[image: image1.png]M-2009




Challenges in Implementing a Mobile Short Messaging Service (SMS) Program to Support Distance Education Students at Makerere University, Uganda
Richard Kajumbula, Makere University, Uganda

Summary

This qualitative study was carried out to establish why the DDE Broadcast System’s Mobile Short Messaging Service (SMS) program, introduced as a way of improving the support for distance learners, was not fully implemented and hence did not fulfil expectations. The program aimed to enhance communication between students and staff and ensure that students do not miss out on important activities or even feel isolated, which may lead to drop-out. The paper outlines the challenges Makerere University encountered, and which other institutions are likely to face, when introducing SMS technologies to support distance learners. The problems included: financial constraints; the lack of a policy for m-learning; the lack of dedicated software experts to maintain the system and of staff to enter the initial massive data for all students and staff at a low cost; limited publicity among staff; and the preference of students in remote areas for the traditional communication mechanisms because of the poor quality of the network and the absence of electricity for charging phones. Despite the high percentage of students with mobile phones, institutions still have to take steps to ensure that their internal systems, funds, skills and staffing allow for sustainability of the SMS system to take advantage of the technologies the learners already have.

INTRODUCTION

Learner support aims at reducing the isolation of distance learners, increasing interaction with peers and instructors, inculcating self-discipline among the students and avoiding loss of interest through, for example, peer support sessions (study groups), tutorials, teaching through assignments, and Internet communication [including a Short Messaging System (SMS)] – all of which attempt to close the gap between the learner and the tutor who are separated in space and time far more than in the conventional system (Bbuye, 2005).

Makerere University (MAK), a dual-mode institution, has been running distance education (DE) degree programmes since 1991 (Aguti, 2000). The programs are managed by the Department of Distance Education (DDE) in the Institute of Adult and Continuing Education (IACE) in collaboration with academic faculties. DDE provides support activities for students scattered across Uganda (Kajumbula, 2006) (see map in Appendix I). Reaching them physically is difficult, and so a good communication system is needed to help them save the cost of travel to the main campus for information. Technology can enhance this process.

The application of technology in DE evolved as one of the models of delivery of distance education and was later incorporated in all other models, changing the forms of application (Koul, 2004) to incorporate mobile learning (m-learning) which has grown from a minor research interest to a set of significant projects in schools, workplaces, museums, cities and rural areas around the world. Technology plays an important role in learning and teaching because it promotes active learning (Yerushalmy and Oshrat, 2004). The talking function on mobile phones is no longer the dominant function as textual and mobile data traffic growth has outpaced voice traffic growth (Haydon, 2004 in McClatchey, 2006). Because people spend more than 50% of their time outside their offices and classrooms (Hayes et al., 2004), m-learning can be a way of reaching them for  education and training. The mobile phone has several functions that educationists can take advantage of, such as identified messaging, imaging, games, business and media which are frequently offered content services. (Yerushalmy & Oshrat, 2004). 

Wikipedia (2008) highlights the scope of m-learning as including: children and students using handheld computers, Personal Data Assistants (PDAs) or handheld voting systems in a classroom or lecture theatre; using mobile devices to enhance group collaboration among students and instructors; and using a Pocket PC and on-the-job training for someone who accesses training on a mobile device ‘just in time’ to solve a problem or get an update. It also includes learning in museums or galleries with handheld technologies and the use of personal technology to support informal or lifelong learning, such as using handheld dictionaries and other devices for participation in education and providing audiovisual support to enhance training. Mobile phones allow students to learn at any time, anywhere and with any media – they have mobility, availability and flexibility (Yerushalmy & Oshrat, 2004), all of which are central elements in mobile learning (m-learning).
Mobile Telephony in Uganda

Uganda currently has four mobile service providers: Mobile Telephone Network (MTN), Uganda Telecom Limited (UTL), Warid Telecoms and Zain (formally CELTEL). These providers have reduced tariffs and introduced aggressive promotion plans such as ‘per second’ (Uganda Communications Commission (UCC), 2008). However, these providers do not indicate the role of mobile phones in advancing education in Uganda and there does not seem to be a deliberate effort by phone companies in the country to use mobile phones in higher education. 

According to UCC (2008), the number of mobile phone lines in use by September 2008 was 7,460,011. Also, Plus News (2008) reported that the UCC expected the number of mobile phone users to hit the six million mark by the end of 2008. The increasing trend in mobile telephone subscriptions is seen in the figure below:
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Figure 1:  Trends in mobile telephone subscriptions (September 2007–September 2008)
Source: UCC (2008)

Given this trend, and the fact that young people constitute 78% of Uganda’s population of about 27 million people (Population Census, 2002), the decision of Makerere University to introduce the DDE Broadcast System for SMS communication was timely and relevant since 96.6% of the students have mobile phones.
The DDE BROADCAST SYSTEM

This innovative internet-based software program was acquired from SOCNET Solutions Limited, a software development company in Uganda. The program has a capacity to send instant SMS messages to the mobile phones of students and to the email addresses they provide. It communicates with MTN and UTL, two of the four mobile service providers in the country, and these were the networks on which the program was piloted. The system can be compared to the Chikka Network in the Philippines (Mariano and De La Rosa, 2004). 

Benefits expected 
The acquisition of the system aimed to improve student support and access through enhancing communication between students and staff and ensuring that students do not miss out on important activities or even feel isolated, which may cause them to drop out. Kajumbula (2006) established that students’ access to mobile phone technology in the University is very high (96.6%) and therefore the mobile phone presents a very attractive option for easing communication between the students and the DDE. To facilitate the operation of the system, all  students were asked to submit their mobile phone numbers. 

A study was carried out to establish what the students wished to be sent to them and whether the program would work.

Students presented the following as the key types of information they wished to receive using SMS;
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 Figure 2:  Information students wished to receive through SMS
 Source: Kajumbula (2006)

 ‘Others’ included course units to be covered, timetables, fees updates, answers to questions on subject matter and new textbooks. From these responses, it is clear that the kind of information required covers critical areas in the life of a distance learner. This is in line with the findings in the Philippines where students, especially in modes of education like open learning and distance education that have less face-to-face and classroom interaction, use SMS and email to foster interaction and learning. As Pabico (2003) noticed, the use of these messaging systems in education has become an indispensable communication system and an important aspect of teaching and learning. Mobile phone users, especially youths, are willing to use their phones for learning (Yerushalmy and Oshrat, 2004;  Broddason, 2006).

Tutors and administrators commented that SMS communication can enhance both academic and administrative support to students. Students can know, for example, whether their marks are missing, the dates for tutorials, face-to-face sessions and examinations, and the venues and meeting times with research supervisors, which clearly enhances the effectiveness of communication between students and staff as Briggs and Smith (2001) also emphasized. SMS communication creates a one-to-one teaching/learning interaction as students can study the learning material for many hours and then pick a phone and send text messages to their tutors; and the tutors can then respond to the various queries raised by students. One tutor commented that;

SMS can be used to give students reminders about assignment questions and deadlines. I can also provide answers to questions especially short answers and answers to multiple-choice questions.

SMS therefore facilitates interaction among tutors, between tutors and administrators, between administrators and students, and among both students and administrators (Kajumbula, 2006). 

How Students Felt When They Received SMS from the Department

Since most learners are isolated, frustration is common. SMS deals with such feelings associated with isolation. The responses received showed that students have positive feelings when they receive messages from the department. Figure 3 below shows the categories of feelings identified:
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Figure 3:  How students felt when they received SMS from the department.

Source: Kajumbula (2006)

The largest number of responses (26.9%) related to ‘feeling connected to the university’, which  satisfies one of the objectives of student support – to reduce the ‘distance’ they feel as a result of being far from the main campus. Song (2008) confirmed that there can be significant improvements in learner performance and attitudes towards using SMS in learning. In a UK study, Lubega et al. (cited in Yerushalmy and Oshrat (2004) found that students felt positive about using the mobile phone for communication purposes specifically for group work, discussion, help offered to and from classmates, the receipt of personalized information, communication with the teacher and the issuing of spot quizzes.

CHALLENGES  IN FULL IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SYSTEM

The program was slow in uploading information to the extent that some students did not receive messages until almost an hour after they were sent, which could be attributed to the University’s limited bandwidth which now stands at 5 mbps. 

The system was introduced without thorough preparation and lacked a specific body to vet it. It remained at the level of an idea being piloted and its introduction, practicability and future were known to only a few people. As a result, many issues related to its procurement and final implementation remained unknown, prompting the software developers and suppliers to suspend it temporarily.

There is no policy guiding the implementation of m-learning in Makerere University. Although many tutors and administrators may be doing some work on mobile phones with students, there are no standard guidelines. When the program started to fail or slow down, there was no official procedure to handle the problems. 

The long procurement procedure discouraged the department from processing the formal acquisition. The Makerere University procurement system, which follows the Public Procurement And Disposal Of Public Assets Act, 2003 (PPDA, 2003), demands that every supplier must be pre-qualified, tenders have to be advertised, and the Procurement Committee has to sit and vet, select the best, request the firm to place an official order, receive the items, inspect them and then endorse them for full use by the requisitioning unit before payment is made – a process which can at times take as long as six months. Other similar suppliers had to be identified to allow competition even if their services had never been piloted.

Funding for full purchase, maintenance and full implementation of the program was a challenge. Since the program was to be purchased in the middle of the financial year, and as a special project, the funds could not be found easily. Also, maintenance of the program, renewing the license from the developers and upgrading it frequently had to be done at a cost the DDE could hardly meet.

The program has no provision for instant feedback on queries, the provision of which would improve usage and hence accessibility since consequences drive behaviour (Mallak, 2001). Without an original database of, say, frequently asked questions (FAQs), the program ended up as a one-way communication medium where only administrators communicated with students as and when they required or desired. 

Also, a lack of dedicated software experts to maintain the system presented difficulties. Although the DDE hires software experts, they are also engaged in other activities such as teaching and computer training, and so they had little time for maintaining the program which was developed by a private firm and they had limited knowledge about its software details.

In addition, the University lacked people to enter the initial massive data for all students and staff at the DDE at a low cost. The program requires that students’ particulars are entered into the system before it is implemented, including names, registration numbers, student numbers, email addresses, telephone numbers, the nearest university centre to where students are located and the courses they are studying. This had to be done student by student for all 7,000 students. Staff details of about 75 administrative and 256 academic staff also had to be entered. Data entry clerks had to be assigned and were probably paid a little more to enter that data even beyond normal working hours since introducing incentives can encourage use of a system (Mallak, 2001).

Furthermore, the program did not receive sufficient publicity among the staff members. Few used it for administrative purposes and none for academic purposes. There was therefore no justification for also using the program for academic support. 

Finally, some students in very remote areas preferred traditional communication mechanisms, which they insisted were more relevant, since the network is still poor and there is no electricity for charging phones. In a way, this could have led administrators to think that the program was of value to only a few students and that methods that benefit all students should be used.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

From this paper, it can be seen that SMS is a very useful data mode of mobile phone communication among students and administrators. Students on DE programs need information on results, face-to-face meetings, tests and exam venues and times, registration, coursework, tutorials, the fee structure, questions on various issues, including subject matter, and answers to them and new stocks of textbooks. The majority of the students have mobile phones and SMS communication can reduce the isolation they experience. When students receive SMS from the University, they feel special, grateful, glad, impressed and important and have free access to university services. 

DDE piloted an SMS software program to improve access and student support. However, the full  implementation of the program faced many challenges. It was slow in uploading information; was introduced without thorough preparation; lacked a policy guiding the implementation of m-learning; had a long procurement procedure which discouraged the department from processing its formal acquisition; and there were limited funds for full purchase, maintenance and full implementation. The program also had no provision for instant feedback on queries and so was not so welcome to both staff and students. The DDE also lacked dedicated full-time software experts to maintain the system and staff  to enter the initial massive data for all students and staff at the DDE at a low cost. In addition, the program did not receive enough publicity among the staff. Finally, some students in very remote areas preferred traditional communication mechanisms since the network was still poor and they lacked electricity for charging their phones. Therefore, the traditional methods of communication have had to be maintained together with the new system since some students cannot access SMS easily.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In the light of the above finding, the following recommendations are made:

· Considerable financial resources need to be put in place to fund contracts with service providers and DDE to set up call-centres. Funding needs to be solicited to enable the implementation of m-learning in the university’s activities.

· Further efforts to establish public-private partnerships should be pursued with service providers to allow the sending of multiple bulk SMS. Major funding also needs to be found for this purpose. 
· Dedicated staff should be given the duty of entering student particulars, tutor particulars and databases of information, and maintaining and upgrading the program.
· A database for frequently asked questions (FAQs) has to be set up for both administrative and academic aspects.
· The program should be fully acquired and formalized.

· The university administration should be lobbied to come up with a definite policy for m-learning. A step-by-step process has to be followed in implementing it, and staff and students have to be made fully aware of  developments. 
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