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Preface

We are pleased to publish the Proceedings of the 28th Annual Conference of the Asian Association of Open 

Universities (AAOU 2014).

The theme of the Conference, Advancing Open and Distance Learning: Research and Practices, highlights the 

common goal of the Asian Association of Open Universities (AAOU) and its member institutions, which 

is to facilitate and achieve advancements in open and distance education (ODE) on the solid basis of 

research findings and through sharing best practices. You will find that the papers of these proceedings 

serve this goal very well. They report research and share practices under at least one of the following 

sub-themes:

review process by the International Programme Committee. The papers are representative of the latest 

studies by administrators, academics and researchers in the field and provide a good overview of the 

most recent developments in ODE.

We would like to thank all authors for their contributions. We are also grateful to members of the 

AAOU 2014 Academic Programme Sub-committee and the Secretariat for their diligence in securing a 



large number of paper submissions from a broad range of countries and completing the review of these 

many submissions within a tight schedule. We extend our thanks to staff of the Educational Technology 

and Publishing Unit of the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK) for their design, administration 

and production support for these proceedings. We are also obliged to the dedicated staff of the OUHK 

University Research Centre for their untiring and efficient logistical support in handling the papers. 

the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) for their sponsorship 

support to many delegates to attend the Conference.
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The potential of mobile phones  
to transform teacher professional development 

Christopher S Walsh 
Torrens University 
Adelaide, Australia 

Clare Woodward, Mike Solly and Prithvi Shrestha 
The Open University 

Milton Keynes, United Kingdom 

 
Abstract 
Futures thinking is used by governments to consider long-term strategic approaches and develop 
policies and practices that are potentially resilient to future uncertainty. English in Action (EIA), 
arguably the world’s largest English language teacher professional development (TPD) project, 
used futures thinking to author possible, probable and preferable future scenarios to solve the 
project’s greatest technological challenge: how to deliver audio-visual TPD materials and 
hundreds of classroom audio resources to 75,000 teachers by 2017. Authoring future scenarios 
and engaging in possibility thinking (PT) provided us with a taxonomy of question-posing and 
question-responding that assisted the project team in being creative. This process informed the 
successful pilot testing of a mobile phone-based technology kit to deliver TPD resources within an 
open distance learning (ODL) platform. Taking the risk and having the foresight to trial mobile 
phones in remote rural areas with teachers and students led to unforeseen innovation. As a result 
EIA is currently using a mobile phone-based technology kit with 12,500 teachers to improve the 
English language proficiency of 700,000 students. As the project scales up in its third and final 
phase, we are using the new technology kit—known as the ‘trainer in your pocket’—to foster a 
‘quiet revolution’ in the provision of teacher professional development at scale to an additional 
67,500 teachers and 10 million students. 
 
Keywords: Futures thinking, School Based Professional Development (SBPD) model, Teacher 
Professional Development (TPD), Mobile phones, Open distance learning (ODL) 
 
Introduction  
 
Futures studies has been formalised in educational, industrial and government fields to 
forecast potential alternative futures to a ‘probable’ future to ensure a higher probability of 
‘success’. Futures thinking’s scenario method of postulating different possible futures 
encourages collaboration to consider plausible alternatives to the status quo, or what is 
likely ‘probable’ in the future.  The approach is fluid and sees the future as a problem to 
be solved, explicitly linked to actions in the present.  Through the authoring and critique 
of probable, possible and preferable future scenarios, English in Action (EIA) was 
empowered to explore and pilot mobile phone technologies to build an alternative vision 
of the future that we could work for in the present.  EIA’s vision of the future was 
unequivocally premised on the implementation of a sustainable and robust large scale 
School Based Professional Development (SBPD) model capable of improving the English 
language competence of nearly 10 million Bangladeshi school children and 75,000 
English teachers from 2009 to 2017. 
 There are few examples of international development projects using mobile phones to 
deliver TPD. Current research around using mobile phones for TPD tends to focus on 
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development of the awareness of the potential of mobile devices for learning (Schuck et 
al., 2013), using tablets in challenging educational contexts (Onguko, 2014) or changing 
teacher attitudes towards the use of mobile phones in teaching (Ekanayake and Wishart, 
2014).  Presently, EIA is successfully providing an innovative SBPD model that leverages 
the power of mobile phones to make audio-visual TPD materials and classroom resources 
available to 12,500 teachers and nearly 700,000 students through and ODL platform 
(Power et al., 2012; Shrestha, 2013; Walsh et al, 2013).  Over the next three years the 
project will deliver this TPD through the SBPD model to an additional 67,500 teachers 
and nearly 10 million students.  

 
English in Action (EIA) 
 
The importance of using information and communication technologies (ICTs) to learn 
English and to improve the social and economic prospects of all Bangladeshis—
particularly those living in poverty—is a Bangladesh government priority. As a result, 
English in Action (EIA), a nine-year (2008-2017) English language teaching education 
program striving to improve the communicative English language skills of 25 million 
Bangladeshis was launched in 2008. The project is dedicated to changing English 
language learning by making it more student-centred, thereby potentially changing lives 
un the future because students will be able to communicate in English at levels enabling 
them to participate more fully in economic and social opportunities. The collaborative 
project1 is funded by UKaid from the Department for International Development (DfID) 
and works closely with the Government of Bangladesh’s Ministry of Primary and Mass 
Education (MoPME) and the Ministry of Education (MoE).  
 

 
Figure 1: English in Action's (EIA) logo and slogan 

EIA’s School Based Professional Development (SBPD) model 
EIA’s School Based Professional Development (SBPD) model is an innovative form of 
TPD that assists teachers in learning and applying new English language teaching 
practices in the classrooms, schools and communities where they work. Through 
supported school-based ODL supported by a diversity of mediated authentic videos 
(MAVs) (Woodward et al 2014.) and audio classroom resources accessible on teachers’ 
mobile phones, or the ‘trainer in your pocket’ (Walsh et al., 2013), the classroom becomes 
the nexus of learning (Walsh and Power, 2011). EIA’s SBPD model stands out because it 
is an efficacious mobile learning solution for the field of international development that 
does not leave teachers on their own to make sense of ODL materials and TPD resources. 
Teachers learn how to access and use EIA’s resources while receiving support from a 
teacher-partner within their school, a community of teacher colleagues from their upazilas 
(sub-districts) and through bi-monthly project cluster meetings across 16 months. This 
bespoke program assists teachers in developing, supporting and sustaining new 

                                                           
1 For more information on EIA’s partners see http://www.eiabd.com/eia/index.php/abouts/project-partners  
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communicative and student-centred pedagogic practices while simultaneously improving 
their own English language proficiency.   
  

 
Figure 2: EIA's SBPD model (Walsh and Power, 2011) 

 Participation in new classroom activities is at the heart of teachers’ TPD with EIA’s 
SBPD model. Teachers are able to view, review and tryout new teaching practices 
exemplified by peer teachers who have themselves been participants in the project.  There 
are two additional layers of support helping teachers in carrying out these new activities: 
‘support in school’; and ‘beyond the school. ‘Support in school’ includes an extensive 
collection of audio resources for primary students, directly aligned with Bangladesh’s 
national English textbook English for Today books 1 – 5 (NCTB, 2013).  In total there are 
currently 452 audio lessons for the primary classroom. There are 190 audio resources for 
secondary classroom which include audio recordings of many stories, dialogues, passages 
and poems from English for Today books 6-10. Additional support in school is provided 
by the head teachers (HT) and through peer support as two teachers from each selected 
school attends the 16 month cycle of EIA’s SBPD. ‘Support beyond the school’ includes 
peer support, cluster meetings and wider project support including school visits, 
knowledge sharing and a FaceBook page2.   
 
EIA’s developmental research  
EIA’s developmental research was carried out with 700 teachers from government schools 
across 21 of Bangladesh’s upazilas (2008–2011). Two thirds of these teachers worked in 
primary schools and one-third in secondary. Approximately 80% of all EIA schools were 
in rural areas with limited or no access to electricity. The developmental research helped 
the project explore the use of mobile technologies or eLearning for English teachers’ TPD 
and the delivery of audio resources for classroom use (Walsh, 2011).  

EIA’s development research (2009-2010) provided extensive audio and visual 
resources to primary and secondary English teachers through a technology kit with either 
                                                           
2 https:/ /www.facebook.com/EnglishInActionBangladesh  
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the Apple iPod Nano (for primary teachers) or iPod Touch (for secondary teachers), both 
with portable rechargeable speakers. The iPods were chosen because the project believed 
the teachers would find the use of the Apple MP3 players relatively easy. Although iPods 
were more expensive than other devices available at the time, they were chosen because 
they had the functionalities the project believed necessary to provide teacher TPD through 
an ODL platform supported by EIA’s SBPD model.  These crucial resources, played on 
portable rechargeable speakers, were also chosen because they were thought to have the 
best possible chance of improving the communicative English proficiencies of both 
students and teachers.  
 
Challenges 
Although the pilot phase was successful in terms of the iPods used for teachers’ TPD, 
there were considerable challenges reported. Teachers experienced difficulty trying out 
and incorporating the new student-centred pedagogy demonstrated in the TPD resources, 
even though these were also introduced in cluster meetings. A significant technological 
challenge was that many teachers found it extremely difficult to charge both the iPod and 
portable speaker—in addition to their own mobile phones—due to the intermittent 
availability of electricity across Bangladesh.  But the most significant technological 
challenge the project encountered was the high cost of the iPod Nano and Touch. These 
Mp3 players are too expensive to provide to 12,500 teachers in the current upscaling phase 
(2012-2015) and to an additional 67,500 teachers by 2017.   
 
Thinking differently about the future 
 
Mindful of the success of the developmental research EIA knew that its SBPD model that 
leveraged the powered and flexibility MP3 players within an ODL platform to deliver 
TPD was viable and responded to the realities of Bangladesh. More importantly the 
research confirmed the viability of such an approach at scale with tens of thousands of 
teachers. The project’s initial success was a catalyst that pushed us to creatively think and 
act ‘outside of the box’ to collaboratively overcome our technological and pedagogical 
challenges. Futures thinking’s (Bell, 1997; Sardar, 1999; Slaughter, 2005) scenario 
method alongside foresight exercises (Cascio, 2009) and possibility thinking (Craft, 2001) 
guided EIA researchers in Dhaka in authoring scenarios for ‘possible’ and ‘preferable’ 
futures over a ‘probable’ future. This assisted us in solving EIA’s technological challenge 
within the project’s budget constraints (Monodol and Walsh, 2011).  

Using futures thinking alongside possibility thinking (PT) encouraged us to ask ‘what 
if’ and ‘as if’ questions, “refusing to be stumped by circumstances but being imaginative 
in order to find a way around a problem” (Craft, 2000, p. 3).  By engaging in possibility 
thinking we drew on our “little ‘c’ creativity” or what Craft (2001) refers to as our ability 
to cope with change in the 21st century.  Our possibility thinking was powerful and helped 
us to think differently about the future—and to foster our creativity—to find a way to 
overcome our technological challenge within the project’s budget.  We individually asked 
‘what if’ questions that were open to different possibilities that we could develop further:  

 

• ‘What if we can’t find MP3 players that have screens to view the TPD resources 
at cost?’ 

• ‘What can we do with the mobile phones teachers already have?’ 
• ‘What if teachers can access the internet on their own mobile phones in 2014? Or 

2017?’ and 
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•  ‘What if smart phones with enough storage to hold EIA’s resources were 
common across Bangladesh by 2017?” 

 
Then we came together to engage in the process of collaboratively sharing our questions 
and problem-posing and problem-finding to engage in divergent and convergent thinking.  
To answer our ‘what if questions, we scanned the world for multiple perspectives, past 
and present, from researchers, teachers, electronic vendors and individuals. These diverse 
perspectives, essentially factors or drivers of what might happen or come to be in 
Bangladesh, helped us explore how our ‘what if’ questions could be answered to address 
the challenges we were confronted with. 
 
Authoring future scenarios 
The collaborative authoring of scenarios—resulting from our possibility thinking—
encouraged knowledge exchange and the development of a deeper understanding of the 
central issues and factors inherent in the technological challenge EIA faced. We authored 
three future scenarios to help guide the development of a new technology kit pilot study to 
choose the best possible kit to deliver EIA’s TPD resources to 12,500 teachers through 
2015. Below we present our probable and preferable future scenarios. We thought deeply 
about what actions we would need to achieve in the present, to bring about our preferable 
future and avoid the probable future.  This stance allowed us to reinforce what EIA was 
already doing well and build on the project’s success in delivering TPD. 
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Low-cost mobile phone pilot study 
 
EIA was conceptualised to intentionally address issues of scale, embedding and quality for 
the present and future across rural and urban contexts. Budget constraints of 6000 
Bangladeshi Taka (BDT) per teacher (£60) mandated that EIA construct multiple kits to 
field test and pilot for the current upscaling phase (2012-2015), while also thinking post 
2015 when there will much less funding available for the approximately 67,500 teachers 
to whom EIA will still be required to provide a robust program of TPD.  Drawing on our 
preferable future scenario and the result of our possibility thinking, we chose 2 low-cost 
alphanumeric mobile phones with 4GB micro SD cards and portable rechargeable 
speakers and an SD card and portable rechargeable speakers to pilot as three separate kits 
from March to September (2011) in two rural upazilas.  The results of the mobile phone 
based technology kit were extremely successful with pilot study teachers overwhelmingly 
reporting satisfaction and success using the kits with their students. This resulted in EIA 
assembling a new technology kit that was distributed to 12,500 teachers (January - June 
2014) across Bangladesh.  The kit (Figure 2) consists of the Nokia C1-01 (£35) mobile 
phone, a portable rechargeable Lane amplifier/speaker (£25) and all of EIA’s TPD 
materials and classroom audio resources on 4 GB micro SD cards (£2).  The kit has 
affectionately become known as the ‘trainer in your pocket’ 
 

 
Figure 3: EIA’s mobile-phone based technology kit known as “the trainer in your pocket” 
 
EIA’s ‘trainer in your pocket’ 
 
Following the success of the pilot studies, all of EIA’s TPD materials were revised for use 
with the new mobile phone-based ‘trainer in your pocket’. We illustrate how the ‘trainer in 
your pocket’ is used in two examples of ODL.  The first explicitly illustrates how teachers 
are presented with TPD resources, in the form of mediated authentic videos (MAVs).  The 
second outlines EIA’s bespoke English for Specific Purposes (ESP) program, English 
Learning for Teachers (EL4T) which aims to increase teachers’ communicative English 
language proficiency and teaching practices by providing ESP instruction directly related 
to the national textbook.. 
 
Teacher TPD delivered through ODL on low-cost mobile phones 
Each primary and secondary teacher received the new technology kit and an EIA produced 
Teacher Guide.  The teacher TPD materials are centred on the MAVs and supported by the 
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print Teachers’ Guide.  The TPD materials are divided into 8 modules and each 
emphasises the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. The MAVs are 
authentic classroom based TPD films illustrating examples of student-centred English 
teaching lessons that emphasise a communicative approach using the government 
textbook 

Each of the MAVs start with a female narrator, who is the ‘expert’ voice introducing 
each TPD focus of the module. What makes EIA’s MAV resources for TPD innovative is 
that the narrator first sets a ‘viewing task’ prior to the teachers watching the video and 
then poses reflective questions for them to consider and respond to after practising similar 
techniques in their own classroom. The expert voice of the narrator enables EIA to move 
away from the default cascade model of large-scale professional development where 
information is passed down from the original author, through a range of master trainers, 
eventually reaching the teacher in an often ‘diluted’ form (Robbins and Latchem, 2003).  

 

 
Figure 4:EIA’s narrator presenting the TPD through a MAV 

To understand how the ‘trainer in your pocket works’ for teacher TPD we provide an 
example from the EIA produced Secondary Teacher Guide: Secondary Teaching and 
Learning from Module 8 entitled ‘Looking back and moving forwards’.  For Module 8, 
there are 3 video clips, 4 audio files and a ‘Teachers Talking’ audio file for extended 
reflection on practice. In the first film, the narrator introduces the module (Figure 3):   
 

 
 
This is followed by a film of the classroom with the students reviewing vocabulary from 
an earlier lesson and the teacher introducing new vocabulary that they will encounter 
(Figures 4 and 5) in their texts. The teacher then writes 3 questions on the board and asks 
the students to read a story and look for the answers to these questions. Afterwards 
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students switch papers and correct their partner’s answers. There are over 60 female 
students in the classroom.   

 
Afterwards the narrator comes back on and says: 
 

 

 
Figure 5: communicative English 

teaching 

 
Figure 6: Students engaging in 

communicative English 
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The video then continues with students writing their own questions and asking their 
partners to answer them before the teacher invites selected students to ask their questions 
to the whole class. 

The video narrator then comes back on and summarises what the teachers have viewed 
and focuses on the idea of ‘recycling language’ and the communicative English language 
learning activities the students engaged in: 
 

 
 
English Language for Teachers (EL4T) 
English language teachers in Government and non-Government schools in Bangladesh are 
non-native speakers of English. As a result, their communicative English language 
proficiency is low. Thus, many English teachers use the Grammar Translation Method of 
teaching. This method does not focus on teaching students how to communicate in English 
(Prator and Celce-Murcia, 1979); rather teachers ‘translate’ the text using Bangla focusing 
on meaning, rather than communication.  In order to address this challenge, EIA 
developed an innovative ODL course called English Language for Teachers (EL4T) for 
both primary and secondary English language teachers (Shrestha, 2012). 

EL4T is an ODL self-study English for Specific Purposes (ESP) course, with audio files 
accessible through micro SD cards on teachers’ mobile phones that are used alongside a 
print guide. EL4T was designed to provide teachers with access to the ESP demands of 
Bangladesh’s national textbook series, English for Today. EL4T does this by explicitly 
focusing on speaking and listening skills that take into account functional English 
language, structures and vocabulary of direct relevance to communicative classroom 
teaching. EL4T contains two sets of bilingual (Bangla and English) audio and print-based 
materials for to use at their own pace. There is a total of 60 hours of ODL activities for 
both primary and secondary teachers.  
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Fostering a ‘quiet revolution’ in the provision of teacher professional development 
 
The previous examples illustrate how EIA is using the ‘trainer in your pocket’ for large-
scale teacher professional development within a SBPD model and for self-study within an 
ODL platform. Paramount to EIA’s TPD is that teachers can revisit the videos to view 
successful student-centred teaching practices in classrooms similar to their own. 
Afterwards, they can compare and reflect upon EIA’s TPD resources alongside their 
uptake of student centred communicative English language teaching practices. We 
collaboratively problematised the ‘probable’ future on offer because we deeply care about 
the future of all children, particularly children in Bangladesh.  Drawing on our ‘little-c 
creativity’ we thought differently about how to leverage the power of mobile phones to 
co-create more sustainable educative futures with the Bangladeshis teachers and students 
we work with.  

We argue the use of the ‘trainer in your pocket’ with in the SBPD model—the result of 
collaborative futures thinking—is working to foster a ‘quiet revolution’ (Chappell et al. 
2011, 150) in the provision of TPD at scale in Bangladesh. This is because researchers 
within EIA engaged in possibility thinking to co-construct possible futures to challenge 
current assumptions about the technological and pedagogical future of Bangladesh. We 
did this to provoke other pathways than what was to likely happen in the ‘probable’ future.   

We believe our approach is ‘changing learning and changing lives’ because over time, 
we have witnessed noticeable changes in the creative community of teachers and students 
we have been lucky enough to work with.  For example, Bangladeshi teachers are using 
their own ‘little c creativity’ to maximise the learning potential of the ‘trainer in your 
pocket’.  As the project scales up in its final phase, we are certain all stakeholders can 
engage in the collaborative, collective and co-creative endeavour needed—that assumes 
commitment to excellence and engaged involvement (Chappell, Walsh and Craft, 2013)—
to institutionalise all of EIA’s TPD resources, making them open educational resources 
(OERs).  Thus, with the rapid changes in technology, teachers across Bangladesh will 
have access to the pedagogical resources they need to challenge the status quo as they 
themselves engage in possibility thinking to transition from what is to what might be 
through ‘what if?’ and ‘as if’ thinking. (Craft, 2012, p. 182).  
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