidence was obtained to 

verify the interpretations that were based on the numerical data.        

 

3.7.3 Enhancing the trustworthiness of the qualitative data  
 
Literature reviews provide some guidance to ensure that the interpretation of the data is 

justified by other researchers (Cano n.d.). The primary method of enhancing the 

trustworthiness of the qualitative data in my study was therefore to provide a context 

within which the data could be interpreted.  The literature review discussed in Chapter 2 

was used for this purpose.  In Chapter 5 the findings discussed in Chapter 4 will be 

interpreted by referring to the relevant literature.   

 

Three data collection instruments (sub-section 3.4.4) were used.  Trent (2001) maintains 

that the process of collecting and analysing data from numerous sources is an effective 

way to address the trustworthiness of qualitative research.  In reality it may happen that 

new data contradict previously collected data.  Therefore, the purpose of triangulation is 

not necessarily to collect data that corroborates, but rather the process whereby enough 

material is collected to make “some sense” of it all (Trent 2001:23).  In my study the 

qualitative data were used to “make sense” of the quantitative data.  This was framed by 

constructivism in that the process of engaging with learners, through the quantitative and 

qualitative data, had the potential to facilitate the construction of new knowledge in terms 

of understanding learners’ experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool.   

 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001:409) state that “verbatim accounts of conversations, 

transcripts, and direct quotes” from participants are “highly valued as data”.  By tape 

recording all the telephonic interviews and then transcribing them, verbatim accounts of 

what the participants said, were obtained.  This further enhanced the trustworthiness of 

the qualitative data.  Finally, the interview guide approach used in formulating the 
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questions asked in the telephonic interviews, enhanced “interviewer flexibility” and the 

“naturalness and relevancy” of the responses (McMillan and Schumacher 2001:444).  

 

3.8 Methodological constraints 
 

A common criticism of research that contains qualitative data is that the results are 

“anecdotal” (Lacey & Luff 2001:22).  Mouton (2001) reiterates this by stating that the 

main source of error in a case study is the potential researcher’s bias and lack of rigour 

used when the data are analysed.  The steps I took in enhancing the quality criteria of 

my study, selecting participants from more than one group of learners, using a number 

of data collection strategies, utilising the literature review as a context within which the 

data were interpreted, using verbatim accounts of participants’ responses, tape 

recording verbal responses made by participants, making use of an interview guide 

approach during the telephonic interviews, and finally triangulating the data, addressed 

these potential methodological constraints.  My study used a case study design focusing 

on a single unit of analysis in a specified context, namely adult learners registered for 

LPO 402 who received text messages from UP’s academic SMS.  The findings of my 

study will therefore not necessarily apply to other m-learning environments.  They may 

however be applicable to learners in developing countries that use similar services.   

 

In addition to the above methodological constraints, the following limitations are 

discussed:  The first constraint relates to the possible perception of my position as a 

representative of UP, a powerful learning institution.  During the telephonic interviews, 

some participants asked me questions that related to administrative issues that were 

irrelevant to my research topic.  It was as if participants felt that my affiliation to UP 

automatically put me in a position to answer any questions they had regarding their 

studies.  This made me question the extent to which my perceived position at UP 

influenced the participants’ responses.  Did the participants give me honest answers or 

did they give me answers they thought I would like to hear?  Collecting data from more 

than one source ensured that the findings were not based on a single data set and 

addressed this constraint to some extent.   

 

The second constraint also relates to issues pertaining to the telephonic interviews.  

There seemed to be too much of a time delay between the learners’ experiences of the 
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SMS and the actual interviews.  Many of the participants had forgotten what the 

respective text messages were.  This caused unforeseen time delays and adjustments 

had to be made to the interview transcript as these participants needed to be reminded 

about the nature of the various text messages.  In addition, language difficulties, given 

that the participants were interviewed in English and not in their mother tongue, coupled 

with poor cellular phone reception, seemed to adversely affect the quality of the 

communication that took place.  Due to these constraints I conducted fewer telephonic 

interviews than I initially intended to do.  This decision was supported when analysing 

the data from the telephonic interviews that were conducted during my pilot study, where 

12 participants had been interviewed as opposed to the five participants used in my 

main study.  It was apparent that when more participants were used, some responses 

simply reflected the responses made by other participants, yielding little new information.    

 

The third constraint relates to the challenges I faced with the sampling procedure.  I 

could not assume that the participants in my pilot study and in my main study were the 

learners who were registered for LPO 402 and wrote their examinations in April 2005 or 

October 2005 respectively.  The co-ordinator of the ACE (SNE) programme indicated 

that some of these learners might have chosen to complete the module at a later stage, 

due to the flexible nature of the learning mode used in the Unit for DE.  It may well be 

true that these learners did not make use of all the text messages they received since 

they did not complete, or want to complete, the module at that time.  This may explain 

why a number of participants in the telephonic interviews were not familiar with some of 

the text messages.  Some of the questions they were asked, in the questionnaires and 

during the telephonic interviews, may therefore have been irrelevant to them.  In 

addition, the text message schedules recording participants’ responses to the various 

text messages in my pilot study included cellular phone numbers of learners who were 

not registered for LPO 402.  These learners were registered for other modules at UP.  

There were even some cellular phone numbers recorded for learners who had been 

registered learners a number of years ago and were no longer learners at UP.  The 

service providers who tracked and recorded this information were unable to account for 

this.  Unnecessary and often confusing telephone calls were made to these individuals 

lengthening the data collection period.  This difficulty was addressed in my main study 

by only using individuals who had indicated that they wanted to receive the text message 
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tools as participants.  In so doing I ensured that the participants were in fact registered 

for LPO 402.   

 

In this chapter I discussed the research paradigm that underpinned my study and 

detailed the research methodology I used.  I concluded with a discussion on the steps I 

took in striving to enhance the reliability, validity and trustworthiness of the data.  In 

Chapter 4 I shall present the results of my study.   
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Chapter 4:  Data analysis and results 

 
4.1 Introduction 
 
In Chapter 3 the research design, process and data analysis strategies used in my study 

were discussed and justified.  Adopting a case study design using mixed-methods, 

afforded the opportunity to use a number of data collection strategies (sub-section 

1.9.3).  This was done in three distinct phases:  firstly, quantitative data from the text 

message response schedules, secondly, quantitative data from a questionnaire, and 

finally qualitative data from telephonic interviews.  All percentages discussed in this 

chapter have been rounded off to the nearest unit since this will not compromise the 

trustworthiness of the results in terms of understanding learners’ experiences of SMS 

technology as a learning support tool.  This chapter will conclude with the integration of 

the respective data sets in striving to understand what was meant by the entire data set.  

These processes ultimately shaped my understanding of how adult learners experienced 

SMS technology as a learning support tool in DE. 

 

4.2 Participant profile 
 
In this section all the quantitative results on the participants in my study will be provided.  

The biographical information used for this purpose was obtained from participants’ 

responses in the questionnaires which were sent to 107 learners registered for the 

module LPO 402.  Fifty-four questionnaires were returned for data analysis purposes, 

indicating a 50% return rate for this data collection tool.  The number of participants who 

did not answer the question pertaining to the graph at hand will be reported as frequency 

missing.  Learner biographical data from the Unit for DE at UP (Adams & Hendrikz 2006) 

will also be discussed briefly in describing the participants (sub-section 1.9.3). 

 
4.2.1 Ages  
Figure 4.1 indicates that 8% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

answered the question pertaining to their ages were in the 20 to 29 year age group, 46% 

were between 30 and 39 years old, 42% were between 40 and 49 years old, and 4% 

were between 50 and 59 years old.  

 
 
 



 65

                           

Figure 4.1: Participants' ages
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4.2.2 Gender 
 
Figure 4.2 shows that 96% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

answered the question regarding gender were female.   

 

                        

Figure 4.2: Participants' gender
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4.2.3 Qualifications 
 
Figure 4.3 indicates that 52% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire 

passed Grade 12 with three years higher education, 44% had a diploma, whereas only 

4% had a degree. 

 

                        

Figure 4.3: Participants' qualifications
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4.2.4 Home languages 
Figure 4.4 depicts the home languages spoken by the 54 participants who returned the 

questionnaire and answered the question on home language.   
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Figure 4.4: Participants' home languages
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The two most widely spoken home languages are Xhosa (31%) and Zulu (29%).  The 

following languages are spoken by the participants at home:  Siswati (2%), Tswana 

(7%), Venda (4%), Sepedi (5%), Indebele (2%), Northern Sotho (10%), Afrikaans (2%), 

and Southern Sotho (2%).  Only 4% of the participants speak English at home, and 2% 

speak a combination of English and Afrikaans at home. These results indicate that 94% 

of the participants did not have English as their home language.   

 

4.2.5 Place of residence 
 
Figure 4.5 indicates that 42% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

indicated where they lived, resided in KwaZulu-Natal, 12% in Gauteng, 2% in the Free 

State, 27% in the Eastern Cape, 4% in Limpopo, 9% in Mpumalanga, and 4% in North 

West Province.  
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Figure 4.5:  Participants' place 
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The following map depicts the various provinces in South Africa17: 

 

                         
      Image of a provincial map of South Africa (African National Congress 2004) 

 

                                                 
17 This map is provided to elaborate on the information in Figure 4.5. 
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It was apparent after conducting the telephonic interviews during my pilot study that 

using fewer than 12 participants in my main study would have yielded sufficient data 

since participants seemed to re-iterate each other’s points of view.  Consequently, five 

learners were randomly selected to be interviewed in my main study.  Seventeen 

learners were interviewed in total (12 in my pilot study and 5 in my main study).     

 

Contact sessions for the module LPO 402 were only held in KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng, 

and in the Eastern Cape. Eighty one percent of the participants that returned their 

questionnaires lived in these provinces.  Furthermore, most of the learners registered for 

one of three in-service teacher training programmes at UP’s Unit for DE lived in rural 

areas (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  

 

4.2.6 Contact with lecturers and peers 
 
In answering the questionnaire (Addendum D) participants were asked how often they 

met with other learners (Question 6) and with their lecturers (Question 7).  The 

responses made in this regard were put into one of three groups, namely never having 

contact, seldom having contact (at most 3 times a year), and having frequent contact (at 

least once a month).  Figure 4.6 shows the indicated amount of contact participants had 

with their lecturers. 

 

                        

Figure 4.6:  Amount of contact 
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Figure 4.6 shows that 12% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

answered the question pertaining to the amount of contact with their lecturers had 

frequent contact in this regard, 69% seldom had contact and 19% never had contact.  

Once registered as a learner for a study cycle, participants had the opportunity to have 

direct contact with their lecturers twice a year (only once per module) at the contact 

sessions.  Other contact options were: text messaging or phoning their lecturers directly, 

or reading the tutorial letters sent by their lecturers.  Figure 4.7 shows the indicated 

amount of contact participants had with other learners. 

 

                        

Figure 4.7: Amount of contact 
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Figure 4.7 indicates that 25% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

indicated how much contact they had with other learners seldom had contact in this 

regard, 8% said that they never had contact, and 67% said that they had frequent 

contact.  The above data indicate that the majority of the participants had frequent 

contact with other learners and seldom had contact with their lecturers.   

                         
4.2.7 Additional biographical information  

 
In sub-section 1.9.3 I discussed biographical information obtained from the Unit for DE at 

UP which indicated that 98% of the learners registered for one of three in-service 

teacher training programmes at the Unit for DE at UP (n=9200) were employed as 
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teachers.  A breakdown of this figure showed that 38% of these learners were employed 

as secondary school teachers and 60% were employed as primary school teachers 

(Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  The remaining 2% of the participants were not employed as 

teachers.  In addition, these learners had limited access to technology, other than their 

cellular phones.  Ninety seven percent of these learners had entry-level cellular phones. 

 

4.3 Results from my pilot study 
 
Participants received four different types of text messages during my pilot study, which 

ran from 1 October 2004 to 31 March 2005.  Figure 4.8 summarises the types of text 

messages that were used.   

 

Figure 4.8:  Summary of the pilot SMS 
Text message tool Text message tool description Text message tool received 
Academic instructional 
message tool 

Learners were directed to specific 
information that was important for 
their assignments and project. 
 
 

LPO 402 student, work through 
Assets on p43-44 in Tutorial 
letters 1 booklet.  This was 
important for Assign 1 and is 
also important for Assign 2 & 
Project. UP 

Quiz tool Learners could have taken part in 
a quiz consisting of two 
questions.  They were required to 
select answers from a given 
choice of answers. 

LPO 402 student, SMS your 
student number to 08********** 
to start an academic 
conversation with UP about the 
asset-based approach. UP 

Student questions tool Learners could have sent in 
questions they had about a 
specific part of their project that 
they were finding challenging.  

LPO 402 student, see sec C 
no2 p20 in Assign Workbook.  
SMS your questions about 
these guidelines for educators 
to 08********** UP 

Mini-lecture tool Learners could have phoned in to 
hear a short lecture on a specific 
topic. 

LPO 402 student, phone 012 
420 3111 to hear more about 
the most important concepts in 
this module, the asset-based 
approach. UP  

 

Both sub-section 1.9.3 and 3.4.1 contain discussions of the reasons for the analysis of 

the informative qualitative data (obtained from the telephonic interviews during my pilot 

study) only.  These reasons relate to the unreliable and invalid nature of the rest of the 

data.  For example, the text message response schedules did not only contain 

information pertaining to the SMS; a number of text message replies in these schedules 

were recorded before the SMS was operational, and many of the questions asked in the 

questionnaire were not specific, making it challenging to determine what themes were 
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being expressed in the participants’ responses.  The data obtained from the telephonic 

interviews conducted during my pilot study will now be discussed. 

 
4.3.1 Telephonic interviews conducted during my pilot study18 
 
Responses made during the telephonic interviews have been quoted verbatim.  The 

following coding system was used:  the first digit refers to my pilot (1) or main (2) study, 

and the second digit refers to the number allocated to the respective participant.  

Participants’ verbatim responses related to the themes, which will be used in answering 

the research question, have been underlined.  Themes that will be used in answering the 

research question have been typed in bold.   

 

Brown (2004) envisaged, amongst other things, that academic text messages sent by 

SMS could be helpful in increasing the quality of the learners’ assignments, motivate 

them to work, and enhance their understanding of key concepts.  The extent to which 

the text messages in my study achieved these outcomes, are implicit in the questions 

participants were asked regarding the “helpful” or “unhelpful” text messages.  In 

response to one such question, Participant #1/3 stated that the SMS “…helped me 

because it guided me on how to go into the practicals…with the practical experience, 

which areas I have to cover”.  In other words, this participant suggested that the SMS 

was instrumental in helping learners to focus on important parts of the study material.  

As such, this participant viewed the SMS as a learning support tool that complemented 

the written course materials.  Participant #1/10 re-iterated that the most helpful text 

message directed learners to important information in the written course work, “…it 

helped me to go to a page”.  Thus, the learner was assisted in focusing on important 

work. 

 

Participant #1/8 made informative comments on the potential benefits of utilising the 
SMS:   

Participant:  I want to believe that it helped me a great deal but I wanted to also 

have an interaction with fellow students who are studying the same thing.  It 

helped me a lot but the problem I had with myself is to say that all I am doing is 

with myself and the person who, say my lecturer, who sent me the quiz.  I don’t 
                                                 
18  Responses made during the telephonic interviews will be quoted verbatim and italicised. 
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know what is the output or the effect, or the point of view of other students who 

are studying with, and I wanted to believe that if I could have had another view or 

having that interaction with the fellow students then I would be saying, I would be 

better compatible with what is contained in the assets and the needs analysis. 

 Interviewer:  So did the SMS give you more contact with the lecturers? 

Participant:  I would love to see it happening more often, myself and the 

lecturers, and myself and the fellow students.  I was hoping one would have such 

an opportunity    Or else to have a pre-recorded (message)…wherein I would go 

into a voice mail and maybe something like an Internet line where one would call 

the number and the voice would be playing and we would be talking over to the 

voice.  But when one gets a response to say this is how you learners have 

responded.  Like you do with the contact sessions or the report after the 

assignment is submitted…I think it would be more fruitful if it could be done that 

way to give us more exposure.   

 

This participant described her19 experience of the SMS, as beneficial in that she had 

contact with the lecturer.  However, she felt that she could have had greater benefit 

from more contact with this lecturer.  In fact, she indicated that direct contact with her 

lecturers through face-to-face interactions, voice messages which allowed her to “talk 

over the voice”, or interactions through written exchanges would have been best.  The 

participant is basically comparing the SMS to the contact sessions.  These findings 

suggest that the participants in my study seem to have had a need for more face-to-
face interaction, or interaction through written or voice exchanges with their lecturers 

and with other learners.  They seemed to value having direct contact highly, “the voice 

would be playing and we would be talking over to the voice…like you do with the contact 

sessions…it would be more fruitful if it could be done that way to give us more 

exposure”.  In addition, the participant expressed a need to have contact with fellow 

learners via the SMS.   

 

Participant #1/3 named other challenges with the SMS.  This participant indicated that 

technical difficulties with her cellular phone prevented her from taking part in the 

academic instructional message. 

                                                 
19  Throughout the text to follow the participants will be referred to as females given that 94% of them were 
part of this gender category.   
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Participant #1/3:  No, I didn’t finish the quiz.  I responded only to the first SMS but 

then I didn’t respond to the quiz.  I was having a problem with my cell phone.  It 

wasn’t sending messages well.  I didn’t continue with the SMS project.   

 

Participant #1/6 re-iterated difficulties relating to faulty cellular phones: 

Interviewer:  Would you mind telling me why you didn’t respond to them (the text 

messages)?  What were your reasons? 

Participant:  My reasons maam, are my cell phone wasn’t in a good condition.  

But it’s okay now.  It was having a problem of sending messages.  I send 

messages and it comes back.  I didn’t know what was happening to it.  So as a 

result I didn’t finish to answer the SMS’s.   

 

Participant # 1/5 stated that she experienced difficulties relating to the way in which the 

SMS was delivered (method of delivery): 
Participant:  After the first SMS, yes I received the second SMS and then I tried 

the second SMS and then no correspondence was done so far. 

Interviewer:  After the second SMS? 

Participant:  Ja20, after the second SMS no contact was made.  

 

• Summary of participants’ experiences of the SMS during my pilot study 
Analysis of the above responses highlight that the SMS was beneficial in that it helped 

participants to focus on important aspects of their course work.  This seemed to be 

instrumental in guiding them in their learning endeavours.   

 

One participant stated that her learning experiences were enhanced when she had 

contact with the lecturer who sent her a specific text message.  Such interactions 

seemed to have given her the opportunity to exchange ideas and information 

pertaining to the course work.  The SMS was seen to give learners the opportunity to 

have more contact with their lecturers.  However, the amount of contact in this regard 

seemed to be limited.  In terms of giving learners opportunities to interact with one 

another, the SMS did not appear to give learners any contact.  Participants indicated that 

                                                 
20  “Ja” was originally the Afrikaans word for “yes” but has since become a South Africanism.  
 

 
 
 



 75

direct contact with lecturers through face-to-face interactions, written 
communication, or interactions via pre-recorded voice messages were preferable.   

Faulty cellular phones were named as a barrier that prevented learners from utilising 

the SMS effectively.  Other difficulties that participants named apparently related to the 

delivery system employed by UP.  For example, one participant stated that she did not 

receive all the text messages.   

 

4.4 Results from my main study 
 
Five different types of text messages were used during the main SMS offered by UP 

from 1 April 2005 to 30 September 2005.  Figure 4.9 summarises the types of text 

messages that were used during the main SMS.   

 
 Figure 4.9: Summary of the main SMS 
Text message tool Text message tool 

description  
Text message tool received 

Academic instructional 
message tool 

Learners were directed to 
specific information that was 
important for their assignments 
and project. 

LPO 402 student, work through 
Assets on p43-44 in Tutorial 
letters 1 booklet.  This was 
important for Assign 1 and is 
also important for Assign 2 & 
Project.  UP.   

Mini-lecture tool Learners could have heard a 
short lecture on a specific 
topic. 

LPO 402 student, phone 012 
420 3111 to hear more about 
the most important concepts in 
this module, the asset-based 
approach.  Have your student 
number ready.  UP. 

Quiz tool Learners could have taken part 
in a quiz consisting of two 
questions.  They were required 
to select answers from a given 
choice of answers. 

LPO 402 student, SMS your 
student number via reply SMS 
to start an academic 
conversation with UP about the 
asset-based approach.  UP. 

Student questions tool Learners could have sent in 
questions they had about a 
specific part of their project that 
they were finding challenging.  

LPO 402 student, see sec C 
no2 p20 in Assign Workbook.  
SMS your questions about 
these guidelines for educators 
via reply SMS.  UP. 

Academic instructional 
message tool based on 
student questions 

Learners were given 
information on specific topics 
based on the questions they 
sent in during the previous 
message type.   

This message was sent to 
everybody based on core 
issues identified in the 
questions SMSed by students. 
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4.4.1 Text message response schedules 
 
Data from the text message response schedules were analysed to establish the scope of 

SMS use by the participants.  The two instructional messages did not require a reply text 

message from the respective recipients, so the use of these text messages could not be 

determined.  Table 4.1 shows the number of learners who utilised the other text 

messages.   

 
Table 4.1: Learners who took part in the different SMS tools 

Text message tool Number of learners 
who received the 
text message  

Number of learners 
who responded to 
the text message 

Percentage of 
learners who 
responded to the 
text message 

Quiz tool 107 34 32% 
Mini-lecture tool 107 26 24% 
Student questions tool 107 9 8% 
 

Thirty two percent of the 107 learners who were invited to take part in the quiz 

responded, 24% phoned in to hear the mini-lecture, but only 8% of the recipients who 

received the text message asking them to send in student questions responded 

accordingly.   These data suggest that the student questions tool was not used 

extensively by the learners who received it.  Further data analysis of the text message 

response schedules did not illuminate reasons for this result.  The data obtained from 

the questionnaire and the qualitative data from the telephonic interviews suggest 

possible reasons for this (sub-section 4.3.2).   

 

The response schedules also gave an indication of the ways in which participants 

responded to the mini-lecture tool and quiz tool.  In both of these text messages, 

learners had to enter their student numbers before being able to access the information 

they contained.  The total number of calls by learners who phoned in to hear the mini-

lecture was 1041.  Figure 4.10 depicts the initial responses participants made to the 

mini-lecture tool.   
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Thirty one percent of all the calls made (n=1041) to hear the mini-lecture had valid 

student numbers, 14% did not have student numbers, 0.67% had system errors on the 

student number validation process, 0.38% had invalid student numbers and 54% of the 

participants hung up before entering student numbers.   

 

Ninety six percent of the 34 learners who took part in the quiz entered their student 

numbers correctly.  This is depicted in Figure 4.11. 

Figure 4.10: Initial responses made for the mini-lecture tool 
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• Summary of findings obtained from the text message response schedules 
The text message response schedules indicated that almost a third of the 107 learners 

who received the quiz tool (32%) and mini-lecture tool (27%) responded to these 

respective text messages.   In contrast, the student questions tool was not utilised 

extensively since only 8% of the 107 learners who were invited to send in their 

questions, responded accordingly.   

 

Learners were required to enter their student numbers when responding to the mini-

lecture tool and to the quiz tool.  Further analysis of the text message response 

highlighted that just under a third (31%) of the 1041 responses made to the mini-lecture 

were initiated with student numbers that were entered correctly.  Just over half the 

number (54%) of calls made had invalid student numbers.  Of the remaining calls made, 

14% of the participants did not enter their student numbers, 0.67% of the calls had 

system errors on the student number validation process, and 0.38% of the calls had 

invalid student numbers.  Ninety six percent of the 34 participants, who took part in the 

quiz, successfully entered their student numbers.  These findings confirm that most 

participants entered their student numbers correctly when responding to the text 

messages.  The participants may have found it easier to simply send a text message 

reply when responding to the quiz as opposed to first dialling the given number to hear 

the mini-lecture and then entering their student number.  Perhaps complex technical 

Figure 4.11: Initial responses regarding 
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operations were more challenging for participants to master when responding to the text 

messages.  This will be explored further in sub-section 4.4.2 when the reasons for 

choosing the least helpful text messages are presented. 

 
4.4.2 Questionnaire 
 

Fifty four of the 107 questionnaires that were posted to participants were returned for 

data analysis purposes.  The responses made by the participants in the questionnaire 

therefore represent the experiences of 50% of all the learners who received the SMS.  

Exploring the reasons for the non-return of 49% of the questionnaires was beyond the 

scope of this study.  A possible reason in this regard is that these learners did not take 

part in the SMS (sub-section 4.4.1) and were therefore unable to respond to the 

questions asked in the questionnaire.   

 

Table 4.2 depicts the extent to which the academic instructional message tool assisted 

participants with their assignments.   

 
Table 4.2:  Extent to which instructional message tool was helpful  
 Frequency Percentage 
For all assignments 29 54% 
For some assignments 23 42% 
Not helpful for any assignment 2 4% 
Total 54 100% 
 
Analysing the quantitative data from the 54 questionnaires that were returned indicated 

that 54% of the participants found the academic instructional message helpful for all their 

assignments, 42% stated that this text message was helpful for some of their 

assignments, whereas only 4% found that it did not help them with any of their 

assignments.  These results indicate that the majority of the participants (96%) found the 

instructional text message helpful in terms of assisting them to some extent with their 

assignment.  Qualitative data from the telephonic interviews will give insight into how 

they were assisted in this regard (sub-section 4.4.5).   

 
Quantitative data from the 54 questionnaires regarding the participants’ experiences of 

the mini-lecture tool are depicted in Table 4.3.    
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Table 4.3:  Extent to which the mini-lecture tool enhanced understanding of asset-       
        based approach 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly agree 10 19% 
Agree  36 66% 
Disagree 8 15% 
Total 54 100% 
 

Nineteen percent of the participants strongly agreed that mini-lecture tool enhanced 
their understanding of the asset-based approach, 66% agreed, and 15% disagreed in 

this regard.  Eighty five percent of the participants therefore stated that the mini-lecture 

tool enhanced their understanding of the asset-based approach to some extent.  

Qualitative data from the telephonic interviews will be analysed in sub-section 4.4.4 to 

gain insight into how this was achieved.    

 
Quantitative data from the 54 questionnaires regarding the quiz tool were analysed to 

determine the extent to which this text message enhanced participants’ understanding of 

the asset-based approach.  These results are depicted in Table 4.4.   

 
Table 4.4:  Extent to which the quiz tool enhanced understanding of asset-based  
        approach 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly agree 8 15% 
Agree 33 61% 
Disagree 11 20% 
Strongly disagree 2 4% 
Total 54 100% 
 
Table 4.4 shows that 15% of the 54 participants strongly agreed that the text message 

helped them understand the asset-based approach, 62% of them agreed, 20% 

disagreed, and 4% strongly disagreed.  These percentages suggest that the quiz tool 

was effective in enhancing 76% of the participants’ understanding of the asset-based 

approach to some extent.  Qualitative data from the telephonic interviews will shed light 

on how this took place (sub-section 4.4.4). 

 
Table 4.5 illustrates the extent to which the student questions tool helped answer 

participants’ questions.   
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Table 4.5:  Extent to which the student questions tool was helpful 
 Frequency Percentage 
In answering all learner’s questions 12 22% 
In answering some of the learner’s 
questions 

33 61% 

Not helpful in answering any of the 
learner’s questions 

9 17% 

Total 54 100% 
 
Twenty two percent of the 54 participants felt that the text message inviting them to send 

in student questions tool via reply SMS was helpful in answering all their questions, 61% 

found it helpful in answering some of their questions, whereas 17% found that it did not 

help them answer any of their questions.  These percentages suggest that this text 

message helped answer participants’ questions to some extent. 

 
Quantitative data from the 54 questionnaires were analysed to determine the extent to 

which the instructional text message based on student questions, helped participants 

understand the asset-based approach.  These data are illustrated in Table 4.6.   

 
Table 4.6:  The instructional message based on student questions helped learners  
       understand the asset-based approach 
 Frequency Percentage 
Strongly agree 6 11% 
Agree 35 65% 
Disagree 9 17% 
Strongly disagree 4 7% 
Total 54 100% 
 
Table 4.6 shows that 11% of the participants strongly agreed that the instructional text 

message based on student questions helped them understand the asset-based 

approach better, 65% agreed in this regard, 17% strongly disagreed that it helped 

enhance their understanding, and 7% strongly disagreed.  These results suggest that 

76% of the participants agreed to some extent that the instructional message based on 

the student questions enhanced their understanding of the asset-based approach.  

The ways in which this took place will be expanded upon in sub-section 4.4.4. 
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Quantitative data depicting the most helpful text messages are shown in Figure 4.12. 

 

 
 

Forty five percent of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and answered 

the question on the most helpful text message tool selected the academic instructional 

message tool as the most helpful text message.  The mini-lecture tool was selected by 

22% of the participants as the most helpful text message.  The quiz tool was chosen by 

20% of the participants as the most helpful text message.  None of these participants 

chose the students’ questions tool.  Only 2% of the participants chose a closely related 

text message, namely the instructional message based on the student questions, as the 

most helpful text message.  Eleven percent of the participants chose a combination of 

the various text message types as the most helpful message. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.12: The most helpful text message tool
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Reasons for choosing the most helpful text message are shown in Figure 4.13.   

 

 
 

Thirty percent of the 54 participants selected the most helpful text message because it 

enhanced their understanding of their work.  Nineteen percent of the participants 

indicated that the most helpful text message assisted them in focusing on their work.  

The same percentage of participants stated that the most helpful text message assisted 

them in planning their work and helped them to set work-related goals, whereas 6% 

said that the most helpful text message assisted them in checking their progress.  

Four percent of the participants stated that the most helpful text message enabled them 

to have more contact with their lecturers.   

 

Quantitative data from the 54 questionnaires were analysed to determine which text 

message tools participants selected as the least helpful, and their reasons for their 

choice in this regard.  Figure 4.14 depicts the least helpful text messages.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.13:  Reasons for choice of the most helpful text 
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Key for Figure 4.14: 
A: Student questions and instructional message based on student questions; B: All message 

types; C: Instructional message; D: Mini-lecture; E: Quiz; F: Student questions; G: Instructional 

message based on student questions. 

 

Two percent of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and answered the 

question on the least helpful text message chose the student questions tool as well as 

the instructional message based on the student questions as the least helpful text 

messages.  Six percent said that none of the text messages were helpful.  Seventeen 

percent of the participants selected the instructional message tool, 14% chose the mini-

lecture tool, 17% selected the quiz tool, 25% chose the student questions tool and 19% 

chose the instructional message based on the student questions, as the least helpful text 

message respectively. 

 

The reasons given for choosing the least helpful text message are shown in Figure 4.15. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.14: The least helpful text message tool 
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Key for Figure 4.15: 
A: Did not understand text message and too costly; B: Does not give enough information and too 

costly; C: Text message was sent too late and too costly; D: Text message was sent too late;  

E: Learned nothing new from the text message; F: Did not understand text message;  

G: Experienced problems with cellular phone; H: Too costly; I: Does not give enough information. 

 
Figure 4.15 indicates that 2% of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and 

answered the question on their reason for choosing the least helpful text message felt 

that they did not understand the message and it cost them too much.  Another 2% 

indicated that this text message did not give them enough information and it was too 

costly.  A further 2% stated that the least helpful text message was sent too late in 

relation to the due dates for assignments and projects and it cost them too much money.  

Fourteen percent of the participants stated that the least helpful text message was sent 

too late in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects, 14% felt that they did 
not learn anything new from the least helpful text message, 12% indicated that they 

did not understand the least helpful text message, 29% said that they had problems 
with their cellular phones, 8% felt that the SMS was too costly, and 19% stated that it 

did not contain enough information. 

 

Figure 4.15: Reasons for choice of the least helpful text message tool 
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When answering the questionnaire, participants were asked to indicate what changes 

they wanted implemented in future short message services.  Less than 10% of the 54 

participants who returned their questionnaires stated that they were completely satisfied 

with the SMS when answering Question 17 of the questionnaire (Addendum D).  Most of 

the changes participants proposed for the SMS involved technical aspects of the 

service.  One such change (cited by 30% of the participants) was that future short 

message services should be free of charge, that is, it should not cost learners money 

when responding to the text messages.  Twenty six percent of the participants 

suggested that future text messages should be sent earlier in relation to the due date 

for assignment and projects.   

 

• Summary of the data obtained from the questionnaire 
Fifty percent of the 107 learners who received the questionnaires returned them for data 

analysis purposes.  It is not possible to discuss the experiences of the remaining 

participants in terms of the questions asked in this data collection tool.   

 

Forty five percent of the participants selected the academic instructional tool as the most 

helpful text message, 22% selected the mini-lecture tool, 20% chose the quiz tool, but 

only 2% chose the instructional message based on the student questions.  None of 

these participants chose the students’ questions tool as the most helpful text message.  

Eleven percent of the participants chose a combination of the various text message 

types as the most helpful message.  Reasons for choosing the most helpful text 

message included the experience that this message enhanced participants’ 
understanding of their work (30%) helped them to focus better (19%), plan more 

effectively and set work-related goals (19%), and check their progress (6%).  A 

further 4% of the participants indicated that the most helpful text message gave them 

opportunities to have contact with their lecturers.   

 

Twenty five percent of the participants stated that the student questions tool was the 

least helpful text message, followed by the instructional message based on the student 

questions (17%).  Twenty nine percent of the participants named faulty cellular phones 

as a reason for choosing the least helpful text message.  Other reasons given were that 

participants did not understand the least helpful text messages (12%), or that it did not 
contain enough information (19%).  Participants also stated that the least helpful text 
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message was sent too late in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects 

(14%).  Fourteen percent of the participants pointed out that the SMS cost them too 

much money.   

 

Less than 10% of the participants were completely satisfied with the SMS.  These 

learners proposed the following changes to future short messages services:  The SMS 

should be a free service and the text messages should be sent earlier in relation to the 

due dates for assignments and projects.   

 
4.4.3 Two-way data analysis of the experiences of the SMS with respect to the 

amount of contact participants had with their lecturers and with other 
learners  

 
Sub-section 4.2.6 highlights the extent to which participants had contact with their 

lecturers and with other learners.  The number of participants who had no contact were 

grouped with the number of participants who seldom had contact in this regard (at most 

3 times a year).  A second group, consisting of the number of participants who had 

frequent contact (at least once a month) was formed.  In section 1.8 I proposed that 

participants who were isolated from their lecturers and/or from other learners, would find 

having additional contact with UP via the text messages, particularly beneficial.  I 

therefore conducted a two-way frequency analysis procedure using the constructs, the 

amount of contact participants had with their lecturers, and reasons for choice of most 

helpful message.  Thereafter, I carried out a two-way frequency analysis procedure 

using the constructs, the amount of contact participants had with other learners, and 

reasons for choice of most helpful message.  These respective constructs were looked 

at together in frequency tables.    

 

• Results pertaining to the amount of contact learners had with their lecturers 
The 54 participants who returned the questionnaire were grouped into two categories: 

those who had frequent contact with their lecturers (12%), and those who seldom or 

never21 had contact (88%).  These results were discussed in sub-section 4.2.6.  The 

results of the two-way frequency analysis that was conducted with the constructs, the 

                                                 
21 In this section ‘seldom or never contact’ will be refer to as ‘infrequent contact’. 
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amount of contact participants had with their lecturers, and reasons for choice of most 

helpful message, are depicted in Figure 4.16.22 

 

             
Key for Figure 4.16: 
A: Enhanced understanding of the work; B: Motivated to work; C: Planning and setting work 

related goals; D: Focusing on work; E: Checking progress. 
 

Thirty three percent of the participants who had frequent contact with their lecturers 

selected that the most helpful text message enhanced their understanding of the 

work.  Fifty percent of these participants stated that the most helpful text message 

motivated them to work.  Seventeen percent of the participants who had frequent 

contact with their lecturers indicated that the most helpful text message assisted them in 

planning and setting work-related goals.  None of these participants stated that the 

most helpful text message assisted them in checking their progress or helped them to 

focus on their work.     

 

Twenty three percent of the participants who had infrequent contact with their lecturers 

stated that utilising the SMS enhanced their understanding of their work.  Twenty one 

percent of these participants felt that the most helpful text message motivated them to 

work.  Five percent of these participants stated that the most helpful text message 

assisted them in planning their work and setting work-related goals.  Seventeen 

                                                 
22  Percentages less than 6% will a not be presented on the graph since these minimal percentages will not 
impact on the overall findings of my study. 
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percent of the participants who had infrequent contact with their lecturers stated that the 

most helpful text message assisted them in focusing on their work.  Finally, 6% of these 

participants indicated that the most helpful text message assisted them in checking 
their progress.    

 

• Results pertaining to the amount of contact learners had with other learners 

The 54 participants who returned the questionnaire were divided into two further groups:  

firstly, learners who had frequent contact with other learners (67%), and secondly 

learners who had infrequent contact with other learners (33%).  These results were 

discussed in sub-section 4.2.6.  The results of the two-way frequency analysis using the 

constructs, the amount of contact participants had with other learners, and reasons for 

choice of most helpful message, are depicted in Figure 4.17.23   

 

             
Key for Figure 4.17: 
A: Enhanced understanding of the work; B: Checking progress; C: Focusing on work;  

D: Planning and setting work related goals; E: Motivated to work. 
 

Thirty percent of the participants who had frequent contact with other learners indicated 

that the most helpful text message enhanced their understanding of the work.  Six 

percent of these participants stated that the most helpful text message assisted them in 

checking their progress.  Eighteen percent of the participants who had frequent 

contact with other learners found the most helpful text message enabled them to focus 

                                                 
23  Percentages less than 6% will not be presented on the graph . 
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on their work better.  A further eighteen percent of these participants indicated that the 

most helpful text message assisted them in planning and setting work-related goals.  

Finally, 18% of these learners indicated that the most helpful text message motivated 
them to work.   

 

Seventeen percent of the participants who had infrequent contact with other learners 

indicated that the most helpful text message enhanced their understanding of their 

work.  Six percent of the participants, who had infrequent contact with other learners, felt 

that the most helpful text message assisted them in checking their progress.  Twenty 

four percent of these participants stated that the most helpful text message assisted 

them in focusing on their work, whereas only 6% of these participants indicated that this 

text message helped them to plan their work and to set goals.  Thirty three percent of 

the participants who had infrequent contact with other learners stated that the most 

helpful text message motivated them to work.   

 

• Summary  
Analysing the construct, the amount of contact participants had with their lecturers and 

reasons for choice of most helpful message indicated that none of the participants from 

either group found the most helpful text message beneficial because it afforded them 

more contact in this regard.  Instead the following reasons for choosing the most helpful 

text message were highlighted by both groups:  it motivated participants, it enhanced 
their understanding of their work, and it helped them to plan their work and to set 
work-related goals.  Participants who had infrequent contact with their lecturers also 

indicated that the most helpful text message assisted them in checking their progress 

and helped them to focus on their work.  

 

Analysing the construct, the amount of contact participants had with other learners and 

reasons for choice of most helpful message highlighted that none of the participants 

from either group found the most helpful text message beneficial because it afforded 

them more contact with other learners.  The reasons given by both groups for choosing 

the most helpful text message were that it assisted them in understanding their work, 

helped them to check their progress, or assisted them in focusing on their work.  The 

most helpful text message was also chosen because it assisted participants to plan their 

work and to set work-related goals, and motivated them.     
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4.4.4 Two-way data analysis of the experiences of the SMS with respect to 
participants’ home languages 

 
It was apparent when talking to participants during the telephonic interviews (sub-section 

4.4.5) that many of them had difficulty understanding the questions I asked them.  

Participant #1/1 stated, “I can’t understand you”.  Participant #1/9 also seemed to have 

difficulty understanding my questions.  For example, when asked if the quiz tool helped 

her, she responded with something completely different by discussing how aspects of 

the course changed the way in which she interacted with her own learners.   

 Interviewer:  How did the quiz help you? 

Participant:  I realised that every child has potential apart from the 

problems…That is how the course helped me.     

The flexible nature of my interview schedule permitted me to sequence and reformulate 

questions when participants seemed to have difficulty understanding.   

In addition, data analysed from the telephonic interviews suggested that many 

participants had difficulty understanding the instructions given in the text messages, 

which are written in English (sub-section 4.4.5).  Although it was beyond the scope of my 

study to analyse participants’ proficiency levels in English and the instructional design of 

each text message as constructs, these results prompted me to propose that 

participants who spoke English at home would not necessarily have had the same 

experiences of the SMS as those who did not speak English at home.  A two-way data 

analysis of the data generated by the questionnaire, with the constructs, home language 

and least helpful text message, was conducted.  Thereafter, a two-way data analysis 

with the constructs, home language and reasons for choice of least helpful text 

message, was conducted.        

 

• Results pertaining to the least helpful text message with respect to home 
language 

The following constructs were looked at together in a frequency table:  firstly, home 

language and least helpful text message, in an effort to generate findings that support or 

refute the above proposition.  The results of this two-way analysis procedure are 

depicted in Table 4.7 and indicate the two least helpful text messages that were selected 

the most frequently by the respective groups.     
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Table 4.7:  Least helpful text message with respect to home language24 
 % of students who 

selected the academic 
instructional message 

% of participants who 
selected the 
instructional message 
based on student 
question 

% of participants who 
selected the student 
question support tool 

English spoken at 
home (n=3) 

33% (1 participant)  67% (2 participants) 0% 

English not 
spoken at home 
(n=47) 

0% 21% (10 participants) 21% (10 participants) 

     Frequency missing = 4 

 

Thirty three percent of the participants whose home language was English selected the 

academic instructional message as the least helpful text message, and 67% of these 

participants chose the instructional message based on the student questions.  In 

contrast, 21% who did not have English as a home language selected the student 

questions tool as the least helpful text message, and the same percentage chose the 

instructional message based on the student questions.   

 

• Results pertaining to reasons for choosing the least helpful text message with 
respect to home language 

Further two-way frequency analysis was conducted with home language, and the 

reasons for choosing the least helpful text message.   The results of this two-way 

frequency analysis process are depicted in Figure 4.18. 

 

 

                                                 
24   When comparing data regarding choice of least helpful text message with respect to home language, 
differences of less than 20% will not be presented and discussed since they do not impact on the overall 
findings of my study. 
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Figure 4.18: Reasons for choice of least helpful 

English is not home
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language

n = 47 (English is not home 
language)
n = 3 (English is home 
language)
frequency missing = 4

text message tool with respect to 
home language

 
Key for Figure 4.18: 
A: Did not learn anything new; B: Did not contain enough information; C: Problems with their 

cellular phones; D: Sent too late; E: Did not enhance understanding of work. 

 

Sixty seven percent of the three participants who spoke English at home felt that they 

did not learn anything new from the respective text message, whereas 33% of them 

stated that the text message did not contain enough information.  No other reasons 

were given by these participants.  In contrast, participants who did not speak English at 

home cited more reasons for their respective choices of least helpful message.  Nine 

percent of the 47 participants who did not speak English at home felt that they did not 
learn anything new from the least helpful text message.  Nineteen percent of them 

stated that the least helpful message did not contain enough information.  Thirty two 

percent of these participants stated that they had problems with their cellular phones 

when responding to the least helpful text message.  Fifteen percent of the participants 

who did not speak English at home felt that the message they chose was sent too late 
in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects.  Eleven percent of the 

participants who did not have English as a home language, indicated that the least 

helpful text message did not enhance their understanding of their work.   

 

• Summary  
Although only three participants spoke English at home they did not seem to have the 

same experiences of the SMS as the 47 participants who did not speak English at home.  

The instructional messages seemed to be the least helpful text messages for the 

participants who spoke English at home because they did not learn anything new from 
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them and they did not contain enough information.  The student question tool and the 

instructional message based on student questions were the least helpful text messages 

in consecutive order for the participants who did not speak English at home.  Sub-

section 4.5.2 details how these results possibly link to language issues.  In addition to 

stating that they did not learn anything new from the least helpful text message, the 

participants who did not speak English at home indicated that these text messages were 

sent too late in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects, they did not 
enhance their understanding of their work, and they did not contain enough 
information.   

      

4.4.5 Telephonic interviews 25 
 
The third and final phase of the data collection process took place during the telephonic 

interviews.  Data obtained during the first two phases gave some insight into the 

learners’ experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool.  Some of these 

findings needed clarification.  For example, 33% of the participants who had frequent 

contact with their lecturers indicated that the text messages enhanced their 

understanding of their work (Figure 4.18).  No indication was given regarding how this 

took place.  The responses made during the telephonic interviews were used to expand 

on this and other experiences of the SMS.  In addition, the data from the telephonic 

interviews were used to support or refute some of the propositions that were tentatively 

supported by the data collected during the first two phases of the data collection process 

(sub-section 4.4.1, 4.4.2, and 4.4.3).  Ultimately, the data from the telephonic interviews 

were used to offer rich descriptions of how learners experienced SMS technology as a 

learning support tool.  These data will now be presented by discussing how the SMS 

enhanced participants’ learning experiences.  The barriers which seemed to adversely 

affect the effective utilisation of the SMS will also be discussed.   

 

• How the SMS enhanced learning experiences 

Participant #2/2 and #2/3 indicated that the SMS ultimately enhanced their 
understanding of the course work in that it gave them more information and in so 

doing clarified concepts or areas of difficulty related to their work.    

 
                                                 
25  Responses made during the telephonic interviews will be quoted verbatim and italicised.  
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Participant #2/2: 

Interviewer:  So how did the SMS help you? 

Participant:  It helped me because I wasn’t aware.  I was not clear about the  

assets. 

Interviewer:  So did it give you more information? 

Participant:  Ja, it gave me more information about the assets.  

 

Participant #2/3: 

Interviewer:   How did it help you? 

Participant:  Yes it [the text message] is where I get more information about the 

assets.  I was not doing well in assignments.  When I was doing projects it 

helped me. 

 

Participant #2/4 also indicated that the SMS clarified concepts that the participant did 

not understand.  In this respect the text messages were used as a resource which 

participants could refer to when they had difficulty with their course work.   

Interviewer:  How did it [the text message] help you, in what way? 

Participant:  Sometimes it was a…, it gave me a clear definition of what is meant 

by asset-based approach.  

 

Participant #2/1 made a valuable contribution in pointing out that the SMS was 

instrumental in initiating interactions between learners after responding to the text 

messages.  These interactions enabled this participant to utilise another source of 

information, namely the knowledge and experiences of other learners.     

Participant:  Ja, it helped me because I went to the answers in the text book and 

asked some of my friends.  
Interviewer:  So after you looked in the text book you went to speak to your 

friends?   

Participant:  Yes if it was difficulty about it… 

Interviewer:  Your overall experience of the Type 5 message, what was it?  Do 

you think it was a good idea?   

Participant:  Ja, I think it’s a good idea because it’s distance learning.  

Sometimes it’s very tough.  You find that in my area one person or two who are 

living really far apart.  So SMSing us is a good way of discussing our problems.   

 
 
 



 96

This response suggests that the text messages directed learners to the written course 

work and thereafter initiated discussions between them in an effort to address any 

difficulties they had.  Participants indicated that this had the potential to assist them in 

gaining clarity on these difficulties.    

     

The SMS also appears to have been instrumental in creating avenues for participants to 

communicate with their lecturers.  Participant #2/2 indicated how this could have 

taken place when stating that, “If I had a problem, I sent in an SMS, and they (lecturers) 

reply back”.   

 

In maintaining that the SMS allowed learners to interact with their lecturers “even during 

the holidays, even where I will be”, Participant #2/1 is referring to the flexible nature of 

learning environments that is created by SMS technology.  This was echoed by 

Participant #2/4 who reminded a fellow student that the SMS “was a twenty four hour 

service.   Even if he had done it (responded to the text messages) during the night, he 

would get a reply”. 

 

• Barriers to utilising the SMS effectively 

In data analysed throughout Chapter 4, participants indicated that they did not always 

understand the content of the text messages.  They consequently had difficulty 

responding to the respective text messages. The following response illustrate this:   

 

Participant #2/3:  When they were talking about, they said I must phone them if I 

have problems in Section C.  Ja, in the projects.  That was not clear to me.  

 

In an effort to understand what this participant meant in saying that the text message 

was “unclear”, additional qualitative data from the telephonic interviews were analysed.   

The following responses suggest that participants had difficulty using their cellular 

phones because they did not understand what they needed to do when responding to 

the text messages.  This suggests that the instructional design of the text messages 

may have made it difficult for participants to understand the information being conveyed 

to them:   
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Participant #2/1:  Perhaps they did not understand. 

Interviewer:  What do you think they did not understand? 

Participant:  Ja, I think to answer back the message because I once had that 

problem…  My problem was using the phone, the telephone.  Ja, I could not 

follow the directions of the SMS.  I could not understand to send my questions. 

 

Interviewer:  Now some students never chose any number.  Why do you think 

they didn’t choose any number?   

Participant #2/4:  You know I would say that sometimes some people do not take 

the instructions very well.   

 

Other participants confirmed that the instructional design of the SMS was problematic, 

making it challenging for participants to respond to the text messages.  For example, 

Participant #2/1 stated that “the message used for us to answer back should be clearly 

formulate.  It should be clear”.  Participant #2/4 re-iterated these sentiments when 

indicating that “sometimes some people do not take the instructions very well.  Some 

people do not understand the instructions…”  Perhaps these participants did not know 

how to send a text message reply because they did not understand the complex 
instructions that they were given.  

 

Other challenges named by participants related to the delivery method employed by 

UP.    Examples of these difficulties included not being able to get through to the correct 

number after calling UP, being directed elsewhere, not receiving the text message/s, or 

never getting a reply from UP:   

Interviewer:  What was the problem?  

Participant #2/1:  The university SMSed me and then told me to use the number.  

When I used the number, I was directed somewhere.  

Interviewer:  Okay, so you didn’t get through to the right place?   

Participant:  Ja…  
Interviewer:  If you could tell the university anything to improve the sms service, 

what ideas would you have to make it a better service?  
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Participant:  Ja I think when they sms us, and then for us to answer back, the 

message used for us to answer back should be clearly formulate, it should be 

clear. 

Interviewer:  What do you mean by clear? 

Participant:  I mean if they say SMS this number, you must be able to get 

through. 

 

Interviewer:  Did you take part in the quiz? 

Participant #2/2:  I didn’t receive it. 

 

Interviewer:  Did you send in some questions? 

Participant #2/4:  Yes I did send in some questions to the university?  Yes, I 

never got a reply.  I remember because I remember asking other colleagues from 

other places who did get a reply but some of them said they did not get a reply… 

I did send , sent it twice.  I even took a colleague’s phone who is also studying 

with us but we did not get a reply..Somehow you find that it is not our language.  

It is our second language.  Someone who is listening, it was a bit fast.  

Interviewer: So it was a bit fast and was the language a bit difficult?   

Participant: Yes I would say for some other people but I did not have the 

language problem… if it could be written as well because some people believe 

they take time to reading repeatedly you see… 

 

The final barrier to utilising the SMS effectively related to the costs incurred in utilising 

the service.  Qualitative data from the telephonic interviews supports the quantitative 

data which highlighted that 14% of the participants named the financial implications (no 

airtime or money) as a barrier in this regard (sub-section 4.4.4).   

 

Participant #2/3:  Unfortunately I didn’t have enough airtime.  
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Participant #2/4:  … you find that they, some don’t have airtime.  Some they think 

it’s going to cost them and all that. 

 

Participant #2/5:  …I didn’t have any, I didn’t have any money… 

 

• Proposed changes to future short message services 

Participant #1/5 stated during the telephonic interviews that she was “completely 

satisfied” with the SMS and that future short message services should “stay the same” 

as they were.  This sentiment was re-iterated by participant #2/2 who said that what UP 

did in terms of the SMS was “okay”.  Other participants seemed reluctant to suggest 

any changes to future short message services by virtue of the fact that it was offered to 

them by UP. 

 

Participant #1/3: 

Interviewer:  Would you change the SMS in any way? 

Participant:  … If there is a need for it.  I can do it. 

Interviewer:  So you would use it again? 

Participant:  Yes, if there is a need.  If it is important for my studies for me to 

progress. 

 

Participant #1/6: 

Interviewer:  Would you leave the SMS like it was or would you change it? 

Participant:  No, I won’t change it.  If there is a need for the university to do some 

more notifications, you cannot defy it. 

  

Participant #1/6 stated during the telephonic interviews that “…day by day as learners 

new things we learn everyday.  New things we see.  We experience new things in our 

life.  That is the notification I mean… you would help to make the daily changes we 

come across with them…I will just make a general example.  For example, we didn’t 

know that today we are having another deputy president for example.  That is the 

notification.  That is the changes we experience day by day.  We didn’t know, we just 

know that the deputy president will end at the contract time… Those are the daily  
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experiences we come across unexpectedly day by day… That was a general example, 

but the SMS service is something educational”. 

  

The participant seems to be using the word “notification” to refer to important     

information or changes pertaining to educational matters.  This learner is suggesting that 

future text messages should be used mainly to keep them abreast of these important 

“notifications”.  This would be particularly true in the context of administrative matters 

regarding their course work, whereby learners would be reminded of amongst other 

things, important dates.  In the context of academic matters, the participant could be 

indicating that text messages be used to keep learners informed of significant 
information or developments that have taken place in relation to their course work 

instead of simply relaying information they already know.  Throughout my study I 

considered whether or not sending text messages in learners’ mother tongue would 

have enhanced their learning experiences, although it would be costly and time 

consuming to cater for the eleven languages that were represented in my study.  This 

option was not given to participants in the questionnaire when asking them questions 

pertaining to proposed changes to future short message services.  However, I did ask 

one participant during the telephonic interviews if learners would benefit from receiving 

the text messages in their mother tongues:  

 

Participant #2/4: 

Interviewer:  If you could change the SMS, how would you change it?...So would 

it help to give it in your mother tongue? 

Participant:  No.  You can give it in English in writing.   

 

This participant indicated that she would like to be able to read the content of future text 

messages in a written format.  Participant #2/5 re-iterated this in stating that future short 

message services should rather be a “written document”. This suggests that the medium 

through which learning support takes place is less of a problem than the mode of 
delivery and the need for adequate training via written instructions.  Respondent #2/4 

made another important point that need to be discussed in the light of possible changes 

to future short message services.  This participant expressed the sentiments of other 

participants who also suggested that future text messages need to be clearly 
formulated, “the message used for us to answer back should be clearly formulate.  It 
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should be clear”.  This suggests that participants want future text messages to be 

carefully designed, that is, learners need to be able to understand them and how to 

respond to them.   

 

• Summary of the data obtained during the telephonic interviews 
The SMS ultimately enhanced learners’ understanding of the course work by offering 

them more information and clarifying areas of difficulty.  The creation of interactions 

between learners, and between learners and their lecturers had the potential to facilitate 

this further.  In so doing, the SMS seemed to complement the written course work.  

Some participants emphasised the flexible nature of learning environments supported 

by technology.   

 

Negative experiences of the SMS seemed to be closely related to the instructional 

design of the text messages.  Complex text message instructions seemed to make it 

difficult for participants to understand the content of the text messages.  They, therefore, 

had difficulty responding appropriately when utilising the SMS.   

 

Other participants indicated that they wanted to receive more text messages in an 

effort to get more information to clarify areas of difficulty they had with their work, or to 

supplement their course work.  A number of participants did however indicate that costs 

made it difficult for them to utilise the SMS effectively.  Some participants were reluctant 
to name any changes to future short message services or stated that they were 

satisfied with the current SMS.  Proposed changes that were named included, keeping 

learners abreast of new developments in education via text messages, clearly 
formulating text messages, and providing learners with a written document on the 

content of the text messages.   

 

4.5 Integration of results 
 
To date the results generated in the various data collection phases have been 

considered as separate entities.  I shall now integrate them to offer a comprehensive 

explanation of participants’ experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool.  

This process will culminate in Chapter 5 when the results are discussed against the 

background of constructivism and the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 
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4.5.1 Participant profile 
 
Of the 54 participants who returned the questionnaire, 42% lived in Kwa-Zulu Natal and 

21% resided in the Eastern Cape.  Ninety four percent of the participants do not speak 

English at home.  Xhosa is the most widely spoken language home language, followed 

by Zulu.  These are the two most widely spoken languages in the Eastern Cape and 

Kwa-Zulu Natal respectively.   

   

Sixty seven percent of the participants had contact with other learners, whereas only 

12% of them had contact with their lecturers.  Eighty one percent of the participants 

resided where contact sessions were held.  This suggests that the majority of the 

participants (81%) had the opportunity to have contact with their lecturers and other 

learners twice a year during these sessions.   

 

4.5.2 Helpful and unhelpful text messages 
 
The text message response schedule pointed out that approximately a third of the 107 

participants who received the text messages responded to the mini-lecture tool and quiz 

tool.  In contrast, only 8% of these participants responded to the student questions tool.  

Although the participants generally agreed that all the text messages assisted them to 

some extent, the academic instructional message was chosen by 45% of the 54 

participants who returned their questionnaires and answered the related question, as the 

most helpful text message.  This was followed by the mini-lecture which was chosen by 

22% of the participants.  Thereafter, 20% of the participants chose the quiz tool as the 

most helpful text message.  None of the participants chose the student questions tool in 

this regard.  Given that the instructional message based on the student questions was 

based on the student questions tool, it is not surprising that only 2% of the participants 

chose this text message as the most helpful text message.  An analysis of data 

pertaining to the least helpful text message showed that the student questions tool and 

the instructional message based on the student questions were chosen by 25% and 

19% respectively, as the two least helpful text messages in consecutive order.  These 

results may explain why the student questions tool was only utilised by 8% of the 

participants.   
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Questions pertaining to the nature of the respective text messages as a communicative 

device developed in response to these results.  The academic instructional message tool 

necessitated that the participants read the text message.  The mini-lecture required 

participants to read the text message inviting them to phone in to hear about the most 

important concepts in the module LPO 402.  To access the information in this regard, 

participants had to enter their student numbers.  When participating in the quiz tool, 

participants had to read the message inviting them to reply with their student numbers to 

start an academic conversation with UP.  In this process they were asked a multiple 

choice question which they could answer by selecting specified keys on their cellular 

phones.  Participants would receive a text message reply indicating whether or not their 

responses were correct.  The student questions tool necessitated that participants read 

the text message inviting them to send questions about their course work via text 

message.  They therefore had to think about what they wanted to ask, and then 

formulate their questions before sending them to UP.  Finally, the instructional message 

based on student questions required participants to listen to a pre-recorded text 

message based on the questions participants sent when participating in the student 

questions tool.   

 

An analysis of these respective features of the text messages drew attention to the 

following:  Participants only needed to read when taking part in the instructional text 

message tools.  The mini-lecture tool required reading and listening skills.  In addition to 

reading and listening, the quiz tool necessitated participants choosing an answer and 

then indicating their choice by selecting a key on their cellular phones.  In responding to 

this student questions tool, participants had to read the instructions, think of questions, 

and then “write” their questions before sending a text message reply.  This tool 

demanded the most expressive language skills when compared to the other tools.  It is 

possible that participants found text messages that demanded more sophisticated 

receptive skills in this regard, as the less helpful text messages.   

 

Further analysis of the features of the respective text messages showed that the 

instructional tools necessitated the lowest level of cognition.  The mini-lecture tool and 

quiz tool, in consecutive order, required participants to be more actively engaged when 

responding to these text messages.   The student questions tool demanded the highest 

level of cognition.  It is possible that the majority of the participants (45%) chose the 
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instructional text message as the most helpful tool, and the student questions tool as the 

least helpful tool (25%), because they demanded more passive and active levels of 

cognition respectively.   

 

The various text messages also required different levels of complexity in terms of the 

technical skills needed when responding to them.  In listening to the instructional text 

messages, participants simply had to answer their cellular phones.  When responding to 

the remaining text messages, participants needed to be technologically literate in 

entering their student numbers.  When selecting a mini-lecture to listen to, or when 

taking part in the quiz tool, participants had to select additional keys.  Participants had to 

“write” their questions when taking part in the student questions tool.  Ninety six percent 

of the participants who took part in the quiz entered their student numbers correctly.  

These data rule out the possibility that participants did not know how to enter their 

student numbers.  Questions regarding the extent to which participants were able to 

carry out more complex technical operations on their cellular phones developed in 

response to these results.  Quantitative data from the questionnaire did not allude to this 

reason (sub-section 4.5.4).   

 

4.5.3 Reasons for choosing helpful text messages 

 

In the 54 questionnaires that were returned for data analysis purposes, participants 

named their respective reasons for choosing the most helpful text messages.  These 

reasons were integrated and are discussed in four categories. 

 

• Enhancing participants’ understanding of their work 
Thirty percent of the 54 participants who returned the questionnaires indicated that the 

most helpful text message enhanced their understanding of their work.  Responses 

made during the telephonic interviews suggested ways in which this was made possible.  

In essence, the most helpful text message gave participants more information that 

helped them clarify areas of difficulty they were having with their work.   

 

• Interactive learning environments 
During the telephonic interviews a participant described DE as “very tough” because of 

the isolated nature of such learning environments.  She felt that the text messages 
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enabled her to “discuss her problems” by sharing the information she obtained from 

the text message with fellow learners.  Although this suggests that the SMS was 

instrumental in facilitating the development of an interactive learning environment 

between learners and their lecturers, another participant felt that the SMS provided 

limited opportunities in this regard.  In addition, this participant stated that the SMS did 

not give learners sufficient opportunities to have contact with other learners.  Participants 

indicated that having direct contact through face-to-face interactions, in a written format, 

or via voice messages, were preferable.   

 

Analysis of participants’ experiences of the SMS with respect to the amount of contact 

they had with their lecturers or with fellow learners prior to using the service, indicated 

that the most helpful text message seemed to motivate learners, enhance their 
understanding of their work, help them focus on their work, check their progress, 

plan and set work-related goals.  None of the 54 participants indicated that the most 

helpful text message gave them opportunities to have contact with their lecturers or with 

other learners.  In the light of the responses made during the telephonic interviews, it 

seems as if the text messages succeeded in giving participants “…more information”.  It 

is therefore possible that the SMS was instrumental in facilitating the development of 

interactive learning environments with one-way communication channels.   

 

• Facilitating planning, setting work-related goals, focusing participants, 
motivating them, and helping them check their progress 

Nineteen percent of the participants who returned the questionnaire stated that the most 

helpful text message acted as a trigger that initiated their learning activities by helping 

them to plan their work and set work-related goals, as well as helping them focus on 

their work.  Six percent of the participants indicated that the most helpful text message 

assisted them in checking their progress.   

 
The most helpful text messages were seen to enhance participants’ understanding of 

their work, help them plan their work and set work-related goals, as well as motivate 

them, irrespective of the amount of contact participants had with their lecturers or with 

other learners.  Participants who seldom or never had contact in that regard, also 

indicated that the most helpful text message assisted them in checking their progress.     
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• Facilitating the creation of flexible learning environments 
During the telephonic interviews participants highlighted that it was convenient to 

respond to the text messages when it suited them and at a location of their choice.  This 

reflects the flexible nature of learning environments that makes use of technology for 

learning support purposes.  The discussion that follows, on the experience participants 

had of having faulty cellular phones, does however highlight that participants could only 

respond to the text messages where and when they chose to do so, if their cellular 

phones were charged, when they had cellular phone reception, and if they had airtime.  .  

 

4.5.4 Reasons for choosing unhelpful text messages 

 

Less than 10% of the 54 participants that sent back their questionnaires were completely 

satisfied with the SMS that they were offered.  Two participants indicated during the 

telephonic interviews that they were reluctant to find fault with the SMS since it was seen 

to be important and learners could “not defy” what UP offered them.  In spite of these 

sentiments, the remaining participants named reasons for choosing the least helpful text 

message.  These have been grouped into five categories as follows: 

 

• Poorly designed instructions 

Twelve percent of the participants who returned the questionnaire made their choice 

regarding the least helpful text message on the grounds that they did not understand this 

message.  Responses such as, “I could not follow the directions of the SMS”, 

“sometimes people do not take the instructions very well”, “some people do not 

understand the instructions”, “it is our second language”, “it (the text message 

instruction) was a bit fast”, “the message used for us to answer back should be clearly 

formulated… it should be clear”, suggest that participants had difficulty understanding 

the text message.  These responses suggest that there may have been difficulties 

regarding the design of the content of the text messages, making it challenging for 

participants to understand what they needed to do when responding.  This may have 

made it particularly challenging for participants to respond to text messages, such as the 

student questions tool, that demanded more complex expressive skills.  During the 

telephonic interviews participants re-iterated these sentiments by stating that receiving 

the text messages in English was less of a problem than the instructional design of the 

SMS.  These participants recommended that future text messages should be sent in 
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English provided they were clearly formulated.  They also expressed the need to be 

able to read the content of these messages in a written document.   

 

Nineteen percent of the participants that returned the questionnaire stated that the least 

helpful text message did not contain enough information.  It is possible that this 

reason also relates to the difficulty participants had in understanding this message.  

Basically, they needed more information to understand what they had to do in trying to 

respond to this message.  This reason may also suggest that participants wanted the 

text message to impart additional information to supplement that which was contained in 

their course material.  When discussing proposed changes to future short message 

services, one participant seemed to be suggesting that future text messages should be 

used to keep learners informed of significant information or developments that have 

taken pace in relation to their course work instead of simply relaying information they 

already know.   

 

My decision to conduct a two-way data analysis of the questionnaire results, with respect 

to home language was prompted during the telephonic interviews.  Participants did not 

always understand my questions.  Those who spoke English at home seemed to have 

had a better chance of understanding their course work than those who did not, given 

that the medium of instruction was English.  This may explain why 33% of these 

participants selected the instructional message tool, and 67% chose the instructional 

message based on the student questions as the least helpful text message, since these 

types of messages gave learners additional information to complement the course work.  

This conclusion is supported by the reasons given by these participants for their choice 

of the least helpful text message, namely that it did not teach them anything new, or 

that it did not contain enough information, presumably to extend their learning.  In 

contrast, the student questions tool, with the highest level of communicative complexity, 

was chosen by 21% of the participants who did not speak English at home as the least 

helpful text message.  Another 21% of these participants chose the instructional 

message based on the student questions as the least helpful text message.  In addition 

to the reasons given by those who spoke English at home, these participants also 

named the following reasons for their choice of the least helpful text message:  the text 

message was sent too late in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects, 

and it did not enhance their understanding of their work.  Differences between the 
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medium of instruction and participants’ home languages therefore seem to have 

influenced the way in which participants experienced the SMS to some extent.  This 

result opens up avenues for future research, addressing the influence of proficiency 

levels in language on the effective utilisation of SMS technology as a learning support 

tool (section 5.5), as well as the careful formulation of such messages.  

 

• Faulty cellular phones 
Twenty nine percent of the participants who returned the questionnaire attributed their 

choice of the least helpful text message to difficulties they had with faulty cellular 
phones.  Responses such as, “I was having a problem with my cell phone, it wasn’t 

sending messages well, my cell phone wasn’t in a good condition”, indicated this.  Sub-

section 4.2.2 highlights that the participants in my study did not have extensive access to 

more sophisticated forms of technology and owned entry-level cellular phones.  

Difficulties related to the features of these devices include the possibility that they had 

shorter battery span than more sophisticated cellular phones.  Since most of the 

participants resided in rural areas (section 1.9.3 & sub-section 4.2.5) with limited access 

to electricity, it may have been challenging for them to recharge their cellular phone 

batteries at will.  It is also possible that participants’ cellular phones were not sending 

messages well because they had not understood how to respond appropriately to the 

complex instructions they were given in this regard.     

 

• The method of delivery used for the SMS   

Participants named difficulties with UP’s mode of delivery of the SMS as a reason for 

their choice of the least helpful text message.  Responses such as, “after the second 

SMS no contact was made, I didn’t receive it (the text messages), you must be able to 

get through, …we did not get a reply”, suggest this.  Personal communication with Carl 

Du Preez (May 13, 2005), one of the developers of the SMS,that it was not possible for 

participants to have had these difficulties since all the learners who indicated that they 

wanted to take part in the SMS, received the relevant text messages.  UP followed 

standard procedures when replying to the relevant text messages received from 

learners.  It is possible that participants who experienced problems with the delivery 

method of the SMS did not understand the instructions regarding how to respond 

accordingly to the text messages.  Alternative, faulty cellular phones, for example 

phones with uncharged batteries, or delayed reception, due to the fact that many 
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participants lived in rural areas (sub-section 4.2.1), may have contributed to their 

difficulty in sending and receiving text messages.       

 

• Costs incurred in utilising the SMS 
Fourteen percent of the 54 participants who returned the questionnaire and answered 

the question pertaining to their reasons for choosing the least helpful text message 

named the costs incurred in utilising the SMS as a barrier.  Responses such as, “I didn’t 

have enough airtime, … it’s going to cost them, and they didn’t have any money”,also 

suggest this.  Making future short message services free of charge was therefore 

recommended by some participants.   

 

• Timing issues pertaining to when participants received the text messages  
Fourteen percent of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire and answered 

the question on the reasons for choosing the least helpful text message indicated that 

this message was sent too late.  Informal discussions during the contact sessions 

highlighted that these text messages were sent late in relation to the due dates for 

projects and assignments.  Participants recommended that future short message 

services should send text messages earlier in relation to these due dates.  Recent 

discussions with the developers of the SMS indicated that plans are in progress to 

address difficulties relating to poor timing in future short message services.   

 

4.6 Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I reported the results generated by the data analysis process.  Although 

limited, data from the telephonic interviews conducted during my pilot study gave some 

insight into the experiences of SMS technology as a learning support tool.  Data from my 

main study were discussed and analysed in three distinct phases using three data sets; 

the text message response schedules, the questionnaire, and the responses made 

during the telephonic interviews.  I used the qualitative data obtained from the telephonic 

interviews to enrich my understanding of the quantitative data generated by the 

questionnaire and text message response schedules.  In Chapter 5, these results will be 

interpreted by relating them to the theoretical framework for my study and the literature  
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reviewed.  The chapter will be concluded by posing questions based on the findings of 

my study that can be explored in future research endeavours.   
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Chapter 5:  Findings and recommendations  

 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Text messages sent by any SMS can only be understood once they have been read and 

the information decoded.  During this process recipients of these messages inevitably 

relate this information to prior knowledge and the context in which they were sent and 

delivered.  Similarly, the results of my study will be related to the theoretical framework 

and the literature reviewed in striving to understand learners’ experiences of SMS 

technology as a learning support tool.   In answering the research question, the 

participants’ experiences of UP’s SMS will be summarised, followed by a synopsis of my 

study.  The limitations of my study and the ways in which I attempted to circumvent them 

will also be discussed.  This chapter concludes with an outline of potential avenues for 

future research based on the findings of my study.   

 

5.2 Discussion of findings 
 

Africa is the country with the highest growth rate of cellular phone subscribers in the 

world (Adams & Hendrikz 2006; Shapshak 2002).  It is seen as the ideal place in which 

to explore mobile technologies as a learning support tool given that the number of 

mobile subscribers in this country increased by 60% from 1999 to 2004 (Adams & 

Hendrikz 2006).  One of the reasons for introducing the SMS at the Unit for DE at UP 

was that 97% of the learners registered with this unit had access to or owned cellular 

phones.   

 

A case study research design was adopted in my study to explain how these learners 

experienced SMS technology as a learning support tool.  The participants in my study 

were all registered for one of three in-service teacher training programmes at the Unit for 

DE at UP.  Thirty eight percent of these learners were employed as secondary school 

teachers and 60% as primary school teachers (Adams & Hendrikz 2006).  The remaining 

2% of the participants were not employed as teachers.  Forty six percent of the 54 

participants who returned their questionnaires and answered the question pertaining to 

their ages were between 30 and 39 years old, and 42% were between 40 and 49 years 
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old.  Ninety four percent of the participants who returned their questionnaires and 

answered the question on their gender were females.  The participants in my study were 

therefore predominantly female, adult learners in these age groups.  In addition, 52% of 

the 54 participants who returned their questionnaire had Grade 12 with three years 

tertiary training, 44% had a diploma, whereas only 4% had a degree.  These findings 

indicate that; in terms of occupation, age, gender, and qualification; the participants were 

a relatively homogeneous group of individuals.  Most of the participants (42%) came 

from Kwa-Zulu Natal, followed by 27% who lived in the Eastern Cape.  Thirty one 

percent of the participants who returned their questionnaires and answered the question 

pertaining to their home language spoke Xhosa and 29% spoke Zulu in this context.  

Only 6% of the participants spoke English or a combination of English and Afrikaans.  

The rest of the participants spoke one of the remaining official languages of South 

Africa.  My study therefore focused on exploring the experiences of SMS technology for 

participants who spoke mostly Zulu and Xhosa, the geographically dominant languages 

of Kwa-Zulu Natal and the Eastern Cape respectively.  Although 42% of the participants 

lived in Kwa-Zulu Natal, the remainder were not centralised in a specific region and lived 

in six of the eight provinces of South Africa.  Moreover, most of the participants lived in 

geographically remote rural areas making it challenging for them to have face-to-face 

contact with other learners and with their lecturers.   

 

All the learners enrolled for LPO 402 received written course material making this the 

most widely accessible learning support tool for them.  They could have received further 

learning support at the contact sessions which were held twice a year in Kwa-Zulu Natal, 

Gauteng and the Eastern Cape.  Eighty one percent of the participants lived where these 

were held.  Alternatively, they could have phoned their lecturers directly or sent them a 

text message requesting help regarding their work when necessary.   

 

Quantitative data, from the 54 questionnaires that were returned for data analysis 

purposes, indicated that DE at the Unit for DE at UP was characterised by frequent 

contact with their lecturers for only 12% of the participants who answered the question in 

this regard.  The remaining 88% of the participants who answered this question 

indicated that they seldom or never had contact in this regard.  In contrast, 67% of the 

participants who returned their questionnaires and answered the question on the amount 

of contact they had with other learners had frequent contact in this regard.  Thirty three 
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percent of these participants indicated that they seldom or never had such contact.  

These findings suggest that participants could have interacted with other learners more 

than they could have interacted with their lecturers for learning support purposes.     

 

Sub-section 4.2.8 pointed out that participants had limited access to technological tools, 

such as computers, other than entry-level cellular phones.  In addition, most of these 

tools were only available to the participants at their places of employment.  This further 

limited the extent to which these technological tools could have been utilised for learning 

support purposes.  Ninety seven percent of the 9200 learners registered for one of three 

in-service teacher training programmes owned entry-level cellular phones.  Capitalising 

on this, UP introduced the SMS for learning support purposes.  This gave learners who 

were previously unable to utilise technology for learning support purposes, the chance to 

do so.   

 

Resonating with constructivism, Vygotsky and Bakhtim emphasised that knowledge is a 

social construction that develops through a social process (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 

2005).  Bruner argues that this process is dependent on the interaction and levels of 

communication that take place between learners and educators (Leach & Moon 2000).  

As such, learning is seen an active process in which learners make meaning of their 

environments by interacting with other people (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005; 

Hedberg 2003).  This is re-iterated by Brown (2005) who maintained that people learn 

better when they are not isolated.  Since my study was underpinned by constructivism, I 

was therefore interested in exploring whether or not SMS technology was implemented 

as a learning support tool that contributed to the creation of an interactive learning 

environment.   

 

Anderson and Garrison (1998) maintain that educational communication should be 

reciprocal, voluntary and collaborative.  Learning endeavours that achieve this facilitate 

the construction of meaning and support deep learning.  The extent to which learners 

engage in appropriate, collaborative activities that enable them to learn together, 

determines whether “surface interactions” or “deep interactions” take place (Bernard et 

al. 2004).   Engaging learners in these activities has the potential to result in more 

meaningful (deep) learning that is not necessarily a consequence of teaching efforts 

(Keegan 2005).  This is re-iterated by Bernard et al. (2004) who argue that the success 
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of pedagogical efforts depends on the level of interaction that is established between 

learners. 

   

Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin and Joyce (2004) argue that handheld devices such as cellular 

phones have the potential to improve the extent to which learners can work 

collaboratively with one another.  Based on this, I anticipated that participants who had 

infrequent contact with other learners or with their lecturers would have named contact in 

this regard as a reason for choosing the most helpful text message (section 1.8).  

However, none of the participants who had infrequent contact in this regard indicated 

that the most helpful text message enabled them to have more contact with their peers.  

The amount of contact participants had with each other and with their lecturers prior to 

utilising the SMS did not seem to influence participants’ experiences of the SMS as a 

learning support tool that contributed to the creation of an interactive learning 

environment.  In addition, only 4% percent of the 54 participants who returned their 

questionnaire and answered the questions regarding their reasons for choosing the most 

helpful text message indicated that this message enabled them to have more contact in 

this regard.  However, the mini-lecture tool and the quiz tool were utilised respectively by 

almost a third of the 107 participants who received them.  This suggests that the 

learners who were able to use these text message tools effectively had the potential to 

be part of the interactive communication channels these messages were designed to 

establish.  Data from the telephonic interviews also indicated that the SMS enabled 

some participants to interact with other learners.  After following the instructions in the 

text message one participant stated that she was then able to discuss the new 

information she obtained with them.  In so doing this participant was part of two-way 

communication channels through which she shared ideas and thoughts pertaining to the 

course work with other learners.  Another participant described how the SMS enabled 

her to have contact with her lecturers who sent her text message replies after she 

responded to the instructions she received.  In the light of these findings, two-way 

communication channels seemed to be created by the SMS for these participants.  

Constructivist principles on teaching and learning were therefore inherent in the 

experiences these participants had of the SMS.   

 

Although the SMS seemed to facilitate the development of interactive learning 

environments for some participants, these opportunities were limited.  Data from the 
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telephonic interviews indicated that participants expressed a need for more contact with 

their lecturers and with other learners.  In addition to suggesting that the SMS 

contributed to the creation of limited two-way communication, the findings of my  

study also indicated that the participants had a need for more direct interaction through 

face-to-face interaction, or interaction through written or voice exchanges. That could 

take place via voice messages or pre-recorded messages allowing them to, “talk over 

the voice”.  This supports the research finding by Horstmanshof (2004) which concluded 

that learners value direct, personal contact via mobile phones.  Although the participants 

in my study could have had direct contact with their lecturers at the contact sessions or 

by phoning them directly, UP’s SMS was not designed to give learners contact in this 

regard.      

 

Although the mini-lecture tool and quiz tool were used by almost a third of the 

participants (as discussed) these were not named as the most helpful text message 

tools by the majority of the participants.  Instead, the academic instructional text 

message was named as the most helpful tool.  An analysis of the features of this text 

message, and the responses that needed to be made in utilising it, indicated that this 

was the least interactive text message.  Analysing data pertaining to the reasons for 

choosing the most helpful text message indicated that the majority of the participants 

benefited from receiving additional information from the text messages that enhanced 

their understanding of their work.  For these participants the SMS seemed to establish 

one-way communication channels relaying additional information that clarified areas of 

difficulty participants had in their course work.  The following responses made during the 

telephonic interviews exemplify this:  “… I was not clear about the assets…It gave me 

more information about the assets…It gave me a clear definition of what is meant by the 

asset-based approach”.  As such, the SMS could be described as “media to support 

teaching” as opposed to “media to support learning”, since it supported teaching 

activities such as delivering course content, giving additional information, and asking 

questions (Kozma 1994).  In contrast, “media to support learning” would have been 

characterised by levels of two-way communication and collaborative interactions that 

only a few learners seemed to engage in (as discussed).  These findings suggest that 

the SMS supported what Bernard et al. (2004) referred to as “superficial learning”, which 

seeks to find correct answers, as opposed to “deep learning”, which strives to find 

explanations, for the majority of the participants.   
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Although the academic instructional message was named by the majority of the 

participants as the most helpful text message, it was however named as the least helpful 

text messages by participants who spoke English at home.  These participants indicated 

that the academic instructional message simply relayed information that they already 

knew.  Participants who spoke English at home, and who presumably had a better 

chance of understanding their learning material (section 1.8), did not seem to benefit 

from responding to text messages that were seen to simply deliver course content, as 

much as participants who did not speak English at home.    

 

Notions of positivist principles on the respective meanings of ”teaching” and “learning” 

are inherent in the experiences of most of the participants given that the text messages 

seemed to have supported the process whereby information was imparted to them 

(Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  This reflects what Thorpe (2000), as well as Oliver 

and McLoughlin (2001) refer to as “top-down”, complementary learning activities that are 

led by the providers of the service, and focus predominantly on delivering course content 

(information) to learners who engage in the learning process in a passive way.  Stone 

(2004) argues that these experiences should be familiar to many learners entering 

higher education since the majority of them have only had experiences of passive 

learning26.  This finding may explain why participants seemed to prefer responding to 

text messages that did not require high levels of cognition from them (sub-section 4.5.1).  

The student questions tool, which necessitated the highest levels of cognition, was only 

utilised by 8% of the 107 participants who received it.  This text message was also 

named as the least helpful tool by the majority of the participants who returned their 

questionnaires and answered the question in this regard.  If the SMS complemented the 

written course work the question as to why this information was not simply given to 

learners as part of the course, is raised.  Some of the participants requested this during 

the telephonic interviews.  This leads to the contention that learning could be supported 

by redesigning the written course work to incorporate additional information which would 

enhance comprehension.   

 

In addition to enhancing participants’ understanding of the course work, other reasons 

for choosing the most helpful text message were named.  Participants also indicated that 

                                                 
26 Passive learning takes place when educators, as “experts”, impart information to learners who are the 
passive recipients of knowledge.    
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the most helpful text message motivated them to work.  Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin and 

Joyce (2004) maintain that mobile devices such as cellular phones increase learners’ 

motivational levels.  Tinto (1995) gives insight into how this could have been achieved.  

He maintains that receiving text messages by SMS has the potential to influence 

motivational levels for learning because it is seen as providing “perceived support or 

comfort to counter isolations”.  This may explain why the 33% of the participants who 

had infrequent contact (at most 3 times a year) with other learners, as opposed to 18% 

who had frequent contact (at least once a month) in this regard, cited changes in 

motivational levels as a reason for choosing the most helpful text message.  The former 

group may have felt more isolated from other learners.   

 

Another possible explanation in this regard is provided by Savill-Smith and Kent (2003) 

who found that incorporating palmtops in education was motivational due to their novelty 

value.  Perhaps there was also an element of novelty in using cellular phones in UP’s 

SMS, and this contributed to increasing learners’ motivational levels.  If this was the 

case then considering the findings of research conducted by Sankarin and Bui (2001), 

which indicated that motivated learners gained the most incremental27 learning from 

technology, is significant.  Based on this, I envisage a cyclical effect developing for 

learners who utilised UP’s SMS. Using the text messages motivated them; being more 

motivated, they would use the SMS.  This would also lead to an increase in their levels 

of incremental learning.  Additional use of the SMS would then have the potential to 

increase motivational levels further, which in turn could increase learners’ levels of 

incremental learning even more.     

 

Another benefit of using the SMS was that it was seen to facilitate the development of 

more flexible learning environments.  Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin and Joyce (2003) give 

insight into this, saying that, by using mobile technologies (cellular phones), learners are 

given choices in terms of where and when they learn.  During the telephonic interviews 

participants indicated that they were given these choices.  Being able to talk to 

Participant #1/12, who was in “a van” at the time, is testimony to this.  However, one 

cannot assume that UP’s SMS created flexible learning environments for all learners 

since participants with faulty phones were unable to make extensive use of the service.  

                                                 
27 Incremental learning refers to learning which takes place with each repeated use of technology as a 
learning support tool. 
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The development of flexible learning environments could only be facilitated by SMS 

technology, provided there was cellular phone reception, participants had airtime, and 

their cellular phone batteries were charged.  Fourteen percent of the participants stated 

that they, “didn’t have airtime”, or they “didn’t have money”.  Moreover, most of the 

participants lived in rural areas (sub-section 4.2.1) with limited access to electricity.  This 

may have made it difficult for them to recharge their cellular phone batteries.  In addition, 

most of the participants had entry-level cellular phones which possibly had batteries with 

shorter life spans than more sophisticated forms of technology.  Norris et al. (2003) 

argue that technology in education can only be effective if it is usable.  It is possible that 

extrinsic factors such as those cited above, made it difficult or prevented participants 

from using the SMS effectively.   

 

In naming reasons for choosing the most helpful text message, participants indicated 

that they made their choice based on their experience of this text message acting as a 

trigger which helped them to plan and set work-related goals, and to check their 

progress.  Gagnė’s cognitive theory of learning (1985), which is informed by 

constructivism, postulates that learners have the potential to become self-regulated, 

provided that the learning process is facilitated by some structure and guidance from 

educators (Mwamwenda 2004).  This is re-iterated by Donald, Lazarus and Lolwana 

(2005), who argue that learners cannot discover everything independently.  The findings 

of my study suggested that the SMS provided such structure and guidance.  Luchini, 

Bobrowsky, Curtis, Quitana and Soloway (2002) refer to this as providing learners with 

“learning scaffolds”, giving them supports which provide additional help to engage them 

in activities that would have been too complex without them.  However, older, more 

traditional educators referred to the “mothering” effect of using text messages for 

learning support purposes, assuming that this refers to the development of learners who 

are mostly dependent on the text messages to structure their learning (Horstmanshof 

2004:4).  An extensive analysis of the extent to which the SMS facilitated the 

development of self-regulated learners or facilitated the development of dependent 

learners was beyond the scope of this study and is worth researching in future studies of 

this nature.   

 

The SMS aimed at offering learners opportunities to interact with each other and with 

their lecturers, in an effort to enhance the quality of education offered by this institution 
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(Viljoen, Du Preez & Cook 2005).  Various authors caution against assuming that 

technology per se enhances the quality of the learning environment in which it is utilised 

(Anderson 2002; Barker 1995; Evans 2005a).  Instead, they advocate that the delivery 

mode does not influence learning, and argue that the method of instruction and the tasks 

learners are required to complete, are paramount in this regard.  This is re-iterated by 

Bernard et al. (2004) who argue that the success of pedagogical efforts depends on the 

level of interaction that is promoted between learners.  Less than 10% of the 54 

participants who returned their questionnaires were completely satisfied with the SMS.  

Participants named barriers that adversely affected their experiences of the SMS.  

Perhaps these barriers accounted for the severed feedback loops the majority of the 

participants encountered when utilising the SMS.  One such barrier related to the text 

messages sent out late in relation to the due date for assignments and projects.  As 

discussed in sub-section 4.4.2, 26% of the participants suggested that future text 

messages should be sent earlier in relation to the due date for their assignment.  Thorpe 

(2000) emphasises the need for learners to have time for reflection, since this would give 

them the opportunity to develop metacognitive thinking skills that allow them to focus on 

the learning process as opposed to focusing on the mastery of the learning content only.  

In giving learners time to reflect on questions they have been asked and on the possible 

answers to these questions, learners have more opportunities in which they can learn 

how to apply the knowledge and skills acquired to new situations (Thorpe 2000).  Since 

the participants felt that the text messages were sent too late in relation to the due dates 

for assignments and projects, it would be challenging for them to find time for reflection 

as well.  Discussions with the developers of the SMS (May 13, 2005) indicated that work 

is currently underway to ensure that, in future, text messages are sent well in advance of 

the due dates for projects and assignments. 

 

In addition to the importance of having usable technology, Norris et al. (2003) also 

emphasises that technological tools need to be accessible.  Some participants stated 

that the instructions given in the text message were “not clear, and people do not take 

the instructions well”.  These findings suggest that these participants did not understand 

complex instructions in the text messages.   

 

In section 1.8 it was proposed that participants who did not speak English at home may 

have had greater difficulty understanding the instructions in the text messages than 
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those who spoke English at home.  A two-way data analysis with the constructs, least 

helpful text message and home language was conducted.  Participants who did not 

speak English at home named the student questions tool and the academic instructional 

message based on the student questions as the least helpful text messages.  Data from 

the questionnaire similarly indicated that these text messages were chosen by the 

majority of the participants in my study as the least helpful text messages.  By contrast, 

the academic instructional message was chosen as the least helpful text message by 

participants who spoke English at home (as discussed).  An analysis of the language 

skills required by the respective text messages pointed out that the student questions 

message tool and the academic instructional message based on the student questions 

required receptive skills.  Participants who did not speak English at home, might have 

had more difficulty understanding the instructions in the text messages (section 1.8), and 

subsequently had difficulty sending a text message reply, especially if the expressive 

language skills needed in this regard were more sophisticated.   

 

The clear formulation of text messages was named more frequently as a change in the 

implementation of future short message services than any other recommendation made.  

In spite of the findings regarding language as a possible barrier in utilising SMS 

technology, none of the participants indicated that future text messages should be 

formulated in their mother tongue.  This could be explained by the tendency for English 

to be considered as the most desired and prestigious language of instruction in South 

Africa (Braam 2004).  A comprehensive analysis of the wording used in the various text 

messages will be recommended in section 5.5.  Section 5.5 outlines avenues for future 

research in striving to make SMS technology more accessible to learners, and to explore 

language as a barrier preventing access to SMS technology as a learning support tool 

further.   

 

Challenges participants seemed to face with the instructional design of the SMS could 

explain why they stated that the delivery method of the SMS was problematic.  Since 

standard procedures were followed when sending the respective text messages to 

learners, it was not possible that participants did not receive all the text messages, or 

that replies to their text message responses were not sent by UP.  Perhaps participants 

who “never got a reply”, or did not receive all the text messages, did not understand the 

instructions in the text messages and subsequently did not respond correctly.   
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Another barrier named by participants related to the costs incurred in utilising the SMS.  

Thirty percent of the 54 participants who returned their questionnaires suggested that 

future short message services should be free of charge.  Institutions incorporating 

technology into learning endeavours may need to face challenges regarding the 

reducing the costs of responding to text messages when striving to make these services 

more accessible to learners.     

 

A further recommendation made by participants pertained to the amount of training 

needed to respond to the text messages they received prior to utilising the SMS.  When 

technology is used to enhance learning experiences, both learners and educators need 

to master the skills necessary to use it effectively since neither party is accustomed to 

using technology extensively (Anderson 2002; Butcher 2002; JISC 2006).  The learners 

who took part in the SMS received the following training prior to receiving the text 

messages:  firstly, a written training letter was posted to all the recipients of the text 

messages; and secondly, training was offered to learners who attended the contact 

sessions.  In responding to the questionnaire, participants expressed a need for more 

training in how to utilise future short message services more effectively (Question 17 of 

the questionnaire).  While the need for training cannot be disputed, the extent to which 

training would have helped the participants in my study is questionable.  The overriding 

barrier they faced in terms of trying to understand the instructions they were given in 

English.  This needs to be addressed before additional training programmes are 

developed and implemented.       

 

In spite of the language barrier many learners faced in understanding the instructions in 

the text messages, participants indicated that they wanted future short message 

services in English.  This could be explained by the tendency for this medium to 

apparently be the desired and most prestigious language of instruction in South Africa 

(Braam 2004).  Participants also suggested that future short messages need to be 

carefully designed.  Poorly designed learning tasks have been found to disengage 

learners because these tasks place high cognitive demands on them, which in turn 

diminish their interest levels and divert their attention away from the learning task 

(Hedberg 2003).  Finally, participants suggested that future short messages should be 

clearly formulated and be available in a written format as well.  This supports the 
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argument I made regarding redesigning the current course material to include additional 

written material.   

 

5.3 Summary of learners’ experiences of SMS technology 
 
In section 1.4 I stated my research question as: How do adult learners in distance 

education experience SMS technology as a learning support tool?  I then divided this 

question into three sub-questions in striving to answer the main research question 

comprehensively.  The three sub-questions are: 

• What constitutes distance education experiences for adult learners?   

• How is SMS technology currently implemented for adult learners? 

• What learning support tools are used in distance education? 

The findings of my study will be used to answer these questions.   

 
5.3.1 What constitutes distance education experiences for adult learners?   
 
Biographical data on the participants were collected in the questionnaire.  These data 

were integrated with biographical data from the Unit for DE at UP (Adams & Hendrikz 

2006) to draw up a profile of the participants.  The participants were a relatively 

homogeneous group of individuals in terms of their ages, gender, and occupations, since 

46% of them were between 30 and 39 years old, and 42% were between 40 and 49 

years old, 96% were females, and 98% were teachers.  Although 42% of the participants 

who returned their questionnaires and answered the question pertaining to place of 

residence lived in Kwa-Zulu Natal, the remainder were not centralised in a specific 

region and lived in six of the eight provinces of South Africa.  Additionally, most of the 

participants lived in geographically remote rural areas making it challenging for them to 

have face-to-face contact with other learners and with their lecturers.  The lack of fixed 

line telecommunication in these areas would have made it difficult for them to use 

landlines to contact other learners or lecturers.  In addition, other than owning entry-level 

cellular phones, these learners had minimal access to other forms of technology such as 

the internet.  The majority of the learners were therefore unable to make contact with 

other learners or with their lecturers via e-mails.   
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Although 81% of the participants lived where contact sessions were held, these only 

gave them the opportunity to meet with other learners and with their lecturers twice a 

year.  These data may explain why 88% of the 54 participants who returned their 

questionnaires and answered the question on the amount of contact they had with their 

lecturers indicated that they had infrequent contact in this regard.  Just over a third of 

these participants (33%) indicated that they infrequent contact with other learners.  In 

their experiences of DE, learners therefore had few opportunities to interact with their 

lecturers.  They seemed to have had more opportunities to interact with other learners 

for learning support purposes.   

 

Prior to offering the SMS, learners had to rely on learning support tools which UP 

provided to them directly.  These will be summarised in sub-section 5.3.3.  Since 97% of 

the learners registered for one of three in-service teacher training programmes at the 

Unit for DE at UP owned entry-level cellular phones, the SMS was introduced to give 

learners additional learning support.  Participants seemed to be able to access the 

information in the text messages wherever and whenever they chose to do so, provided 

they understood the instructions in these messages, had cellular phone reception, and 

did not have faulty cellular phones.  These experiences consequently facilitated the 

development of flexible DE learning environments that enabled these participants to 

engage with the learning material “anytime and anywhere” (Miller & Lu, 2003; Powell 

2001; Smith & Kent, 2003; Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004).   

 

These were not, however, the DE experiences of all the participants since many of them 

faced barriers which prevented them from utilising the SMS effectively (section 5.2).  

Barriers in this regard included faulty cellular phones, and the costs incurred in utilising 

the SMS.  Poor cellular phone reception and low battery life, which may be a feature of 

entry-level cellular phones, may have accounted for the faulty cellular phones.   

 

The learning needs expressed by the participants in my study seemed to be directly 

related to the barriers they faced in striving to utilise the learning support tools available 

to them as DE learners.  These learning support tools will be summarised in sub-section 

5.3.3.  These needs reflect what learners felt was lacking in their experiences of DE.  

Participants indicated that they wanted to have direct, face-to-face contact with their 

lecturers and with other learners.  The kind of contact they received at the contact 
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sessions was preferable in this regard.  Alternatively, being able to speak to one another 

or to hear each other via voice messages was also named as a need.  Finally, the 

importance of being able to interact through written documentation, and to receive 

additional training in how to utilise SMS technology effectively through these documents, 

was also expressed as a need by the DE learners in my study.  These participants also 

indicated that future DE experiences that incorporated SMS technology should 

preferably be free of charge.   

 

In an attempt to address some of the needs of learners, participants were asked to make 

recommendations to improve future short message services.  Less than 10% of the 54 

participants who returned their questionnaires indicated that they were completely 

satisfied with the current SMS.  During the telephonic interviews, two participants were 

reluctant to make recommendations regarding changes to future short message 

services.  They indicated that they would try and utilise any learning support tool 

irrespective of whether or not it was seen to benefit their learning   One participant stated 

that she would not suggest any changes to future short message services since it would 

be wrong to “defy” UP.  These DE experiences seem to have been characterised by 

passive levels of participation by learners.  The extent to which this related to UP’s 

perceived position of authority as a powerful learning institution is beyond the scope of 

this study, but will be suggested as an avenue for future research (sub-section 5.5).  

Other participants indicated that they were satisfied with the current SMS and found the 

information conveyed to them by the text messages beneficial in that it enhanced their 

understanding of their work.  As such, the above sentiments suggest that learning took 

place in DE, when information was imparted to learners, who discovered knowledge in a 

seemingly passive way (Donald, Lazarus & Lolwana 2005).  These findings are 

supported by data which indicated that participants seemed to prefer responding to text 

messages that required passive levels of cognition (sub-section 5.3.3). 

 

5.3.2 How is SMS technology currently implemented for adult learners? 
 
SMS technology was implemented in my pilot study in the form of four text messages 

and in my main study with five text messages.  The four different types of text messages 

used in my pilot study were: the academic instructional message tool, the mini-lecture 

tool, the quiz tool, and the student questions tool.  My main study included the academic 
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instructional message tool based on student questions in addition to these four.  All five 

text messages were in English and messages of up to 160 alpha-numerical characters 

were permissible.   

 

The most helpful text messages were seen to act like a trigger that assisted learners in 

planning their work, setting work-related goals, and checking their progress.  SMS 

technology also seemed to be implemented as a tool that motivated learners to work, 

and helped them to focus on their work.  Since the participants were relatively isolated 

from their lecturers in particular, it is possible that the SMS motivated learners by 

providing them with “perceived support or comfort to counter isolations” (Tinto 1995).  

The two-way data analysis process conducted with the constructs, amount of contact 

with other learners and reasons for choosing the most helpful text message, indicated 

that learners who had infrequent contact (at most 3 times a year) named increased 

motivational levels more than those had frequent contact (at least once a month) in this 

regard.  SMS technology therefore seemed to be implemented as a learning support tool 

that increased motivational levels for learners in the former group in particular.  

Alternatively, the novelty value of utilising the SMS for learning support purposes could 

have motivated learners.  A cyclical effect was envisaged based on a study conducted 

by Savill-Smith and Kent (2001), namely that responding to the text messages motivated 

learners.  Being motivated, they would benefit from utilising the SMS further in that their 

levels of incremental learning would subsequently increase.  Further use of the SMS had 

the potential to increase motivational levels.     

 

Underpinned by constructivist principles of teaching and learning, I proposed at the 

outset of my study that participants who had infrequent contact with other learners or 

with their lecturers would experience the SMS as a beneficial tool that gave them more 

opportunities for contact in this regard.  Contrary to this, none of the participants named 

this as a reason for choosing the most helpful text message.  During the telephonic 

interviews participants did however indicate that the SMS afforded them a limited 

number of opportunities for having contact with other learners or with their lecturers.   

 

The academic instructional message seemingly directed learners to important 

information in their course work.  This text message was named as the most helpful text 

message by the majority of the participants who returned their questionnaires and 
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answered the question in this regard.  This was followed by the mini-lecture tool and quiz 

tool in consecutive order.  Most of the participants felt that the most helpful text message 

enhanced their understanding of their course work by giving them information that 

clarified areas of difficulty related to this work.  In contrast, learners who spoke English 

at home named the academic instructional message as the least helpful text message 

since it did not provide them with any new information or did not give them enough 

information.  Participants who spoke English at home did not seem to benefit from 

responding to text messages that re-iterated the course work since they presumably had 

a better understanding of their course work, than those who did not speak English at 

home (section 1.8).  In contrast, the majority of the participants, who did not speak 

English at home, seemed to benefit from responding to these text messages.   

 

This summary thus far indicates that the implementation of SMS technology per se did 

not develop interactive learning environments characterised by two-way communication 

channels for all the participants.  The majority of the participants, especially those who 

did not speak English at home, seemed to benefit from being part of one-way 

communication channels that delivered course content to them.  For these participants, 

SMS technology was implemented as a “top-down” complementary learning support 

endeavour that was led by the lecturers (Oliver & McLoughlin 2001; Thorpe 2000).  SMS 

technology was therefore implemented as a tool to support teaching more than learning.   

 

Two-way feedback loops were evidently severed between the majority of the participants 

and their lecturers, or other learners due to a number of barriers they faced.  Barriers 

such as faulty cellular phones and the costs incurred in utilising the SMS were named in 

sub-section 5.3.1.  The instructional design used in the implementation of the SMS also 

seemed to be problematic.  During the telephonic interviews, participants indicated that 

they did not understand all the instructions in the text messages.  Participants who did 

not speak English at home chose the student questions tool and the academic 

instructional message based on the student questions as the least helpful text messages 

in consecutive order.  These text messages required the most expressive skills when 

compared to the other text messages. Perhaps these participants had difficulty 

understanding the complex instructions in these text messages (section 1.8) and 

subsequently found it challenging to respond with more sophisticated skills.  The clear 

formulation of text messages was named more frequently as a change in the 
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implementation of future short message services than any other recommendation made 

in this regard.  A comprehensive analysis of the wording used in the various text 

messages will be recommended in section 5.5 when outlining avenues for future 

research.  This will be recommended to determine the extent to which the instructional 

design needs to be modified to make SMS technology more accessible to learners.  In 

spite of these findings none of the participants indicated that future text messages 

should be formulated in their mother tongue.  This could be explained by the tendency 

for English to be considered as the most desired and prestigious language of instruction 

in South Africa (Braam 2004).    

 

Participants also indicated that the mode of delivery used in implementing SMS 

technology was problematic.  Examples given in this regard were claims that some 

learners did not receive all the text messages, they did not get a reply after responding 

to a text message.  In addition, participants indicated that the text messages were sent 

too late in relation to the due dates for assignments and projects.  Discussions with the 

developers of the SMS (May 13, 2005) indicated that work is currently underway to 

ensure that, in future, text messages are sent well in advance of the due dates for 

projects and assignments.  Since a standard procedure was followed in sending the text 

messages to learners, it is not possible that some learners did not receive all the text 

messages, or that UP did not send text message replies to learners who utilised the 

SMS.  Perhaps the participants who named these two barriers did not understand the 

text message instructions, and were subsequently unable to respond accordingly may 

explain why these learners did not get text message replies from UP.  Faulty cellular 

phones may have contributed to the difficulty these learners seemingly had in sending 

and receiving text messages.   

 

5.3.3 What learning support tools are used in distance education? 
 
The written course material was the most widely accessible learning support tool since 

all the learners registered for LPO 402 received it.  Further learning support was 

available to learners at the contact sessions which were held twice a year in Gauteng, 

Kwa-Zulu Natal, and the Eastern Cape.  Eighty one percent of the participants lived in 

one of these provinces indicating that the majority of the participants could attend these 
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sessions.  Learners could also receive learning support by phoning their lecturers or by 

sending them a text message requesting assistance when needed.   

 

Participants had limited access to technological tools other than entry-level cellular 

phones.  The introduction of the SMS gave learners, who were previously unable to use 

technology for learning support purposes, the chance to do so for the first time.  This 

was however only possible if learners did not face barriers that adversely affected their 

ability to utilise the SMS effectively.  The findings of my study indicated that the quiz tool 

was utilised by 32% of the participants, and the mini-lecture tool by 27% of the 

participants.  In contrast, only 8% of the participants utilised the student questions tool.  

Since the academic instructional message and the academic instructional message tool 

based on the student questions did not require a response text message, I could not 

determine from the text message response schedule, how extensively these tools were 

utilised.  Responses made during the questionnaire indicated that the academic 

instructional message tool was chosen as the most popular text message, although 

learners who spoke English at home indicated that this was not the most helpful text 

message for them, since it simply relayed information which they already knew (sub-

section 5.3.2).  The mini-lecture tool and quiz tool were also potential sources of learning 

support in DE since almost a third of the participants who received them, utilised them.  

The nature of this support was discussed in sub-section 5.3.2.   

 

Language skills and levels of cognition needed in responding to the respective text 

messages were analysed to determine if these played a role in the choices participants 

made regarding the most- and least helpful text messages (sub-section 4.5.2).  This 

exercise indicated that participants preferred to utilise a learning support tool, such as 

the academic instructional message tool, that required expressive skills and lower levels 

of cognition when compared to the other text messages.  Reading was the only 

communicative skill needed in responding to this text message.  In contrast, in 

responding to the student questions tool, named as the least popular support tool, 

participants had to read the instructions, think of questions, and then formulate questions 

with a maximum of 160 characters.  Higher levels of cognition were demanded by 

participants who responded to this text message.  The latter text message also required 

more complex technical skills than the former.  However, quantitative data did not allude 

to participants lacking the technical skills needed for taking part in the SMS.  These 
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findings suggest that text messages, such as the academic instructional message that 

required expressive language skills and lower levels of cognition were frequently utilised 

as learning support tools in DE.   

 

5.4 Synopsis 
 
The unit of analysis in my study was an SMS implemented for learning support purposes 

in a DE programme at UP.  I focused, to a lesser extent, on an SMS used during a pilot 

study that ran for six months prior to the main SMS.  In Chapter 1 I discussed how my 

interest in this research topic developed over a number of years.  Thereafter, I motivated 

why I thought it was important to conduct this study.  In essence, I argued that the 

findings of my study would enrich literature regarding the implementation of technology 

in education in developing countries, and emphasised the unique nature of my study 

which focused on learners’ experiences of utilising technology in education.  Savill-Smith 

and Kent (2003) drew attention to the fact that there are not many studies which focus 

on these experiences.  In addition, most of the research on the use of mobile devices in 

education does not focus on the use of entry-level cellular phones (Gregory & Wohlmuth 

2002; Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce 2004; Hedberg 2003; Miller & Lu 2003; Hayes, 

Pathak & Rovcanin 2003; Powell 2001; Savill-Smith & Kent 2003; Sepälä & Alamäki 

2003).   This limits the relevance of these findings to developing countries such as South 

Africa, where many people do not have access to more sophisticated forms of 

technology.  Finally, reviewing literature on the use of short message services as 

learning support tools focuses on services that relay administrative information only 

(Balacheff et al 2005, Hedberg 2003, Hoppe, Milrad & Kinshuk 2002; Sappälä & Alamäki 

2003; Stone 2004; Yerushalmy & Ben-Zaken 2004).  This study goes beyond this to 

explain how participants experienced an SMS for academic purposes.      

 

In Chapter 1, I also stated my research question:  How do adult learners in distance 

education experience technology in education as a learning support tool?  I divided this 

question into three sub-questions in striving to address the main research question 

comprehensively:   

• What constitutes distance education experiences for adult learners? 

• How is SMS technology currently implemented in DE? 

• What learning support tools are used in DE for adult learners? 
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I also discussed the nature of the SMS employed by the Unit for DE at UP in Chapter 1.  

Thereafter, I contextualised the SMS within the domain of m-learning environments by 

discussing the implementation of technology where it is incorporated in education.  The 

key concepts that were used in my study were discussed to clarify their respective 

meanings.  I delineated the scope of my study and outlined the research design and 

methodology, which was underpinned by constructivism.  In so doing, I alluded to how I 

used constructivism as my research paradigm as well as the theoretical framework for 

my study.  I briefly discussed my pilot study and indicated the reason for choosing to 

integrate the data from the telephonic interviews that were conducted during my study.  I 

referred to the three distinct data collection phases, as well as the corresponding data 

analysis phases.  My personal role as participant observer and the ethical considerations 

pertaining to the participants and researcher were outlined.  Chapter 1 concluded with 

the outline and organisation of this report. 

 

Since the research topic referred to “learning support” it was imperative to clarify what 

was meant by this in the context of my study.  To this end, I discussed literature 

pertaining to my theoretical framework in Chapter 2.  In so doing, I positioned myself 

within constructivism and argued that teaching and learning take place through ongoing 

interactions between learners, and between learners and educators.  This process has 

the potential to ultimately result in the construction of knowledge (learning).  In line with 

constructivist thinking, I distinguished between “deep learning” and “surface learning”, 

and emphasised the importance of the former which is characterised by high levels of 

two-way communication between learners and their lecturers (Bernard et al. 2004).  The 

purpose of Chapter 2 was to explain how my theoretical framework lent itself to these 

learning environments and to show that there is a lack of literature on adult learners’ 

experiences of SMS technology in DE.  I concluded Chapter 2 by using the literature I 

reviewed to set some of the questions asked during the data collection process.  

 

In Chapter 3 I firstly outlined constructivism as the research paradigm for my study.  

Secondly, I discussed the research design underpinned by this paradigm, and motivated 

my choice of a case study method using an explanatory mixed-method approach. I 

provided a graphical representation of my study (section 3.4) before discussing the 

research process that I adopted.  This was followed by a brief discussion of how I 
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intended to use the qualitative data from the telephonic interviews that were conducted 

during my pilot study.  I described how the participants in my main study were selected 

through a random selection process.  The data collection sites, the support systems, as 

well as my personal role as participant observer were discussed.  I named the three data 

collection instruments that were used in my study, followed by a discussion on the data 

collection- and analyses processes.  These took place in three distinct phases during my 

main study.  To this end, three data collection instruments were used.  The first phase 

used quantitative data from the text message response schedules.  These data gave an 

overall sense of learners’ experiences of the SMS by indicating the extent to which they 

responded to the various text messages, and how they responded in this regard.  

Further data were generated from a questionnaire.  These data addressed some of the 

questions and propositions that were raised after analysing the response schedules.  

Rich data collected from the telephonic interviews were discussed and analysed to make 

meaning of the results generated in the first two phases of the data collection and 

analyses phases.  Issues pertaining to the validity, reliability and the trustworthiness of 

my study were also discussed.  Chapter 3 concluded with a discussion of the 

methodological limitations of my study.   

 

In Chapter 4 I presented the research results.  I firstly drew a participant profile to 

describe who took part in my study followed by a discussion of the results from the 

telephonic interviews that were conducted during my pilot study.  I then presented the 

results from the text message response schedules, questionnaire, and telephonic 

interviews that were conducted during my main study, as separate entities.  I concluded 

Chapter 4 by integrating the data sets in striving to enrich my understanding of how the 

participants experienced the SMS as a learning support tool.   

  

The data analysis process highlighted that the student questions tool was repeatedly 

named as the least popular text message by the participants, followed by the 

instructional message based on the student questions.  Participants who did not speak 

English at home did not find this text message tool particularly beneficial.  The academic 

instructional message tool was named as the most helpful text message, followed by the 

mini-lecture tool, and the quiz tool.   
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I analysed the features of the text messages that were repeatedly named as the least- 

and most helpful text messages, as well as the reasons given by participants for 

choosing these respective text messages.  Participants seemed to benefit from 

responding to text messages that did not demand complex expressive skills.  This result 

may explain why participants who did not speak English at home did not seem to benefit 

from responding to the learner questions tool which demanded the most complex skills 

in this regard when compared to the other text messages.  Participants also seemed to 

prefer responding to text messages that did not demand high levels of cognition.   

Data from the telephonic interviews suggested that participants found it challenging to 

respond to the text messages.  Difficulties with the instructional design of these text 

messages seemed to contribute to their difficulty in this regard.  Other barriers 

participants faced included having faulty cellular phones, experiencing difficulties with 

the way in which the text messages were delivered, test messages being received too 

late in relation to due dates for assignments and projects, as well insufficient or unhelpful 

information in the text messages.   

 

In spite of these challenges, participants named the following reasons for choosing the 

most helpful text message:  the text messages gave participants additional information 

which in turn enhanced their understanding of their work, the most helpful text message 

facilitated planning, goal setting, helped participants to focus and check their progress, 

as well as motivated them to work.  These reasons were named by participants 

irrespective of the amount of contact they had with their lecturers and/or with other 

learners prior to using the SMS.  Finally, it seemed as if the SMS was not seen to help 

participants in terms of giving them a substantial amount of contact with their lecturers 

and/or with other learners.   

 

In this chapter I discussed the findings of my study against the background of 

constructivism and the literature review that I discussed in Chapter 2.  I argued that the 

SMS provided low levels of two-way communications for participants who were able to 

engage with one another and with their lecturers in actively constructing personal 

meaning of the course work.  For the remaining participants the SMS ultimately 

functioned as a teaching rather than a learning support tool that provided them with, 

amongst other things, additional information to supplement the written course work.  In 

addition, the SMS seemed to serve as a trigger that motivated the majority of the 
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participants, helped them to focus on their work, assisted them in planning and setting 

work-related goals, and helped them to check their progress.   

 

5.5 Limitations 
 

The first concern regarding limitations related to the participants in my pilot study.  One 

could not assume that all the participants in my pilot study were learners who had 

completed the module LPO 402 by writing their examinations in April 2005.  One could 

also not assume that the learners who indicated that they wanted to be part of my main 

study had completed the module LPO 402 by writing their examinations in October 2005.   

Some of these learners may have decided to complete the module LPO 402 at another 

time for various reasons.  This means that these participants may not have utilised all 

the text messages.  Therefore, some of the questions these participants were asked in 

the questionnaire and during the telephonic interviews may not have been appropriate 

for them to answer.  For example, participants were asked during the telephonic 

interviews whether or not the academic instructional message based on student 

questions helped them in any way.  Participants who did not utilise this type of text 

message would not have been able to answer this question.  Furthermore, this may 

have resulted in unnecessary telephone calls being made to learners who were not able 

to give informed answers because they did not participate fully in the academic SMS.  

Although this was a time consuming exercise, only the responses of participants who 

verified that they were in fact registered for LPO 402, and had written their examinations 

in April 2005 or in October 2005, were considered in the pilot and main study 

respectively.   

 

Since my study focused on adult learners’ experiences of using academic text messages 

sent by SMS from entry-level cellular phones, it only explored this aspect of cellular 

phone technology since the entry-level cellular phones were not Internet enabled.  It was 

inevitable that with technological developments that were taking place at a rapid rate, 

other potential sources of learning support offered by cellular phones may have emerged 

before my study was completed. This imposed a time constraint on my study in that valid 

data relating to text messages sent by SMS for learning support purposes needed to be 

collected as quickly as possible.   
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I did not communicate with all the participants during the telephonic interviews in their 

mother tongue (sub-section 4.2.5).  In addition, the questionnaire was compiled in 

English.  The telephonic interviews conducted during my pilot study were also done in 

English and confirmed that participants found the questions difficult to understand and 

challenging.  High frequency words were thus used in the telephonic interview schedule 

during my study.  The effect home language had on participants’ experiences of the 

SMS was also analysed (sub-section 4.4.4).  

 

The only way the participants could be contacted telephonically was via their cellular 

phones since these numbers were recorded on the SMS response schedules.  During 

the telephonic interviews in my pilot study it was evident that cellular phone reception 

would not always be free of interference.  This made it difficult for us to hear one another 

clearly, making the process frustrating and time consuming.  Landlines could not be 

used as an alternative, given that some of the participants lived in remote rural areas 

without fixed-line communication.  In addition, the calls would have had to be scheduled 

to a time that suited them.  The recording devices may then not have been available at 

these times.  To lessen the impact of this difficulty only the recorded information that 

could be heard clearly was used.  When participants’ responses were too indistinct for a 

recording, another learner was randomly selected and telephonically interviewed.   

 

Since starting my study I relocated to White River, which is approximately 360km from 

UP.  These geographical constraints made access to hard copies of the literature and 

other resources related to my study quite difficult.  In addition, I have had fewer 

opportunities for face-to-face contact with my supervisors in Pretoria.  I was fortunate to 

have had access to electronic sources of information, on which I became increasingly 

reliant.  My visits to Pretoria became less frequent and involved more planning and time.  

Fortunately I was able to interact with my supervisors electronically.  These difficulties 

gave me first hand experience of the challenges distance learners have in accessing 

learning support resources.   

 

5.6 Recommendations for further research 
 
The findings of my study suggested that participants who spoke English at home did not 

have the same experiences of the SMS as those who did not speak English at home 
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(sub-section 4.4.4).  Language as a potential barrier to the effective utilisation of the 

SMS is an area that could be explored in further research.  Related studies could 

address the question: How do proficiency levels in English impact on learners’ 

experiences of SMS technology?   

 

In addition, it is possible that participants who did not speak English at home may have 

found it more challenging to understand the complex instructions they received in the 

text messages.  In hindsight, an in-depth analysis of the instructional design of the 

respective text messages, and the way in which they were worded, could have provided 

significant data relating to my research question.  This would have enriched my 

understanding of how learners experienced SMS technology as a learning support tool.  

In line with this, future research could address the question: How did the instructional 

design and the wording used in the text messages, adversely affect learners’ 

experiences of the SMS?  Another related questions is, what changes need to be made 

to the way in which existing text messages are worded to ensure that SMS technology is 

more accessible to learners? 

 

Participant #1/3 and #1/6 stated that they would take part in future short message 

services, if it was necessary, but gave no indication of the extent to which their 

willingness in this regard related to the usefulness of the service, or whether they would 

do anything that UP requested in terms of their studies.  These participants were 

reluctant to suggest any changes to future short message services.  A question that 

develops in response to this is: To what extent does UP’s perceived position of authority, 

as a powerful educational institution, have any bearing on these responses?   

 

The findings of my study indicated that some of the participants were not able to utilise 

the SMS effectively for a number of reasons (Chapter 4).  In line with a study conducted 

by Stone (2004), which examined levels of anxiety experienced by learners in relation to 

their work, I question the extent to which their levels of anxiety increased if they were not 

able to utilise a learning support tool such as the SMS effectively.  I therefore pose the 

following question:  To what extent, if any, did learners’ anxiety levels increase if they 

were unable to utilise the SMS effectively?   
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The findings of my study indicated that the SMS helped participants plan and set work-

related goals, focus on their work, motivating them, and help them check their progress.  

This suggests that the SMS was instrumental in structuring participants’ work.  In section 

5.3 I discussed how Horstmanshof (2004:4) found that older, more traditional educators 

feel that texting can have a “mothering” effect, suggesting that this could contribute to 

learners becoming reliant on their lecturers to structure and guide their learning.  In 

contrast, Hayes, Pathak, Rovcanin & Joyce (2003) argue that texting can enhance self-

initiated learning, and contribute to the development of independent learners.  Future 

research could explore these contrasting views in the context of improving SMS texting 

as a potential learning support tool by asking: To what extent does SMS technology 

promote the development of self-regulated, independent learners?   

 

5.6 Final remarks 
 
The findings of studies conducted in developed countries such as the United Kingdom 

and Finland suggest that SMS technology can be used successfully for learning support 

purposes because learners in Western higher education institutions are accustomed to 

sending text messages (Oliver and McLoughlin 2001, Seppälä and Alamäki 2002, Stone 

2004).  In a similar vein, research conducted by Ng’ambi (2005) with learners at the 

University of Cape Town, South Africa, indicated that the majority of learners were 

communicatively competent in sending and/or receiving text messages by SMS.   

 

A number of difficulties arise in trying to apply the findings of these studies to my study.  

Firstly, the findings of studies conducted in developed countries are not necessarily 

relevant to developing countries such as South Africa.  Although the study conducted by 

Ng’ambi (2005) was conducted in South Africa, it has limited relevance to the 

participants in my study given that the unit of analysis in that study focused on one text 

message tool, namely the student questions tool.  In contrast to the SMS in my study, 

Ng’ambi (2005) focused on one which was integrated with a web-browser, and database 

backend.  Secondly, entry-level cellular phones were used by the participants in my 

study, unlike the more sophisticated cellular phones the learners in Ng’ambi’s (2005) 

study utilised.  Thirdly, being accustomed to sending text messages does not guarantee 

that learners are able to respond appropriately when they receive text messages, since 

they firstly need to understand the instructions they receive before responding 
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accordingly.  Reflecting on the findings of the above studies and my study, draws 

attention to the fact that learners have unique learning needs that are relevant to specific 

learning environments.   

 

In keeping with global trends, UP needs to keep abreast of technological changes, and 

the fact that technology is now an integral part of education.  However, given the costs 

involved in using technology in education, one should proceed with caution in following 

global trends, and assuming that the experiences of learners in all contexts are uniform.  

It is imperative to consider the extent to which educational objectives as well as learning 

needs have been met by incorporating technology in education.  Collis and Van der 

Wende (2002) argue that universities should never lose sight of the fact that learners are 

their clients, and that their needs are primary to any decisions made by these 

institutions.   

 

Participants in my study indicated that they wanted to be part of future short message 

services.  Many of them indicated that they benefited from being part of the limited 

number of two-way communication channels as well as the one-way communication 

channels that were made available to them by the SMS.  The findings of my study 

indicated that the SMS did not succeed in developing interactive learning environments 

characterised by high levels of two-way communication.  Severed feedback loops 

between learners and their lecturers contributed to this.  Barriers such as the difficulty 

learners seemed to have had in understanding the instructions they received in the text 

messages may have accounted for these experiences.  The findings of my study 

showed that participants expressed the need for carefully designed instructional tools, 

and wanted to have more contact with their lecturers and with other learners, preferably 

in a written format, or through face-to-face contact.  These experiences need to be 

considered when designing future short message services in an effort to make them 

more usable and accessible to learners.   

 

The educational challenge lies in deciding whether to support individual needs, or the 

collective needs of a large group of learners.  Ultimately, the decision reached in this 

regard depends on the extent to which the learning support project achieves what it 

intended, the budget available to fund future short message services, and policies 

(where they exist) regarding integrating mobile technologies into distance education 
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programmes.  In spite of the challenges faced by learners who utilise an SMS, ongoing 

research needs to focus on finding ways in which technology can be used in education 

for learning support purposes.  Developers of programmes that focus on this should 

strive to utilise resources, such as cellular phones, that are readily available to learners.  

This is particularly true in developing countries where resources for many learners are 

limited.  Ongoing research into the field of technology in education should continue to 

focus on learners’ experiences to ensure that their unique needs are not overlooked.   
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ADDENDUM A 

Types of text messages used in my pilot study  
 
Type 1 (Academic instructional message tool): 

LPO 402 student, work through Assets on p43-44 in Tutorial letters 1 booklet.  This was 

important for Assign 1 and is also important for Assign 2 & Project.  UP.   

 
Type 2 (Quiz support tool): 

LPO 402 student, SMS your student number to 08****** to start an academic 

conversation with UP about the asset-based approach.  UP. 

 

Type 3 (Student questions support tool): 

LPO 402 student, see sec C no2 p20 in Assign Workbook.  SMS your questions about 

these guidelines for educators to 08******.  UP. 

Type 4 (Mini-lecture support tool): 

LPO 402 student, phone 012 420 3111 to hear more about the most important concepts 

in this module, the asset-based approach.  UP. 
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ADDENDUM B 

Types of text messages for in the main study   
 
Type 1 (Academic instructional message tool): 

LPO 402 student, work through Assets on p43-44 in Tutorial letters 1 booklet.  This was 

important for Assign 1 and is also important for Assign 2 & Project.  UP.   

 
Type 2 (Mini-lecture support tool): 

LPO 402 student, phone 012 420 3111 to hear more about the most important concepts 

in this module, the asset-based approach.  Have your student number at hand when you 

phone.  UP. 

 
Type 3 (Quiz support tool): 

LPO 402 student, SMS your student number via reply SMS to start an academic 

conversation with UP about the asset-based approach.  UP. 

 

Type 4 (Student questions support tool): 

LPO 402 student, see sec C no2 p20 in Assign Workbook.  SMS your questions about 

these guidelines for educators to via reply SMS.  UP. 

 
Type 5 (Academic instructional message tool based on student questions): 

You will receive the last message on the following afternoon:  
__________________________ 
 
This message will be sent to everybody based on core issues we identify in the 
questions you have SMSed us in tool 4. 
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ADDENDUM D 

Questionnaire 
 
The Unit for Distance Education at UP is constantly 
striving to find ways to enhance the quality of education 
offered to its learners.  The SMS service that is being 
offered to you is one such initiative.  Research is currently 
underway, exploring students’ experiences of this service.  
Your input in this study would be appreciated.  
 
 
Kindly complete the following questionnaire and return it 
with your final assignment.  All completed questionnaires 
will remain anonymous so you do not need to write your 
name or student number on it. 
 
 
Respondent V1    1 
 
 
Please answer the questions below by drawing a 
circle around an appropriate number in a shaded box 
or by writing your answer in the shaded space 
provided 
 
1. What is your age in completed years? 
 

V2   4  

 
2. What is your gender? 
 
Male 1 V3  6 
Female 2 
 
3. What is your Home Language? 
 

V4   7  

 
4. Where is your place of residence? 
 

V5   9  

 
5. What is your highest qualification? 
 
m + 3 1 V6  11 
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Diploma 2 
Degree 3 
Post-graduate degree 4 
 
6. How often do you meet with other students 

registered for LPO 402 to discuss your work? 
 

V7   12  

 
7. How often do you have contact with the LPO 402 

lecturers to discuss your work?  
 

V8   14  

 
 
Five types of SMS messages were sent to you. 
 
Type 1: 
 
LPO 402 student, work through Assets on p43-44 in Tutorial letters 1 booklet.  
This is important for Assign 1 and also for Assign 2 & Project. 
 
Type 2: 
 
LPO 402 student, phone 012 420 3111 to hear more about the most important 
concepts in the asset-based approach.   Have your student number at hand 
when you phone. 
 
Type 3: 
 
LPO 402 student, SMS your student number via reply SMS to take part in a 
quiz on the asset-based approach.  Quiz is 2 questions long. 
 
Type 4: 
 
LPO 402 student, see sec C no2 page20 in Assign Workbook.  SMS your 
questions about these guidelines for educators via reply SMS. 
 
Type 5: 

 

Students will receive an instructional message based on core issues that 
were identified in the questions sent by them in Type 4 message.  

 
 
8. Type 1 message was: 
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Helpful for all the assignments 1 V9  16 
Helpful for some of the assignments 2 
Was not helpful for any assignment 3 
 
9. Type 2 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 
 
Strongly agree 1 V1

0
 17 

Agree 2 
Disagree 3 
Strongly disagree 4 
 
10. Type 3 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 
 
Strongly agree 1 V1

1
 18 

Agree 2 
Disagree 3 
Strongly disagree 4 
 
11. Type 4 was: 
 
Helpful in answering all my questions 1 V1

2
 19 

Helpful in answering some of my questions 2 
Not helpful in answering any of my questions 3 
 
12. Type 5 helped me to understand the asset-based approach: 
 
Strongly agree 1 V1

3
 20 

Agree 2 
Disagree 3 
Strongly disagree 4 
 
13. Which one type of message/s did you find to be the most helpful? 
 
Type 1 1 V1

4
 21 

Type 2 2 
Type 3 3 
Type 4 4 
Type 5 5 
 
14. What is the most important reason for your 

choice in question 13? 
 
Helped me understand my work better 1 V1

5
 22 
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Helped me to plan my work and to set goals for myself 2 
Helped my to check on my progress 3 
Motivated me to do my work 4 
Gave me the chance to have contact with my lecturers 5 
Focused my attention on what was important 6 
It was similar to the administrative SMS messages 7 
 
15. Which one type of message/s did you find to be the least helpful? 
 
Type 1 1 V1

6
 23 

Type 2 2 
Type 3 3 
Type 4 4 
Type 5 5 
 
16. What is the most important reason for your 

choice in question 15? 
 
The message was sent too late 1 V1

7
 24 

I did not learn anything new 2 
I did not understand the message 3 
I had problems with my cellular phone 4 
It cost too much money to use the message 5 
The messages did not have enough information 6 
 
17. What is the most important change you think 

should be made to improve the SMS service? 
 
Must be free of charge 1 V1

8
 25 

Should be sent earlier 2 
No SMS messages should be sent in future 3 
The messages should be more clearly written 4 
Landlines should be used instead of cellular phones 5 

6 The students should get more training on how to use the SMS service 

No changes should be made 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your time and co-operation 
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ADDENDUM E 
 
Outline of telephonic interview 
 
1. Did you use the academic SMS service? 
2. If your answer to Question 1 is “NO”, what was your main reason for not using 

the SMS service? 
3. If your answer to Question 1 is “NO”, what main suggestion would you like to 

make to organisers of the SMS service to enable them to improve the service? 
4. If your answer to Question 1 was “Yes”, please answer the following questions 

(a) How do you think the type 1 or instructional message helped you with your 
assignment? 

(b) Did you phone in to hear the mini-lecture? 
(c) Please explain your answer to Question 4 (b) 
(d) Some students phoned in to hear the mini-lecture but never selected any of 

the numbers on the menu-selection.  Why do you think this was the case? 
(e) Some students phoned in to hear the mini-lecture but did not choose to hear 

all three lectures.  Why do you think this was the case? 
(f) Did you take part in the interactive quiz? 
(g) Please explain your answer to Question 4 (e). 
(h) What did you find unclear about the type 3 message or interactive quiz? 
(i) If you used the cell numbers for the quiz for other reasons such as for 

administrative matters, why was this? 
(j) What was confusing about the type 4 message or students’ questions? 
(k) Did the type 5 message help you in any way? 
(l) Please explain your answer to Question 4 (i). 
(m) What was your overall experience of all five types of text messages sent by 

SMS? 
(n) What changes would you make to the SMS? 
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ADDENDUM F 
 
E-MAIL FROM THE HEAD OF THE UNIT FOR DE AT UP SUPPORTING MY 
STUDY 
 
From: Dr J Hendrikz  
To: C du Preez  
Cc: Prof JD Jansen ; Garth Cook ; Irma Eloff ; Prof Anita v/d Bank ; J-M Viljoen ; Lizelle Adams  
Sent: Wednesday, December 08, 2004 12:37 PM 
Subject: RE: SMS-pilot programme 
 
Dear Carl 
We are very happy and willing to support you and Antoinette in this study. Antoinette is most 
welcome to liaise with Lizelle and Jeanne-Marie. 
Johan 

-----Original Message----- 
From: C du Preez [mailto:carl.dupreez@up.ac.za] 
Sent: 07 December 2004 04:46 PM 
To: Dr J Hendrikz 
Cc: Prof JD Jansen; Garth Cook; Irma Eloff; Prof Anita v/d Bank; J-M Viljoen; Lizelle 
Adams; C du Preez 
Subject: SMS-pilot programme 

Best Johan Hendrikz 

It is with great pleasure that I introduce to you Antoinette Cook. She is a MEd 
(Educational Psychology) student that will be doing research on our SMS-pilot study in 
the module LPO 402. She is an experienced mathematics teacher, school counsellor, 
psychometrist and education coordinator in the fields of teacher training and 
development.  

She will be doing the research under the supervision of myself and co-supervision of Prof 
Irma Eloff.  

We want to use the opportunity to thank the Distance Education Unit for all the support, 
opportunities and their professional work ethos. We are looking forward working with you 
on this project. 

Antoinette needs to have access to statistics and specific information about the SMS-pilot 
study. Therefore she needs to contact and communicate with Lizelle. Hope you find this 
in order. 

Best wishes 

Carl S du Preez 
Department of Educational Psychology 
Faculty of Education 
University of Pretoria 
Tel: +27 12 420 5506 
Fax: +27 12 420 5511 
E-mail: carl.dupreez@up.ac.za 
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