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INNOVATION IN ESL EDUCATION:  

MOBILE-LEARNING TECHNOLOGY

This presentation was prepared by an independent consulting firm for 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. While the data and analysis 
contained in this document were used to inform the foundation, it is not 
a representation of the current grantmaking strategy.

For more information on the foundationôs education strategy, please 
visit: www.gatesfoundation.org/education

http://www.gatesfoundation.org/education
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Agenda

Å What is the problem?

Å How can we innovate?

ÅWhat are other potential opportunities?
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What Is the Problem? 

The Adult ESL Population Is Enormously Underserved

Unmet Need

 Course Enrollments

Limited English Proficient
(LEP) Population

20.7MM

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
P

e
rc

e
n
t 
o
f 
T

o
ta

l 
L
E

P
s

Sizing the Gap between Demand and
Supply for ESL Courses among LEP Adults  

Note: Includes U.S. LEP Population 18 years and older; LEP defined as speaking English less than ñVery wellò; Acute LEP are those that speak English ñNot at allò or ñNot wellò

Source: NCES; US Census Bureau; 2005 National Household Education Survey: Adult Education; Business Wire (9/07); Parthenon Ph ase I Survey (n=70)
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Additional
Funding
Required
To Meet
Unmet
Need

Tuition, Charitable
Contributions,

Foundations, Other

Current
Government

Funding

Yearly Funding
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What Is the Problem?

Public Spend per LEP

$46
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Annual U.S. Government ESL 
Spending per LEP (2007)

Source: U.S. Department of Education; U.S. Office of Vocational and Adult Educations; U.S. Census; NCES

Mitigants to Near - Term
Increases in Funding Levels

Å Difficult political climate for 
immigrants

- Comprehensive Immigration 
Reform Act of 2007 died in the 
Senate after a filibuster

- States cracking down on illegal 
immigrants: denying in -state 
tuition and state financial aid, not 
issuing driverôs licenses

Å No federal funding directed 
specifically to ESL

- States free to distribute federal 
funding between the two elements 
of Adult Education (Adult Basic Ed. 
and ESL) as they see fit

Å State caps and restrictions limit 
funding growth

- States are required to match at 
least 25% of the federal funding 
allocation, but the actual levels of 
state matching vary widely

- Some states, like California, 
enforce an annual growth cap on 
adult school funding

Adult ESL Funding (2007)

Narrowing the gap between supply and demand through increasing 
available seats is unlikely due to budget and funding issues

Unmet Need Is Driven by Funding Constraints
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What Is the Problem?

A clear relationship exists between both income and the poverty line and the level of English proficiency; 
a similar relationship does not hold for the unemployed or those not in the labor force
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Poverty 
Level
(Not at All)

171 194 203 232

Poverty Index by English 
Proficiency and Educational Attainment

Hence the Need to Prioritize a Target Population ïThose with the 

Greatest Need Who Will Most Benefit from ESL Training

Note: Poverty line based on U.S. Census calculations based on family size and household income; Poverty line=100, most federa l p rograms accept up to 130 or 185
Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey; Parthenon Analysis 
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Lifetime Earning Potential of Target Population (Less than High School)

Well

Not well

Not at all

Level of Spoken English

Lifetime Earning 
Potential Improvement

$176K

$210K

Amount of 
Increase*

Percent 
Increase

22%

21%

Note: Lifetime earning potential includes age 18 -64;* From previous LEP level
Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey; Parthenon Analysis 

Lifetime Earning Potential of Target Population (With HS Degree)

Amount of 
Increase*

Total 
Lifetime 
Earnings

Total 
Lifetime 
Earnings

$871K

$803K

By Focusing on the Employed, There Is Potential For Significant 

Impact on Lifetime Earnings by Improving English Ability
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What Is the Problem?

Unemployed

Not in
Labor Force

(Retired)

Not in
Labor
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(Working
Age)

Employed
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Overall Employment
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Projected Growth in Target Population (2006 - 2016F)

This Employed Target Population Consists of ~5.1MM Adults Who 

Speak English ñNot at Allò or ñNot Wellò; At Current Funding 

Levels, this Number will Continue to Grow

5.1MM

Note: Target population consists of employed, acute LEP population with high school diploma or less, ages 18 and older
Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey; Parthenon Analysis 
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What Is the Problem?

Hence, Parthenon proposes a prioritized approach for the Gates Foundation:

Priority I: Design a product to meet the needs of the ñNot at Allò adult employed population 

Priority II: Investment in high potential existing technologies to increase access to 
instruction for the ñNot Wellò population
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Q: For Adult ESL students, rate the productôs effectiveness on a scale of 1 
to 7 where 1 is ñNot at all effectiveò and 7 is ñExtremely effectiveò

Intermediate
Adult ESL

("Not well")

Beginner
Adult
ESL

("Not
at All")

Students are
unfamiliar with

how to use computers

Difficult for
students to learn
multiple skills at

once on the computer
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Q: Rate the following statements on a scale 
of 1 to 7 where 1 is ñCompletely 
disagreeò and 7 is ñCompletely agreeò 

Source:  Parthenon Phase II Survey, n=76

Increased Efficiency Through More Innovative Technology Is 

Most Needed with ñNot at Allò Population
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Agenda

ÅWhat is the problem?

Å How can we innovate?

ÅWhat are other potential opportunities?
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How Can We Innovate?

Common Sense Dictates the Necessary Components to this 

Solution

Solution Components What We Heard

Reduces classroom time 
through blended learning 
component

ÅAllows reduction in classroom 
time by 75%

ñI know itôs possible, Iôve seen it.ò
- University Professor

ñIt is certainly possible to reduce classroom time with the use of mobile 
technology.ò 
- University Professor

Flexible and convenient ÅAbility to learn English during 
downtime (e.g., on bus, at 
home, etc.) and at own pace

ñStudents can go at their own pace and on their own timeéthis will give students 
who canôt make class regularly a way to learn.ò
- Adult Literacy Provider

Targets employed individuals ÅRelationship between level of 
English and income helps 
define target pop.; class 
scheduling should be 
conducive to the employed

ñWeôve seen proof of higher rates of promotion and performance due to English 
Language Learning. The employers we work with will tell you this definitively.ò 
ïtechnology -based ESL Provider

Low - Cost ÅLeverage existing 
infrastructure and tools

ñAnything for these students should be easy to use, and cheap!ò
- University Professor

Personalized ÅMonitor student use of 
application and engagement

ñIt can help to individualize learning but must be simple ïjust push a button.ò
- Public Library Representative

Interactive ÅCritical component of 
learning a language (e.g., 
pronunciation, confidence)

ñAnyone can figure out how to use a cell phone; if this technology could go onto 
cell phones, people world -wide could learn English.ò
- Community College Program Director

User - friendly ÅSimplicity and ease of use is 
key for adoption purposes

ñMany of our students, even low-level, already use hand -held devices like cell 
phones to communicate. Using Web 3.0 apps to give students more time with the 
lessons just seems like a natural extension of a skill they already have.ò
- Community College Professor

Pedagogy that addresses key 
ESL Learning areas (e.g., life 
skills, job skills, civics, etc.)

ÅLessons should focus on 
building skills that are most 
relevant to the learner

ñShould have lots of listening and repeating sequences or listening and matching 
activities; any type of tool must include life skills and be culturally sensitive.ò
- CBO Representative

Prescriptive program driving 
curriculum

ÅMust set complete curriculum 
(vs. solely a supplemental 
tool) in order to gain traction  

ñIf the content is scaffolded , and the technology is intuitive and easy to use, there 
is no reason why lower levels of students couldn't use it.ò
- Community College Program Director

Description

Source:  Parthenon Analysis; Parthenon Interviews
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No Current Domestic Technologies Meet These Hurdles 

CD- ROM 
Software

ÅSupplemental tools offering 
practice problems and quizzes 
as well as more structured 
curriculum -based programs

ÅRosetta Stone

ÅPearson ELLIS

Online 
Practice 
Tools

ÅPrimarily supplemental tools 
offering practice problems and 
quizzes, games and activities

Å4esl.org

ÅTESL.org -
Teachers of ESL

Electronic 
Dictionaries

ÅOnline or handheld tools 
popular to expand vocabulary 
and practice pronunciation

ÅECTACO Partner 
EW800/ITravl

Interactive 
Web Portal

ÅNewer products package 
learning in a multimedia 
experience

ÅUSA Learns

Social 
Networking 
Sites

ÅNetworking sites allow ELLs to 
interact with native speakers 
to practice pronunciation and 
other skills

ÅLiveMocha

ÅSharedTalk

ÅSoziety

Hand - held 
Learning 
Tools

ÅNewer products offer similar 
services in a hand -held format, 
letting ELLs practice skills 
more often

ÅSed de Saber

Cell Phones
ÅCell phone -based mobile 

learning initiatives offer ESL 
instruction

ÅMETU (Turkey)

ÅPraxis (China)

ÅAthabasca 
University (Can)

ÅTribal Edu. (UK)

Does Not 
Require 

Computer
Description

Does Not 
Require 
Literacy 

Examples
User -

Friendly
InteractiveLow Cost

Does not meet criteria

Meets criteria

How Can We Innovate? 

Allows Study 
Flexibility 

Source:  Parthenon Analysis

However, innovative solutions are in development internationally; a cell
phone initiative is the most logical solution to fit the problem
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Dr. Kursat Cagiltay, 
Middle East Technical 
University - Turkey

ÅMobile phone -based ESL program for 
high school students 

- Use MMS (teaching) and SMS 
(quizzes) to teach vocabulary and 
pronunciation

ÅMobile phones found to be more effective than computers 
or hand -outs (attributed to convenience factor) in a 
controlled experiment

Tribal Education & 
Technology (M - learning) 
- UK 

ÅEducational software specializing in 
M- learning technologies (e.g.,. mobile 
phones, pocket PCs, online tools, etc.)

ÅUsed for self - learners, classrooms, or blended learning

ÅTargets immigrants

Praxis (EnglishPod, 
ChinesePod) - China

ÅPrimarily podcast -based product

ÅEnglishPod product is particularly 
business -English focused

ÅUse of podcasts have shown remarkable increases in 
popularity

- ChinesePod is receiving over 300k unique visitors 
per month online

Athabasca University (M -
learning) - Canada

ÅUse mobile phones as the primary 
component of ESL learning 

ÅCurriculum designed as a review of 
grammar principles in a typical 
beginning ESL course

ÅLowest - level ESL students realized the biggest proficiency 
increases in pre - and post - testing

ÅTeacher provides 30 minutes of training on how to use 
mobile phone

ÅInternet -based content accessed through proxy server on 
3G capable phones ($50 phones provided to students)

University of Tokushima 
ïJapan

ÅUse of PDAs, GPS and RFID tags to 
teach English to foreign students

ÅSupports language learning outside classroom through 
informal learning and providing real life tasks to students

ÅHelps learner memorize vocabularies by using RFID tags 
to display information

Description Insights / Key Observations

How Can We Innovate?

Source:  Parthenon Analysis; NYT article (2/17/08)

These Innovations Are Occurring Primarily Internationally and 

Are in Their Nascent Stages

These initiatives provide proof that it is possible to use technology - particularly 
cell phones ïto further enable ESL learning
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Additional
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How Can We Innovate? 

Cell Phone Penetration for 
ñNot at Allò Target Population

A Cell -Phone Initiative Has the Capability to Address Key Needs; 

Over 75% of ñNot at Allò Target Population Has Access to a Cell 

Phone in Their Home ïPenetration Will Continue to Increase

Source: Parthenon Phone Survey, n=100; Pew Foundation Annual Report 

Flexible and 
Convenient

Visual 
learning

Interactive

Low - cost

Writing and 
Reading

Oral learning

There is room for increased cell phone penetration for this target
population, indicating potential opportunity for carrier participation

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://mindoh.files.wordpress.com/2007/11/cell-phone.jpg&imgrefurl=http://mindoh.wordpress.com/2007/11/16/texting-culture-do-american-kids-need-a-text-message-diet/&h=500&w=310&sz=21&hl=en&start=158&tbnid=lYGHIH2RBSlrGM:&tbnh=130&tbnw=81&prev=/images?q=cell+phones&start=140&gbv=2&ndsp=20&hl=en&sa=N
http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dexigner.com/detail/files/8722.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.dexigner.com/design_news/7175.html&h=1102&w=1024&sz=146&hl=en&start=6&tbnid=pRinmalEsEwaiM:&tbnh=150&tbnw=139&prev=/images?q=cell+phones+texting&gbv=2&hl=en
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How Can We Innovate? 

Cell Phone Functionality Is Advancing Rapidly

Current Functionality
Future Functionality

(next 2 years)

Low - end 
Cell 
Phones

ÅVoice capabilities 

ÅText messaging

ÅLow intensity single player games

ÅBasic speech recognition

ÅPhoto - taking ability (camera)

ÅMulti -player video games

ÅSpeech recognition

ÅMultimedia Messaging Service 
(MMS)

ÅPodcasting (MP3 player)

ÅOther?

High - end 
Cell 
Phones

ÅVoice capabilities

ÅText messaging

ÅMultimedia Messaging Service 
(MMS)

ÅMulti -player video games

ÅSpeech recognition

ÅPodcasting (MP3 player)

ÅStreaming video

ÅGraphically intense multi -player 
video games

ÅLive TV

ÅApplications ranging from 
educational or financial 
transactions to communication 
platforms

ÅGreater web functionality

Only
purchased

current
cell phone

3+ Years

Between
1-3

Years

Every
Year

Cell Phone
Replacement Cycle

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

P
e
rc

e
n

t 
o
f 
T

o
ta

l

Replacement Cycle for 
Target Population

Owning Cell Phone (2007)

Approximately 70% of our target population will replace their cell phone 
within the next 3 years

Source: Parthenon Phone Survey, n=100; Parthenon Interviews; Cell Phone Carrier Websites

Type of cell phone 
predominantly used by target 
population
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How Can We Innovate? 

M-Learning Can Drive a Blended Learning Program 

ÅOrganization buys 
a set number of 
ñM- Learningò 
program 
subscriptions from 
supplier

ÅOrganization 
prioritizes 
employed learners 
with rationale 
being that there 
are modules 
specific to the 
employed

ÅOrganization 
assigns 
subscriptions to 
students enrolled 
in ESL classes

Organizations
Enroll in 
Program

Students Are 
Assisted

in Setting Up 
Cell Phones

Teacher Leads
Integration
of Program

Students Use Program 
for Duration of Class;

Ongoing Teacher Review 
of Student Data

Class Ends
and

Subscription
Expires

ÅStudents register 
the program on 
their phone with a 
unique ID / 
password

ÅStudents increase 
the minutes or data 
plan on their cell 
phone, if necessary

ÅStudents are 
assisted in cell 
phone learning 
orientation (est. ½ -
1hr. required for 
cell phone module 
explanation at 
beginning of 
course)

ÅTeacher oversees 
classroom and cell 
phone coursework 

ÅTeacher sets 
expectations 
around use of 
program outside 
of class; deadlines 
for cell phone 
work are enforced 
with class time 
component

Å Students use M -Learning 
outside of class time

- Spend ~25% of their 
time in class

- Spend ~75% of their 
time working with the cell 
phone program

Å Teachers monitor student 
progress on cell phone 
program

- Real- time data available 
to shape in -class 
instruction

- Early identification of 
problems/issues for 
specific students

ÅProgram 
subscription ends 
and students can 
no longer access 
program

ÅTeacher has 
access to 
ñsummaryò of 
student use / 
performance data 
for duration of 
program

Potential Program Flow:


