
And so, here we are. You’ve likely just gotten the word that you are 

going to start on a mobile learning project. Perhaps this project is a 

pilot or prototype. It could be a port of some existing content or a 

newly envisioned service for your employees. Maybe it’s an enterprise-

wide strategy. Congratulations! The first tough decision has been made.

There is no doubt that choosing to undertake mobile learning as 

an organization can be a daunting decision. Once you get past the 

initial decision to do it, the cold, harsh reality of what you have set 

out to do can start to set in. The questions arise. What now? How will 

I do this? Should I just convert my existing content to mobile? Is that 

even possible? Who on my team can help? What exactly am I going to 

produce? When will we know we are ready to launch? While you may 
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have answers to some of these queries, it’s rare that an organization will 

have the ability to answer most, let alone all, of these at the outset of 

implementing the mobile learning strategy.

In order to begin answering these questions, it’s crucial that you 

first affirm your understanding of the many uses of mobile learn-

ing and what it can do for your organization. There are several new 

books on this topic available, such as Gary Woodill’s The Mobile 

Learning Edge, or Clark Quinn’s two books on this topic. From 

those readings, no doubt, you will learn that the power of mobile 

learning can be tremendous and freeing. 

Consider, for a moment, your employees no longer tied to a desk 

or having to wait for a laptop to boot up to access that late-break-

ing recall notice. Or when they enter the job site, the most pertinent 

safety concerns could be made known to them. The very same device 

they use to call or send text messages can be the one they use to access 

company resources or knowledge. All this can be done from a touch-

screen user interface or via text message (SMS) on a device you don’t 

have to think about taking with you. There is never the question, 

“Well, should I pack this device for the trip today or not?” You simply 

take it with you. 

Let’s examine some of the high-level business benefits you should be 

considering for your mobile learning initiative. Hopefully you made 

note of some of these while you contemplated embarking on the journey. 

Perhaps they were whiteboarded with coworkers, scribbled on a napkin 

over a coffee or tea, or recorded in an Evernote notebook while in a 

meeting. If you haven’t made such a list yet, please stop, put this book 

down for a moment, and do so. Think soundly about how you could see 

mLearning making a positive impact on your company. Then, when you 

are done, come back. Don’t worry. I’ll wait.
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Great. You came back. I was worried there for a second. You may 

not have recorded them all, though, or perhaps you overlooked some 

of them. I have spent some time considering these, so let’s take a look 

at some of the benefits. (Scribble any I missed in the sidebar here – it’s 

your book; just go ahead and do it.)

•  Increased Productivity

•  Increased Sales

•  Increased Accuracy

•  Increased Connectivity

•  Improved Communication

•  Improved Attention to Detail

•  Decreased Mistakes

•  Decreased Defects

•  Reduced Accidents

•  Reduced Safety Incidents

•  Reduced Risk

•  Reduced Overall Cost of Learning

•  Measurable return on investment (ROI)

•   Increasing your overall activity levels by completing tasks done 

while on the go

•  Accessing just-in-time information when it is needed

•   Having easy access to colleagues and your personal learning network 

anywhere

Whew! Quite a list, right? I like the ones you added, by the way. Some are 

more provocative than others, no doubt. However, as someone who has 

to account for the value of the content you bring to your organization, 

if you could only accomplish even a third of these benefits on a routine 

project, I’m sure that you would have no problem getting management to 
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sign off on any effort you led. It’s plain to see that virtually all these factors 

lead directly to a measurable, bottom-line result. These are the kinds of 

things that you can print on a report and take to your management team 

so they will get behind your plan. You’ll know you’ve succeeded because 

your learners will have succeeded. This is powerful stuff.

Let’s take a look at the details for just a moment, shall we? Right off 

the bat, I mentioned increased productivity. Sure, that’s an easy one. 

If you could put the right information in the right hands of the right 

person at the right time, wouldn’t you be virtually assured that produc-

tivity has increased? It’s possible to both create and show this with 

proper design, curation, deployment and measurement. 

What about those increased sales? This is also easy to see. If your 

salespeople had a direct conduit to the latest competitive information 

bulletins right at their fingertips, the most pertinent details from the 

company’s cavernous customer relationship management system, the 

very nuances of the objection the current customer is raising, wouldn’t 

you be able to sell just about anything to your audience? Most likely, 

yes. If not, well, that’s a different book. 

And for increased accuracy? Check. No more guesses. A quick search 

of the company’s mobile-friendly wiki makes the employee the smart-

est person in the room by knowing last quarter’s numbers. 

As far as connectivity goes, these devices were made for talking 

to other people. The very fabric of their existence is hinged around 

being able to connect people with the information and contacts that 

are needed at any given time. With around 1.2 billion 3G subscrip-

tions globally as of October 2011 (The World in 2011, 2011, p. 4), 

and 4G coming on strong in many major markets, you are always just 

a swipe or click away from the information you need, so long as your 

content creators have made it available for mobile.
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With connectivity comes communication. When there is no 

problem connecting with the content, and the device is in your hand 

to reach the source of that content or other subject matter experts 

(SME) in your personal learning network (PLN), why wouldn’t you 

– in the vein of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? – phone a friend? It 

makes perfect sense.

In my experience, coworkers who talk together produce together.

Colocation and improved attention to detail become a big deal when 

working on highly technical, difficult work. Certainly, ahead-of-time 

learning is important for this, but when your technician can access a 

manual for a piece of equipment without returning to the truck, or a 

fellow coworker forgets the sequence for an intricate testing process on 

the scene, what are you to do? Without the just-in-time delivery of this 

information, the work might go undone, or – maybe worse – it might 

be done incorrectly.

A decrease in mistakes is almost certain with mobile learning used this 

way. Imagine this: Several months ago, one of your employees worked 

her way through an eLearning module you created. But how can that 

employee access that same material on a smartphone or a tablet in a 

time of need? With mobile-ready content, that employee can always go 

back and refer to the important points of that training without having 

to sit through the entire module again. Curate, repackage and deploy, 

and see the number of recalls and elevated tech calls plummet.

Decreased defects would be great, right? Who wants to have to 

return to a recently implemented job simply to rework or replace a 

busted part or ruined piece? This sort of waste can be costly in terms of 

time, equipment, and logistics. With tools such as augmented reality 

or QR codes you can know that the right part is being used at the right 

time with near 100-percent certainty.
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Beyond hardware issues, there is a human factor that is an impor-

tant consideration. When you get a call from a dissatisfied customer 

because something has gone wrong, your customer service reps often 

have to save face by either calling up a tech to fix things or shipping a 

replacement item. If you could augment your pick and pack lines via 

mobile job aids or help your delivery staff stop accidentally shipping 

the wrong part to the destination by having up to date information 

available for them, you have just reduced waste.

If you ask any company with a mobile workforce what their 

number-one priority is, it will inevitably be safety (perhaps after 

some thought and maybe a little prodding), as accidents can result 

in loss of time on the job due to injury. The cascading changes in 

people’s lives due to disability and the long-term effects thereof – 

not to mention accidental death – can be avoided. Putting correct 

information in a person’s hand about changing job conditions, a 

safety breach or other severe danger perhaps may be the only way to 

prevent a catastrophe. 

With reduced safety issues and accidents, your company’s overall 

risk profile is reduced. This is a number any accountant, actuary or 

bean counter could love. It could be a trivial thing to fix, but it could 

also have a significant financial impact. Now, that is power!

The 2011 ASTD State of the Industry Report makes it very clear 

that training is getting more expensive to provide to everyone. The 

overall amount of training being produced is going up. ASTD research-

ers found that the highest average volume of learning hours for BEST 

Award-winning organizations – those the ASTD believes demonstrate 

a clear link between learning and performance across the enterprise – 

measured 56 hours per employee in 2010, the largest number since 

ASTD began collecting data for this group. “The previous high average 
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was 47 learning hours in 2009,” the ASTD reported, “also achieved by 

the BEST winners” (Green & McGill, 2011, p. 8).

In addition to this added content delivery and training content 

output, the overall reuse per hour of training is actually diminishing. 

From the report:

The average direct expenditure per employee increased from 

$1,081 ($1,098 inflation adjusted) in 2009 to $1,228 in 2010. 

Overall, that represents nearly a 13-percent (11.8 percent inflation 

adjusted) increase in the amount spent per employee on learning 

and development. … Despite the fact that the direct expenditure 

per employee increased in 2010, learning hours used per employee 

remained stable at 32 hours of formal learning content delivered 

per employee. (Green & McGill, 2011, p. 7)

This doing less with more approach is obviously not sustainable. 

There must be a disruptive action taken on our part as learning profes-

sionals if we are to shake this course. The use of next-generation learn-

ing techniques could very well be the disruption needed to shake the 

industry from its budgetary doldrums. That same report points out 

that for every one hour of mobile learning content available, there is 

only 1.5 hours of actual use.

ROI, or return on investment, is always tricky, no matter the indus-

try. It’s been the holy grail of training for a long time. It’s often tough to 

measure reliably. Its true benefits are elusive and often not truly realized. 

Bemoaned and beatified at the same time, it is woefully misunderstood. 

It comes down to this: if your current training – eLearning or other-

wise – cannot be attached to a meaningful performance metric, how 

can you justify your workgroup’s existence? Without this key piece of 

information, how can your content be adjusted to improve over time 

as the enterprise evolves? 
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Mobile learning cuts right to the chase. Because it is learning 

content applied at the point of need at the learner’s request, it helps 

to get the work done. It tells the foreman that the situation has 

changed. It shows the technician how to do the job. It helps the sales 

person practice an activity or prepare for the meeting that lands the 

deal. Whether you are a behaviorism junkie, a cognitive enthusi-

ast, or a humanist purist, you cannot argue with the fact that when 

the job is done with the information that you provide, you have 

succeeded. This is true ROI in its most evident form: actual results 

in the workplace. (Spoiler alert: I’ll discuss ROI in greater depth in 

Chapter 4.)

So, then, how do you conjure up this powerful magic? How do 

you go about picking and choosing the most valuable content in your 

organization, and then formulate it into a digestible, usable nugget of 

mobile learning goodness? That’s a big question and one with a multi-

tude of answers and outcomes. There will be a lot of questions raised 

along the way that may cast a light on some of the bigger projects you’ve 

been doing in your company away from your smartphone (shh! I won’t 

tell). What we need now, though, is a true method for reaching the end 

– the promised land of measurable ROI and the true worker: human 

performance improvement, or HPI. Yeah, I said it. 

I know what some of you are thinking. “This isn’t learning.” This is 

simply a job aid or performance support. Believe me, as someone with 

more than a decade of experience in creating training materials, job 

aids, handouts, eLearning and presentation materials, I get that. I do. 

The point is that in some small ways I’ve stopped questioning myself 

on that. As learning professionals, members of a team, contributors to 

a common cause, isn’t our true role to improve organizational perfor-

mance by empowering our fellow employees? 
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This book, then, will serve as your blueprint for doing just that. Are 

you ready? Well, not so fast. First, we need to go over the strengths of 

mobile. How else can we be sure to use the best aspects of mobile and 

realize those elusive benefits we’ve been talking about?

a r t i C U l at i n g  t h e  

s t r e n g t h s  o f  M o B i l e
Even with a large list of benefits such as those laid out already, it’s 

still important not to overhype mobile learning. It can be great when 

implemented as part of a cohesive learning plan for your organization. 

It certainly is not, nor should it be, the end-all, be-all of training, 

learning or performance support. There are simply some matters that 

may not be best suited to mobile learning. After all, long-term learn-

ing is ultimately the goal of anyone dedicated to the art and science 

of teaching. As obviously pro-mLearning as I am, even I can admit 

that much and realize that mLearning is not the perfect solution in all 

cases. We must look at mLearning through the eyes of a critic. What 

can we truly accomplish when our workforce is mobile? Where will 

we see the biggest areas of improvement? What are the downsides to 

mobile learning?

It is useful to switch to the end users’ points of view here. You will 

need to put yourself in their shoes, boots or galoshes to get a view 

of what they are doing in their day-to-day work. How do they see 

their tasks and the educational products you present to them? Are they 

prepared for their tasks? Do they have all the tools in front of them 

to do the job? Your ultimate goal is to empower them to make deci-

sions and act independently, without fear of being incorrect or making 

mistakes, introducing defects, being too slow or getting hurt.
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We aren’t looking to replace the training content, remove ahead-of-

time learning or do away completely with assessments. We are simply 

looking to ensure that nothing slips through the cracks.

Essentially, you are trying to augment your employees’ knowledge. 

Let’s look at some common ways a learner’s knowledge base can be 

expanded in the field. David Metcalf explored these in his past writings, 

and Clark Quinn reviews them in his 2011 book Designing mLearning. 

The following is perhaps not an exhaustive – but certainly substantial 

– list of augmentations you can expect to employ:

•  Supporting the learners in their environment;

•  Supporting the learners in their preferred ways of learning;

•  Adding pre-event and post-event learning;

•  Giving just the right amount of content without overtraining;

•  Taking into account the time aspect of context;

•  Providing information with great currency;

•   Providing information in bite-sized chunks that facilitate task  

completion; and

•   Overlaying or providing a bit of metadata impossible without  

visualization.

Some heady topics there, huh? If you ever had a project that was 

focused on creating deliverables to be used by a learner at a point 

of need, most should be somewhat familiar to you. Others, such as 

pre-event learning and post-event follow-up have long been seen as 

desirable components to a blended learning curriculum. These seem 

a sure-fire way to measure both prerequisite competencies and long-

term retention. 

This approach to slow learning, a term coined by Clark Quinn, 

is in line with many current assertions about how the brain works. 
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John Medina in his book, Brain Rules, lays out arguments for why 

the brain is built for this kind of learning and, more importantly, 

how it actually leads to better long-term retention over the tradi-

tional classroom approach. To paraphrase Medina, people learn 

better for longer when the learning instances are smaller and spread 

out. Try doing that with classroom learning in today’s distributed 

workforce, and you couldn’t possibly support it. Put that content 

in a mobile-friendly format and see the consumption of learning 

materials skyrocket.

Many of these strengths might be more feature-rich when they are 

placed on a mobile device, but alone, with no improvement or re-imag-

ining from their paper or laminate job-aid counterparts, you may find 

difficulty justifying the move to this new medium – the mobile device. 

You’ll need to consider what makes this delivery method unique to 

get at the strengths of mobile learning. The addition of device sensors, 

easy connectivity, and advanced communication and data capabilities 

makes it possible to support the learners in their environment with a 

great deal of up-to-date information. You can make the right informa-

tion available to the right person at the right time because of this added 

component – context. 

You may feel the pinch in a few of these troublesome training areas 

right now. Perhaps tasks aren’t getting done quickly enough. Maybe 

when it comes to serving your learners’ diverse needs, there is too 

much of a one-size-fits-all approach that leaves some in the lurch. 

Providing an exhaustive list of content to everyone in a shotgun 

approach is a good way to spend your entire budget and still not have 

a good idea how it’s being used. 

On the subject of information currency, maybe your jobsite condi-

tions change so frequently that a printout for the mobile technician 
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created in the morning is out-of-date before lunch. Maybe the assem-

bly process to install a part at a remote site is so complex that without 

seeing more detailed information about the placement, it’s just not 

possible to install it in the amount of time needed to hit the efficiency 

metrics your management dictates. These sorts of real-world prob-

lems help to make the case for mobile learning pretty easy when you 

consider just how directly this kind of information delivery can impact 

productivity and accuracy.

In this respect, the real strengths of using mobile technology over 

even traditional job aids are manifold. 

The reduction in printed materials is environmentally friendly. 

In 2011, United Continental Holdings announced the transition of 

printed pilot manuals into electronic formats for use on iPads. This 

action alone is expected to save 326,000 gallons of jet fuel by removing 

over 75 pounds of printed material from each airliner (United Airlines 

Launches, 2011). 

Another key strength of mobile is the ease of maintenance going 

forward. Because of its portability, this is a great opportunity to free 

your content from the shackles of closed or proprietary LMSs or 

runtime plugins. With mobile learning solutions like OnPoint Digi-

tal’s CellCast platform and the joint ADL/Scorm.com Project Tin Can 

effort, it is apparent that massive tidal shifts in how people deploy 

training are underway. Mobile can take advantage of these services, 

strengthening the position that learning takes place in the real world in 

addition to the classroom.

Because archaic distribution methods are being removed – after 

all, there are no more binders to ship – you can more rapidly deploy 

data to the learners and more frequently make minor adjustments 

with each subsequent release. This allows you to tune your messaging 



according to the analysis of performance reports and key metrics. 

Once you are no longer bound to quarterly booklets, shipping and 

fulfillment problems, and other foibles of traditional print, you can 

fix flubs such as typos, misprints and photos in flight. It takes only a 

simple command to publish your mobile learning content to the Web 

server, and all your learners will access new, accurate information the 

next time they use it.

Speaking of measurement, you can get detailed information on how 

your content is used and what your learners are doing with it. With 

the addition of true event-based analytics and usage information from 

platforms such as Adobe Captivate Companion, or time-tested analyt-

ics tools like WebTrends or Google Analytics, you’ll be able to see just 

how your content is affecting performance. 

Mobile learning strengthens real-time communication by virtue of 

the technology itself and the fact that these devices were made for it. 

All these factors contribute to an overwhelming show of force for 

the team that decides to use mobile learning to enhance productivity 

and ultimately, profits. In mobile learning, we often do this through 

augmentation of information as needed rather than a prepared stand-

alone presentation.

Whatever your need for the augmentation may be, mobile tech-

nology can help you reach your learners in nearly any setting imag-

inable today.

a U g M e n tat i o n  v s .  

P r e s e n tat i o n
All this talk of augmentation may be a bit foreign to some of you. 

What is it? How does augmentation differ from the traditional means 
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of presentation? Is it really educational? The basic overall content of a 

presentation may also be used in the augmentation, so what is the true 

differentiator here?

The key lies in understanding the differences in the delivery meth-

ods, curation processes, and discovery paths the user employs to access 

content. Typical course content is generally presentational in nature. 

It’s delivered in a read-only, ahead-of-time or just-in-case experience. 

Usually there is little need to refer to this material later, assuming that 

the learner has read the content, tried the exercises, and completed the 

assessments that are included in it. The learning has occurred and the 

learner is prepared and ready to use this new knowledge. That’s a big 

assumption, I know. Because of the inevitable forgetting and the need 

for remediation, it’s tough to see this type of experience being success-

ful for anyone but the most attentive learners.

Presentational content is written from an authoritative stance, often 

containing the entire breadth of the topic so as not to miss anything 

in its delivery. After all, we may not know exactly when the learner 

may need or be able to refer to this content later, so we’d better give 

them everything, right? There is seldom an immersive tact taken to 

these lessons – you know, something that really lets the users see them-

selves in the setting and circumstances they are being trained to handle. 

While it’s true that simulations or scenarios can be introduced, it’s not 

often done via real-world role-playing in an actual situation or with 

interactivity in the truest sense. 

Content is also usually delivered in a narrative or sequential form, 

taking the learners through the background information or setup, 

providing the introduction to the learning objectives, offering the learn-

ing module contents in a sequential form, and concluding the lesson 

with an assessment component. 
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Content is usually delivered as a push experience. There is really no 

discovery per se, since learning is part of the curriculum put forth by 

the organization. The content delivery’s sequence is prescriptive. There 

is an order laid out because often one lesson leads to the next, build-

ing on the previous lesson, and provides new content that deepens the 

learners’ understanding. The learners are aware of the content’s avail-

ability because they are working with a scheduled training session, a 

piece of eLearning in an LMS, or a handout or job aid placed on the 

intranet or sent via email. The users don’t seek out the content – it’s 

distributed or presented by some source.

Augmentation, on the other hand, is meant to be and usually is 

delivered within the course of the activity. Today, it may be a laminated 

quick-reference card or a binder containing manuals. After you’ve 

gone through your mobile strategy, it could become a text messaging 

support system or an application enhanced by augmented reality (AR) 

that helps people identify the exact placement of components in the 

module they are servicing. The delivery takes place while in the situa-

tion they are encountering or the task they are performing. Only the 

most useful content is provided, because any extra content could be 

confusing to learners or prevent them from delivering a timely answer.

Augmentation makes people smarter, faster and more productive. 

It doesn’t require taking them out of the flow of activity and instead 

strengthens them and sharpens their minds.

The content may come from an authority or a peer who has left a 

note on a knowledge base entry or posted a photo taken with his or her 

camera phone. The source, no matter what type it is, has been carefully 

culled down to the bare essentials that make it valuable. There is no 

filler and no need for extra user-interface niceties. It really is all about 

the content and ultimately makes for a superior user experience.
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Augmentation and its delivery is not a push experience. Instead, it’s 

usually a pull. After all, the learner needs this content – hence the 

request. The learner is looking for a specific piece at a particular time 

in a discrete situation. This is that person’s context. It determines the 

content that he or she needs, and as the situation unfolds, he or she 

can communicate with the system used to obtain the most likely or 

useful information. There is no sequence needed because that infor-

mation is a singular bit of knowledge to be used at an equally singular 

moment. The only scheduling of content is by virtue of the worker’s 

daily routine.

These are two sides of the same coin – each equally important.

i n  s U M M a r y
There are many benefits to and strengths of mobile learning. Every-

thing from increased productivity and ROI to decreased safety issues or 

wasteful processes can be the outcome for a successfully crafted mobile 

learning experience. It is crucial for any sufficiently mature and thor-

oughly thought-out strategy that mobile learning has a solid foundation 

in these benefits and strengths. In order to deploy augmentation prop-

erly for your learners, you must capitalize on these traits to create a great 

pull experience, using curated content delivered at the point of need.

Any less is not enough. Any more is waste. You will need a content 

strategy to make sure you nailed it.


