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OUR TOWN

Towards Creative Mobile Learning in
Community Focused Place-Based Education

Angela Gerrard

Introduction

The use of quick response (QR) codes to provide information at tourist destina-
tions and sites of historical interest is a well-established practice in towns and
cities, as is the practice of businesses using them to display advertisements (Pillai,
Prakash, Al-Marhoobi, & Shrivastava, 2017, Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme 2015).
Similar codes are also used by some tech-savvy teachers: QR codes linked to
photos and videos of work are printed and attached to pupils’ workbooks, QR
codes on classroom doors lead to the book of the week or a short video about the
current topic. The codes provide an easy bridge between the physical and digital
worlds, “connecting real world experiences with virtual ones” (Kossey et al.,
2015).

Our Town is an attempt to utilize mobile learning in combination with place-
based learning to either augment the existing educational features within a town
or to create new geographically linked learning resources by adding challenges
and showcases of content accessed via mobile devices. However, far from being
an academically driven project with standard text multiple choice questions
written by education professionals, the project obtains its challenges and content
from sources such as local schools, local community groups, arts projects, a ram-
blers’ association and a handful of independent businesses. Inevitably some of
these engagements have not always gone to plan and the following chapters detail
both the successes and the pitfalls of the work so far. The high levels of interest
and engagement by local stakeholders in the project combined with the accessi-
bility and the ease of use is seen as a positive indicator for not only the longevity
of the project but also the educational value of it to the communities who
implement the model.
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In our local park in Pontypridd, Wales, a code at the bandstand links to a video
of a brass band playing and a collection of stories from local residents recounting
the music they have played or listened to in that place. Another code links to a
series of ever-changing challenges associated with the bandstand; musical com-
position, an exercise in hypothetical event planning, the mathematics of the cir-
cular structure and paths leading to it, the history of public entertainment in
parks, the science of acoustics. Over at the playpark, primary school classes are
challenged to see how many people can fit on a giant see-saw; then taken to the
trees, to collect and sort sticks and leaves of varying sizes into sets; and on to the
war memorial to reflect on the reasons for war and poppies and to see the photos
and hear the stories told by their grandparents; and finally to the historic Old
Bridge, a collection of artwork and poems written by schoolchildren.

Dysgu Ponty

The idea was conceived around an old Welsh kitchen table, over tea (one bag
each of black tea and Earl Grey in the same pot) and Welsh-cakes (freshly made
on the Aga stove-top). The discussion was focused on how parental involvement
can affect a child’s education and the pros and cons of homework for under-
sevens. I had recently created a maths and science resource, overlaying questions
about the local park onto a Google map of the town, and Jenny Hughes, my late
colleague, was in overdrive about making it a physical mobile learning activity.
Our company, Pontydysgu, (named after both the town and the Welsh words
dysgu – to teach, to learn – and pont – a bridge) operates from remote offices,
which is the professional way of saying we work from home at our dining tables.
Pontydysgu is a small business, working this way allows us to keep the overheads
down, it also means we can work with anyone with a laptop and an internet
connection no matter where they are based and so we have staff in Germany,
Valencia and Wales. The kitchen table discussion back in 2014, prompted an
unfunded action research project involving a local primary school and a small cast
of interested volunteers and interns who were tasked with taking photographs,
sharing stories of local history and checking out the connectivity black spots
around Pontypridd town centre. The project was named Dysgu Ponty after the
file name I had jokingly given to my interactive map.

Six years on and an updated version of the Dysgu Ponty model is finally being
implemented in four European towns with the help of funding through the
Erasmus+ Our Town project. The consortium consists of partners in Evora,
Portugal; Bucharest, Romania; Xylagani, Northern Greece and Pontypridd,
Wales. The towns all have a different geography, climate, culture and language
but share many of the common features of European towns; a river, a bridge, a
town square, a market, a park, a museum and a library. Also, migrant commu-
nities, high levels of poverty and a disconnect between education and the local
community.
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The idea is simple – to flood a community with QR codes leading to learning
challenges for children and young people. The codes can be put everywhere – on
buildings, trees, flower beds, shop windows, pavements, walls, street furniture,
rubbish bins, lamp-posts – even manhole covers! This last one, suggested by
children themselves, turned out to be one of the most popular in the pilot
because children were curious to know what happened ‘underneath’ the cover.
The challenge was to find out and the code led to photographs, cross-sections of
the services under roadways and a 30-second interview with a road-worker
who explained how he kept them all in working order and what happened if he
did not!

Early Observations and the Need for Community-Oriented
Learning

The project originated as a response to the long-term damaging impact of low
parental involvement in their children’s education.

From the early years to high school [this] remains among the key factors
contributing to a child’s success in school and life. It is widely associated with
better learning outcomes, school improvement and lower risk of early school
leaving and greater educational aspirations.

(NESET, 2016)

There are many reasons why parents do not engage: time, money or they
simply do not know how to. One of the several stimuli for the pilot was
watching parents walking along the street, with their children, whilst talking on
their mobile phones and not interacting with the children. The impact of the
Dysgu Ponty pilot was immediate – suddenly children were spotting the codes
and asking to borrow their parent’s phone to scan it. Most significantly, the par-
ents were curious to know what the learning challenge behind the code was and
in almost every observed case it prompted a spontaneous dialogue between par-
ents and children. The feedback from parents showed that the majority said they
were then likely to become actively involved in supporting their children to
complete the challenge.

The second observation was that younger teenagers, not accompanied by their
parents, also scanned the codes with their own smart phones. Although some
challenges were clearly more suitable for younger or older ages, it was not diffi-
cult to create challenges that were attractive to a wide age range. The pilot
showed that young people just ignored the ones that were too easy or too hard.
The feedback showed that young people perceived the trails as ‘a sort of game’ –
which was ‘cool’ – rather than informal learning – which is ‘not cool’.

In addition, some demographics have specific needs that can be met through
mobile learning.

Our Town 41



Critical Mobile Pedagogy; edited by John Traxler and Helen Crompton
Format: US_6x9 (152.4 × 228.6mm); Style: Supp; Font: Bembo;
Dir: w:/BK-TAFUK-CRITICAL_MOBILE-200424-Text.3d;
Created: 19/09/2020 @ 12:43:13

There is an observed tendency that single-parents, families with low socio-
economic status or low educational background tend to be less involved in
their children’s education process and do not always understand what role
they might have in their child’s learning. Also, low proficiency in the state
language/language of instruction may hinder communication between par-
ents from a minority and/or migrant background.

(European Commission, 2014)

From Concept to Reality or, How We Convinced the Funders

Over the years following our initial pilot with laminated cardboard codes we
revisited and improved the idea with collaboration from business partners and
community stakeholders. We wanted to show that the project could work any-
where and so the title changed to Erasmus+ Our Town. We also wanted to show
that the project could be adapted to different contexts so in addition to
encouraging parental involvement and independent engagement with informal
learning, Erasmus+ Our Town also looks at the additional needs of particular
demographic groups. The challenges can be grouped around themes so the
‘careers trail’ will be targeted at older teenagers. There will be trails for minority
language speakers who are disadvantaged in terms of learning opportunities. In
towns where there is a significant number of refugees, the trails could present
challenges related to finding out about the neighbourhood, the community and
the culture they live in.

The use of QR codes to provide information about the local environment is
well established (e.g. at tourist attractions, museums and historic buildings).
However, this project is not just about giving information. The codes lead to
interactive learning challenges involving a variety of technologies, incorporating
content created by local people, local groups and local businesses, using the
physical environment as a resource for developing a whole range of core skills and
knowledge. Some codes may relate directly to an artefact or building but many
will use the environment just as a stimulus for learning about maths or exploring
scientific concepts or making music. In addition, much of the content is being
created by young people showcasing what they can do in order to promote a
greater integration of generations and different demographic groups.

A significant difference between Erasmus+ Our Town and other QR code
projects is that the main aim is one of inclusivity – including everyone in the
town or neighbourhood in providing educational opportunities, including
excluded or disadvantaged groups and individuals in a new way of engaging with
education and hopefully creating a community which takes some responsibility
for its own learning. Schools, educators, adults in local community groups, civic
organisations and businesses are all engaged with creating content which is both
relevant to them and which also provides a learning challenge for children and
young people.

42 Angela Gerrard



Critical Mobile Pedagogy; edited by John Traxler and Helen Crompton
Format: US_6x9 (152.4 × 228.6mm); Style: Supp; Font: Bembo;
Dir: w:/BK-TAFUK-CRITICAL_MOBILE-200424-Text.3d;
Created: 19/09/2020 @ 12:43:13

Before we delve into the real-life experiences in testing out the model, it is
worth exploring the challenges in funding such a project. It was clear from our
initial pilots that further technical development was needed, in particular
developing a dedicated app and a proper database of challenges. Furthermore
we wanted to experiment with different kinds of trails and to produce a package
allowing others to take up the project. At the same time we were committed to
open source technologies, ruling out private-investment funding. This left us
the choice of trying to crowd fund the project or applying for project funding.
We chose the latter path and made an initial application through the Nominet
trust. The application made it to the final phase but was ultimately rejected by
the final decision panel. We made some adjustments and submitted the project
for Erasmus+ funding, it was refused again. In both instances the rejections
were related to the funders being unsure about the sustainability of the project.
They assumed that the success of the pilots locally was intrinsic to the Ponty-
pridd community and the interactions with us as researchers and facilitators, and
that without key personalities, the project would stagnate. They also believed
that the project could not be successfully replicated in other situations. Above
all they could not see a business plan behind our development proposals. This is
a common problem for those wishing to open access through open education.
In our third and successful proposal, once more through Erasmus+ we put
forward a premium model with the software and support manual remaining
open source, but with the option of a hosted version of the software application
and for consultancy in developing new uses of Our Town for different
organisations.

Lessons Learned from the Pilot

Much of the groundwork in the early days was carried out by Pontydysgu staff
taking a stroll around town with a camera, a notebook and a smart phone. Occa-
sionally, as can be seen in the original Dysgu Ponty promo video, we would drag
our children along too. We mapped out areas with free Wi-Fi and costed the
cheapest pay as you go smart phones on the market with a view to creating a low-
cost school kit. Using a basic WordPress blog, each post became the destination for
a single QR code, scanning a code led to a webpage with photos, videos, text,
information and ideas for activities. We translated the posts into Welsh meaning
there were two codes needed for each place, one for each language version. We
reached around 50 challenges meaning we had over 100 WordPress posts each
with a unique QR code printed on card and laminated. Looking back through the
shared Dropbox today I can see that our workflow was somewhat haphazard,
I have a folder full of 500 helpfully named photographs of town, ‘004.jpeg’ and
‘old bricks’, a separate file of pre-generated QR codes numbered to match the
blogs and three different spreadsheets attempting to catalogue which photos match
which codes and activities. We knew that the concept worked, scanning the codes
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linked the user to the website, but there needed to be a better way of working if
we were to make it scalable and sustainable.

We arranged our laminated QR code cards around the town, tying them to
lamp-posts, displaying them in shop windows, the museum notice board, the
library and the subway tunnel. Local businesses were happy to be on board, some
even offered incentives; free coffee for scanning the codes or completing certain
challenges.

The next step was to take a group of primary schoolchildren to test it out. We
assembled a set of 3G enabled iPads and a couple of smart phones, enough for
one device between three, and set off on foot. As the old adage tells us, you
should never work with children or animals, particularly when trying to prove a
concept which is meant to work with children. Leading to the centre of town is a
small subway decorated with beautiful mosaics depicting famous local characters.
We had a code prepared for each picture; video of a Welsh male voice choir,
footage of Tom Jones in his prime, a request for the group to sing some of their
own songs. Unfortunately, in a tunnel there is no 3G.

The next few challenges were more successful except that we had placed many
of them at adult eye height and not child eye height, so some were missed or had
to be revisited. And the final challenge came when the group decided that racing
to find all of the codes was a far more interesting activity than stopping to read
the content or complete the activities.

It is interesting to note that six years on, many of those codes from the pilot
project remain in the shop windows, the content they link to has also remained
unchanged in that time.

Incidentally, in relation to languages, the early pilots were done with a Welsh
language primary school with questions in Welsh and the tour done in Wenglish,
an informal mix of Welsh and English. The early work with the Erasmus+ Our
Town project was done with a different Welsh language primary school and a
Welsh speaking teacher lead the activities, so it was a mother tongue experience.
It has never actually been tested with kids in English! The second school has
rearranged their teaching for the next term so that they can fit in a trip to town
and have created some new content for us so that is a positive reaction. It’s also
being done in Greek and Romanian, referred to later, but it’s hard to draw any-
thing other than preliminary conclusions.

New Name, New Codes, Same Old Problems

Around 30% of the population in Wales are able to speak Welsh (StatsWales,
2019) and the language is supposed to be given equal status with English in the
public sector. However, when it comes to education, resources in English are
ubiquitous. A key challenge for the project is to make sure that the challenges are
accessible to everyone, including the local Welsh language schools and families.
There is funding available in the Erasmus+ project to translate all of the English
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materials into Welsh and vice versa, indeed this is the aim before the end of the
project.

One of the themes used by the local education authority to teach at Founda-
tion level is ‘Above my head, below my feet’. This gives schools the opportunity
to explore the local area and take a class trip into town. We worked together
with the class teachers from the Welsh medium primary school YGG Pont Sion
Norton, Pontypridd, to devise a series of challenges, written in Welsh, and based
in the local park. Questions in the cafe asked to determine the price of a cup of
tea and a slice of cake, challenged pupils to create their own menu, required them
to count the keys on the communal piano and to sing a song they had learned in
class. At the playpark they were asked to estimate the number of pupils who
would fit on the oversized swing and see-saw before finding out the answer for
themselves. At the bandstand they worked out how many of them were needed
to form a chain, holding hands, around the perimeter (Figure 3.1). Photos of the
outcome were then shared on the school Twitter page.

As activities they were all successful in that the pupils were engaged in esti-
mating and testing their predictions and also having fun. As a QR code linked
learning trail we failed at the first hurdle. In an attempt to customise the activity
for the school I had printed out red and green coloured codes with the school
logo in the middle, which I tested at my desk with a good internet connection
and artificial lighting. It was an unusually sunny day for Wales; bright blue sky,
not a cloud in sight. The school had brought a set of iPads which could not

FIGURE 3.1 Pupils of Ysgol Gynradd Gymraeg Pontsiônnorton completing a challenge
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connect to the public Wi-Fi at the cafe, so we used my mobile phone and those
of a couple of teaching staff.

No one could scan the codes. Five different devices, five different code reader
apps, not one could read my fancy red and green squares. So, I reverted to old
technology and wrote the challenges out on paper during the lunch break.

This example begs the question of why we are using mobiles at all if the same
outcome is possible without them. The answer is that with the involvement of
other schools and other local community actors, there won’t just be the handful
of activities created by the one school, there will be many activities created by
many groups covering different topics, different angles and different ideas. To
write everything out on pieces of paper makes no sense, to collate and add all of
the ideas to a database which can be searched and filtered for relevant challenges
makes for a rich and useful resource.

Xylagani Folklore Museum

In early 1923 around 1.6 million people were forcibly denaturalised from their
homelands on grounds of their identified religion; indigenous Greek Muslim
families were expelled to Turkey and ‘exchanged’ for Orthodox Christians native
to Turkey.

In the grounds of an old converted mill in Xylagani, Northern Greece, is a
community sourced museum of the history of the inhabitants who were subject
to the migrant exchange. What started as a one-woman campaign to preserve her
family history and culture spread to include donated items, photographs and
accounts of the events from all over the village. Eventually a building was dona-
ted to the cause and finally, enough funding was secured to carry out the work
required to set up and run the museum.

Working closely with the museum and members of the community, teachers
from the local primary school, a partner in the Erasmus+ Our Town project,
have created and tested a bank of over 150 challenges to date, linking aspects of
the museum to aspects of the school curriculum, and augmenting the learning
experience within the museum for all who visit.

In this example we can see how the history and culture of a once forcibly
disadvantaged group can be kept alive through community involvement and kept
relevant through technology. In future there will be multimedia content pro-
duced by schoolchildren, adding their own stories, pictures and ideas to the col-
lection. Some of this content (Figure 3.2) will be exchanged, via the codes, with
schoolchildren in Wales.

Inclusion

The project is complementary to the idea of Learning Regions and Learning
Cities, but focused more intensely on communities, building on high levels of
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social engagement and capitalising on community identity. This it is not a project
about educational professionals creating structured learning opportunities for local
people to ‘consume’ but about working with people in the community so that
they can create learning opportunities for others in their community. Working
directly with community groups means we have input from both mainstream and
marginalised sectors of the community in the form of older people, minority
language speakers, young people and low-income families, which helps to bridge
the disconnect between community and school education projects.

As the agenda for public education is increasingly determined by state and
national education policies, a growing schism between schools and local
communities has resulted. Mandated national curriculum frameworks with
prescribed outcomes and standardised testing regimes are far less accom-
modating of local contexts, school-based curricula and community-oriented
approaches to learning.

(McInerney et al., 2011)

However we are still missing those groups without access to technology or who
do not perceive that the project is for them, for example, the homeless community.
Work also needs to be done to ensure accessibility for those with disabilities.

FIGURE 3.2 Example challenge

Our Town 47



Critical Mobile Pedagogy; edited by John Traxler and Helen Crompton
Format: US_6x9 (152.4 × 228.6mm); Style: Supp; Font: Bembo;
Dir: w:/BK-TAFUK-CRITICAL_MOBILE-200424-Text.3d;
Created: 19/09/2020 @ 12:43:14

Why Mobile Learning isn’t Used in Community Groups

All of the groups we have worked with have been clear that static text and
encyclopaedic information sheets do not interest them, nor do they want endless
quizzes with correct answers which become redundant once solved. If the con-
tent behind a code remains unchanged there is little to no point in scanning it for
a second time. Another bugbear is the need to download yet another app or at
least a specific app in order to access content. The same usability rules apply to
mobile devices as to websites, only with the added time pressure that people
scanning codes on their phones are often doing so whilst on a journey.

Many people, researchers, local stakeholders and potential end users have
enquired about the popularity of QR codes. It is true that the technology is no
longer new or exciting. For a while I wondered whether groups of people would
stop to scan an area, would walk around looking for the next part of the trail,
would access material through their mobile devices or would make an event of it,
but then I passed a crowd of people playing Ingress, the precursor to Pokémon
Go, in the local park. People do behave in this way. Erasmus+ Our Town needs
to find a way to hold people’s attention, to make them want to come back and
scan again. As we further develop the system, we intend to add games and
rewards, but these will be developed alongside the community groups and end
users. When I began writing this chapter, I wanted to take the emphasis off the
use of QR and focus on the idea and methodology of augmenting a town with
educational challenges. It soon became apparent that it was impossible to tell the
story of the project without the QR aspect featuring prominently.

At this point in time QR is the most efficient technology we have with which
to do the job, in future new ways to access the challenges may become apparent
but the concept and the underlying pedagogy will still remain.

Conclusion

The project is ongoing at the time of writing, mid-2020, and has been received
positively by all who have taken part so far. The enthusiasm and commitment
from outside actors indicate that the project and offshoots born from the original
idea will continue to work and remain active into the future. As previously
mentioned, the schools directly involved with the Erasmus+ Our Town project
have begun working together on a way to use QR codes to exchange content
with each other. A classroom in Greece will display one single code on its wall,
this code acts as a portal to a classroom in Wales. The class in Wales will upload
photographs of their artwork, recordings of songs, etc. for the class in Greece to
view and vice versa. With the correct database filters in place, the classroom could
change to one in Romania, Portugal or further afield. Other youth and com-
munity groups such as the Ynysybwl Regeneration Partnership have taken
responsibility for their own trail within the project incorporating physical activity,
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local landmarks and challenges relating to nature and the local environment. As
more groups and schools become involved, the diversity of challenges increases
and so too does the potential for sustainability. The project consortium will
maintain and update the whole system for a period of at least five years, after
which it is hoped that the community groups will continue to update and
maintain the content whilst the consortium maintains the infrastructure.

You can view the pilot project at www.dysguponty.wordpress.com and follow
the progress of Erasmus+ Our Town via social media or the project website
www.our-town.eu.

References

European Commission Directorate-General for Education and Culture (2014). Study on
the effective use of early childhood education and care (ECEC) in preventing early
school leaving (ESL). Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.
Retrieved from www.cccw.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Effective-use-of-early-
childhood-education-and-care-in-preventing-early-school-leaving-Final-Report.pdf.

Kossey, J., Berger, A., & Brown, V. (2015). Connecting to educational resources online
with QR codes. FDLA Journal, 2(1). Retrieved from https://nsuworks.nova.edu/fdla
-journal/vol2/iss1/1.

McInerney, P, Smyth, J. & Down, B. (2011) ‘Coming to a place near you?’ The politics
and possibilities of a critical pedagogy of place-based education, Asia-Pacific Journal of
Teacher Education, 39(1), 3–16. doi:10.1080/1359866X.2010.540894.

Network of Experts working on the Social dimension of Education and Training
(NESET). (2016). Parental and stakeholder’s engagement, whole-school approach.
Retrieved from https://nesetweb.eu/en/about-us/policy-themes/parental-and-stakehol
ders-engagement-whole-school-approach.

Pillai, A., Prakash, D., Al-Marhoobi, N., & Shrivastava, M. (2017) Application of QR
codes in tourism industry: A review of literature. International Journal of Computer Tech-
nology & Applications, 8(6), 678–687. Retrieved from www.ijcta.com/documents/volum
es/vol8issue6/ijcta2017080608.pdf.

Stats Wales (2019). Annual population survey – ability to speak Welsh by local authority
and year. Retrieved from https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Welsh-Language/Annual-
Population-Survey-Welsh-Language/annualpopulationsurveyestimatesofpersonsaged3and
overwhosaytheycanspeakwelsh-by-localauthority-measure.

Traxler, J., & Kukulska-Hulme, A. (Eds.) (2015), Mobile learning: The next generation, New
York: Routledge (also in Arabic, 2019).

Our Town 49


