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The promise of mobile learning

‘A revolution in reading is upon us thanks

to the massive proliferation of mobile 
technology (…)’ (UNESCO 2014: 83)

Systematic review to assess 

this claim



Objectives

1) Investigate whether mobile technologies are 
effective as an intervention to improve education in 
LMICs

2) Explore the applicability of mixed-methods 
systematic reviews as an approach to research 
synthesis in international development  



Why is mobile learning important?

• Access to education

• Quality of education

• Empowerment 

• EMIS



The context

USAID (2012)



The evidence? (1)

(UNESCO 2014: 30)

7 minutes per day

1 minute per day



The evidence? (2)

• Endogenous up-take of mobiles

• Rigorous experimentation
Aker  RCT in Niger 

(ES*: 0.18) 

[0.125-0.236]

Kaleebu in Papua New-Guinea  
(ES*:  0.154)

[0.066-0.242]



Rationale for research synthesis

• Conflicting messages from primary research 
evidence

• No clear overall pictures emerges

 Systematic review of

research evidence

Answer question of                                             
‘what works’



What is a systematic review?



Searching for studies



Risk of bias
1 Selection bias
2 Baseline confounding
3 Departures from intervention
4 Missing data
5 Outcome reporting 
6 Selective analysis

(Sterne et al 2013)
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Synthesis: Meta-analysis 

Heterogeneity: Q = 47.3; df = 11; p = 1.89E-6; I-squared = 76.8%; tau-squared = 0.0327.

Random effects model: 0.39 (0.231, 0.549); Fixed effect model: 0.186 (0.142, 0.229)Mobile learning is effective in LMICs 



Does this help policy-making? 

• Need to unpack the ‘black box’ 
(White 2009)

Input Outcomes



Need for different type of evidence

• Mixed-methods: Add qualitative evidence on 
mechanisms and contexts (includes 
perceptions) 

(Pawson 2006)
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Full search diagram



Critical appraisal

• Controversial in qualitative research 

1 Research is defensible in design
2 Research features an appropriate sample
3 Research is rigorous in conduct
4 Research claim is credible
5 Research attends to contexts
6 Research is reflexive



• Uphold rigour, transparency & replicability

1) Line by line coding

2) Descriptive themes
[e.g. codes: tablets reduce work load; easier preparation]

 Tablets support teachers

3) Analytical themes
[e.g. tablets support teachers; teachers enjoy using the tablets] 

 Context: Mobile tech is perceived and accepted as an 
educational tool by educators IF  link to mechanism themes

Thematic Synthesis (1)



Thematic synthesis (2)

Contexts Mechanisms

Mobile technology as an educational 
tool is acceptable to teachers, learners 
and parents

Teachers to receive technology first, and 
to control implementation (ideally in 
teacher training)

Mobiles intrinsically associated with 
professionalism, and higher perceptions 
of schools/teachers using devices 

Mastery of technology large motivation 
for learning with technology as source 
of pride, confidence, self-efficiency

Rapid acquisition of device literacies Intrinsic economic motivation to use 
mobile phones

Need for integration in national 
curriculum

Extension of learning to informal 
contexts leads to more but not different 
learning

Beneficiaries rarely spend as much time 
with devices as assumed by programme 
design

Change towards more student-centered 
learning grounded in practical benefits 
rather than embedded in pedagogy 

Key findings:



A framework for mixed-methods 
reviews in international development 



Implications for practice

Key review findings:

 Mobile technologies are an effective tool to 
support education in LMICs

 Mobile technologies are accepted by 
learners, teachers, and parents to 

support educational 
 Interventions introducing mobile 

technologies in the educational process 
should target at and be controlled by 
teachers



Implications for research

 Mixed-methods approach adds value in 
research synthesis and mitigates risks of 
empty reviews

 Mixed-methods reviews are of particular 
relevance in international development 
as lots of qualitative evidence and 

limited (reliable) quantitative evidence



Some thoughts on SR & GlobalDev

• Needs exceed resources
• No systematic knowledge of what works

(often what works is resource-intensive)

• Highly context-dependent interventions
• Policy-based evidence

Mixed-methods reviews proposed as an 
effective approach to inform policy-makers with 
reliable research evidence of ‘what works and 
why’ 
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Thank you very much!

Contact:

• llanger@uj.ac.za

• www.africaevidencenetwork.org

@Africa_evidence
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