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Mobile learning in context:  
looking back to the book 
  This paper considers some key questions 

about research into mobile learning by 
reflecting on children’s use of an older 
technology: the book 

Key questions for children’s learning: 
  How do children see what a technology 

means? 
  Does “appropriation” lead to “transformation”? 
  What changes, what stays the same,  

 in and out of school? 



Research into children’s learning: 
Structure, agency and appropriation  

  Vygotsky’s concept of “appropriation”: 
  As they learn children enter into existing systems of 

knowledge and language 
  They accommodate to and also transform existing 

systems of knowledge and language as they make 
things anew 

  A dialectical concept of learning in which 
structure and agency interact:   
  the given is the tool for the new  
  this creates tension between stasis and change 



Research into mobile learning 
in and out of school 
  What are the existing technologies in school? 

  The old:  text books; blackboard; school 
discursive practices predicated on old 
technologies;  the older generation 

  What are the technologies in use outside of 
school? 
  The new: mobile technologies; new discursive 

practices combining image and text in new ways; 
the younger generation  

  What are the barriers to harnessing new 
technologies in old education contexts? 



Questions for research into 
mobile learning 

Does the new reside in the technology, or in the 
texts or practices it supports? 
  The flattening of knowledge hierarchies? 
  The precedence of the visual over the written 

text? 
  The compression of time and space? 

Does the new demonstrate more agency on the 
part of learners than the old? 



Boys and books: Researching 
readers in context 
Research funded by the ESRC: 
  Fact and Fiction: Boys’ development as readers in 

the 7-9 age range. 1996-8.   
  Mixed Methods in the Study of Pattern and Variation 

in Children’s Reading Habits.  2001 
  Building a New Literacy Practice through the 

Adoption of the NLS.  2002-3 
Researchers:  Gemma Moss, Dena Attar, John 

McDonald 
Published as Literacy and Gender: Researching texts, 

contexts and readers.  (Moss, 2007) 



Reading and the social 
geography of the classroom 

  Documenting reading in context: a focus on 
literacy events 

  Which kinds of texts were getting into which 
kinds of contexts for which kinds of 
readers? 

  Distinguishing between texts according to 
contexts of use 















Findings: Three logics to reading 
in school 

  Procedural reading – reading to get 
something else done  

  Reading for proficiency – where how well you 
read becomes a matter of adult judgement 

  Reading for choice – where children exercise 
most control over what and how they read.  
Pleasure and enjoyment are emphasised. 



Findings: Different groups of 
readers mix different aspects of 
school reading 
The school itself has clear rules on who is entitled 

to access which kinds of texts 
These rules vary: 
  Some rules are reflected in book design e.g. 

fiction texts and rules of proficiency  
  Boys designated weak readers play against 

these rules and spend most time with books 
whose design does not conform to “school” 
proficiency rules 







From books back to new 
technologies 
  The social world sets boundaries round texts, 

contexts and the social relationships between  their 
users 

  Boundaries can be contested and redrawn as well 
as upheld. This process is ongoing. 

  As new technologies enter old settings they can hide 
or exacerbate as well as re-order existing tensions 

  Agency alone is not enough to demonstrate what 
needs to change 



Conclusion: 
  In the “telling case” I outline above children 

appropriate different aspects of the logic that 
underpins the reading curriculum and use it in 
different ways. These acts of appropriation cannot 
be sufficiently understood if they are only or always 
valorised as signs of agency. Agency in itself is not 
necessarily oppositional, nor can it be harnessed in 
straightforward ways. Rather the diverse forms that 
appropriation take in this context point to something 
else: that agency is often mobilised to reconcile 
competing influences, and that it highlights 
dilemmas that underpin action in the social world.  


