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ABSTRACT 

This paper illustrates how a particular conceptualization of experience can be used to make sense of a range of situated 
and informal, learning activities. By drawing on empirical data collected by means of qualitative methods, we discuss 
how learning experiences unfold outside the classroom, and how they connect to the particular site they occur at. 

KEYWORDS 

Mobile learning, learning experience, technology-enhanced learning.  

1. INTRODUCTION 

The work presented in this paper has been carried out within the FABULA Project, whose goal is to 
design and develop a platform of services to support different forms of collaboration in a city-wide context. 
The project focuses on the experience of learning a city by being in it, through an exploration of its places 
and participation in its communities. Moreover, it explores how digital services and mobile devices can 
enable people to learn at a number of different locations and time, and to actively create and share their 
knowledge and experiences. The empirical material comes from a qualitative study conducted at a primary 
school, where a class was followed to two different field trips. The goal of these excursions was to explore 
the local territory, particularly with respect to how climate has affected the construction of building and 
houses throughout centuries, and how the introduction of Christianity has reflected on local culture. The 
physical exploration of the city, and, thus, the possibility to combine classroom activities with informal 
walkthrough was essential to the pedagogical objectives. 

In this paper, we show how McCarthy and Wright’s framework of experience (McCarthy and Wright 
2004) can assist in making sense of the activities observed, by drawing attention to the physical locations and 
people’s engagement with it. The framework provides us with an analytical lens to talk about the children’s 
sensorial and emotional interactions with the physical places visited during the two excursions. While this 
aspect was central to the activities studied (touching and sensing, for instance, was fundamental for 
understanding the material used to build houses), focusing on such interactions is central to our interpretation 
of mobile learning as occurring at a number of different locations. Thus, this particular conceptualization of 
experience also enables us to situate learning activities at different locations, and to understand how 
engagement is achieved through interactions between people and the places they inhabit.  

2. RELATED WORK 



Research on mobile and ubiquitous learning has focused on supporting learning activities in outdoor settings 
through the use of technologies and digital augmentation of reality (Frohberg et al. 2009; Chipman et al. 
2006; Price and Rogers 2004; Benford et al. 2005). However, little attention has been paid to understanding 
the role of place, and how being located within a particular, physical context comes to shape such activities. 
Other studies have focused on supporting learning experience, by investigating how technology could 
augment and enhance them, or make them more effective and innovative (Lonsdale et al. 2004; Sharples et 
al. 2007). Nevertheless, they do not clarify what a learning experience is and what elements make it unique to 
the specific location in which it unfolds.  

Learning experiences in real settings are not merely limited to the acquisition of knowledge. As noted 
elsewhere (Leinhardt & Knutson 2004), they also entail essential meaning-making processes, with previous 
knowledge shaping and interacting with the present experience. Reflection is crucial in such processes, and 
its role is stressed by several studies. Kolb (Kolb and Fry 1975) suggests an experiential learning model 
consisting of a cycle of concrete experience, observation, reflection, abstraction and testing of concepts in 
new situations. Ackerman (1996) articulates learning into two phases: ‘diving in’ the experience and 
‘stepping back’ from it, to reflect on it as if from someone’s else perspective. Price and Rogers (2004) 
propose another two-phase approach characterized by a phase of exploration and data collection (being 
there), and of reflection and elaboration in the classroom (being apart).  

All these studies seem to identify experience with “being there”, while distinguishing it from an aware 
reflection about it. Moreover, they describe how learning experiences may unfold, but they do not provide an 
overall account of the treats and qualities of the physical context that enable a meaningful engagement with 
the learning situation, or that are peculiar to a specific site and to the unique experience situated within it. 

Considering the quality of experience is a crucial issue in education, since learning can benefit from 
present experiences – as pupils are immersed in it – but also from future experiences that may relate to the 
current ones (Dewey 1986). Introducing new technology for learning raises a concern to define what aspects 
facilitate an engagement with the situation, and to provide a way to talk about them. This move is central as it 
can allow us to understand how the qualities of a particular context reflect on the experience itself, and it can 
assist in designing and evaluating technologies to enhance learning experiences. We have begun to 
characterize the elements that connect a learning experience to a specific place, by adopting the notion of 
experience elaborated by McCarthy and Wright (2004). This conceptualization provides us with an analytical 
framework entailing the emotional and corporeal aspects, but also the sense-making and reflective processes 
that might determine a meaningful engagement with a specific learning situation. 

3. EXPERIENCE AS A DIALOGUE  

McCarthy and Wright’s (McCarthy and Wright 2004) framework of experience draws on two main tenets: 
(a) Dewey’s notion of experience as involving an active self who engages with and shapes action; (b) 
Bakhtin’s emphasis on experience as dialogical, and accomplished through a conversation between a self and 
the others. Such conceptualization is characterized by four intertwined threads, and six sense-making 
processes. The sensual thread addresses the sensory engagement with a sequence of actions. The emotional 
thread accounts for the emotions arising as a consequence of interacting with a particular technology (e.g. joy 
or worry). The compositional thread focuses on the narrative part of experience, concerning the relationships 
between the parts and the whole experience (e.g. what is it about? what happened and what is going to 
happen next?). Finally, the spatio-temporal thread draws attention to the implications that space and time 
might have on experience. McCarthy and Wright (2004) also elucidate six reflexive and recursive processes 
whereby people make sense of their experience. Anticipating: the expectations people may have before 
engaging with an activity, and how it reflects on the experience itself. Connecting: the first, immediate 
impression. Interpreting: attributing meanings to what is happening, and the fact that peoples might re-
negotiate their expectations. Reflecting: making judgments. Appropriating: how people make experiences 
their own, by relating them to their past history and their sense of self. Recounting: the act of “putting the 
experience into circulation” by telling it to others or to oneself.  

This perspective on experience is relevant to our study for a number of reasons. Firstly, the sense-
making processes enable us to account for the individual differences between students. Since the school 
studied was an international one, children came from various countries and had heterogeneous cultural 



background. Moreover, the idea that experience is open and always potentially subject to reinterpretation, 
gives us the possibility to account for how the two visits can be elaborated, appropriated and become 
meaningful in the future. Secondly, by drawing attention to cultural and sensorial transactions – and not 
merely the physical emplacement – this notion foregrounds the quality of engagement emerging from 
someone’s interactions with a given environment and with technologies. Finally, the notion that experience is 
emplaced and always situated – rather than occurring in a void – allows us to talk about mobility by focusing 
on the heterogeneous interactions between activities and places, and how they mutually reflect on each other. 

4. METHOD AND SETTING  

The pilot study presented was carried out at an international school, where we followed a forth grade class to 
two different field trips: one to an open-air folk museum, the other to a cathedral and its museum. Children 
were between 9 and 10 years old; 20 pupils were present during both trips. Data were collected mainly 
through qualitative methods: observations, audio-recordings and note-takings, as well as a follow-up 
interview with the teacher. Both excursions lasted about four hours from the moment we arrived at the 
school, to when we departed after the visits were over. Our research questions focused on (a) how a learning 
experience unfolds before, during and after a field trip; (b) the connections between class and outdoors 
activities and two subsequent visits; (c) resources and artifacts used; (d) understanding what contextual 
elements are relevant during a field trip and how do they facilitate learning. 

Understanding the field trips in the context of the other educational activities was instrumental to our goal 
to develop mobile devices and services to enhance learning outside the classroom.  

When the study was carried out, the class was working on a six-week unit of inquiry about Norway. The 
first trip was concerned with the relationships between Norway’s climate and its culture, and the class visited 
the local open-air folk museum, where traditional buildings (e.g. farms, churches and houses from different 
periods) have been moved from all over the country. The second trip focused instead on the cultural influence 
of religion in Norwegian society. This excursion included two separate visits: one to the museum where 
original sculptures from the cathedral and archaeological exhibitions are displayed, and the other to the 
cathedral itself. Each visit was lead by a different guide and lasted for about one hour. The two trips offered 
two interesting settings to understand the situatedness of a learning experience, and to begin exploring what 
contextual aspects contribute to a meaningful engagement with the physical environment. Moreover, they 
allowed us to understand how specific traits of the physical place (i.e. opportunities for exploration, rules, 
presence of other people, etc.) made a trip unique and distinctive to a given location. 

5. UNDERSTANDING THE FIELD TRIPS 

Similarly to other investigations (Ackerman 1996; Price and Rogers 2004), the field trips we studied can be 
characterized by three intertwined moments. Preparing and bringing out – studying before the trip, and 
preparing material for the excursions; being there – situating the inquiry in a real context; stepping back and 
bringing in – the number of practices enacted in order to critically reflect on the current situation. While all 
of these moments are central to the experience, this paper mainly focuses on aspects related to being in the 
real context, thus showing how the physical affordances of the places visited, and the resources available 
within them provide a background to synchronically explore specific cultural, social and historical aspects 
inherent in the unit studied. 

5.1 Being There: Situating Experiences 

In the following sections, we draw attention to the relevance of the physical place, and how contextual 
elements contributed to situate the learning experiences we have studied. 

Enabling sensorial and physical exploration. Focusing on the sensual thread draws attention to the 
sensorial and physical exploration of the surroundings, and how they played a central role during the visits. 
The fact that children could experience the surrounding environment, by looking at it and by touching objects 



was an important aspect of the trips. This was especially true at the folk museum. Outside the stave church, 
for instance, the guide illustrated the particular technique of putting together logs to build houses and, at the 
same time, she talked about the special qualities of wood and why it had not rotten over the centuries. The 
possibility to sense the walls of the church was for the children a way to engage with the environment, and to 
focus on the ongoing discussion. Similarly, during the second trip at the cathedral, the teacher sought to spark 
some curiosity, by inviting the kids to carefully observe the different buildings in the courtyard, and to guess 
which one was older. In this case it was important to look at the different materials (i.e. stone, bricks, 
concrete) they were made of, and how they looked like (i.e. faded color, possible damage, etc.). The specific 
qualities of a given environment reflected on the type of sensorial engagement enabled, and this, in turn, 
encouraged the children to interpret how it must have been to live in Norway centuries ago. For instance, the 
guide shut the door of the stave church and lit a candle in order to recreate the atmosphere of a Mass during 
medieval time. During the interview, the teacher explained that this sensorial exploration had been interesting 
and meaningful for the kids: “I think they really remember the darkness, you know and how that was and I think they 
really got to feel what it was like back then. And they really remember that.” The focus on sensory and emotional 
engagement in situating a learning experience is also reflected on how the teacher saw the relationship 
between the main topic of the trip (climate and the constructions of houses), and being at the open-air 
museum: “It was a cold day […] and the kids were really cold and they got to feel that as well. I thought that was really 
great […], this is how it is and it is not even winter, it’s not even 20 below. So it was realistic!”  

Anchoring Historical and Social Aspects. The physical exploration of artifacts, ascribable to the spatial 
traits of experience, was central for the children to understand historical and cultural aspects of the 
community that used them. Thus, while material objects were important per se (i.e. the material they were 
made of, their appearance), the stories around them (how they were manufactured and used, and by whom) 
were fascinating for the children, and central to the compositional thread of their experience (i.e. 
understanding the relationships between various elements involved). For instance, inside one of the farms at 
the folk museum, the guide showed the children an old, wooden iron, and she explained it was carved as a 
proposal gift as a way to manifest serious intentions of getting married to a woman.  Observing other 
artifacts, such as spoons and porridge balls gave the opportunity to anchor food habits, how food was 
produced and stored, and nutritional problems people suffered from at the time. This also allowed the 
children to reflect on their current situation, and to understand the past by means of comparing it to their 
daily lives. Visiting the farm itself and describing how it was used was a concrete way to discuss the 
economical and historical context, and to give examples of how it was a self-sustained world. While objects 
played a major role in situating the learning experience, they also triggered interesting discussions that had 
not been planned by the guide or the teacher. Thus, inside the farmhouse, a child asked about a pendulum 
clock displayed there, which raised a discussion about famine and Norwegian immigration to US in the 
1920s and 1930s (it had been brought from US!).  

The power of stories and narratives. Stories about objects and places played an important role during 
the visits, by connecting the children to the emotional thread of their experience and, thus, to the meanings 
they attributed to the situation and the objects themselves. Narratives about past events were, in fact, a 
powerful and effective way to weave connections between activities, people places and artifacts, and to make 
the environment alive. For instance, the guide explained the functions and roles of the various small houses 
located in the farm’s courtyard, and she explained the purposes they served by recounting the activities that 
used to be carried out in each one of them: the blacksmith house where the utensils needed were forged (e.g. 
nails, horseshoes, etc.), or the bakery house that only women were allowed to enter. Telling stories was a 
main feature of the visit at the folk museum, and its limited use at the cathedral constitutes a main difference 
between the two visits. The walkthrough at the cathedral was instead characterized by the use of facts and 
concepts related to Greek and Nordic mythology, or expressions such as “a typical gothic arch”.  

5.2 Stepping Back and Bringing In: Making Sense of Experience  

While a main positive quality of the field trips was the possibility to discuss unplanned topics triggered by 
the interactions with the physical context, a primary concern was to keep the children focused on the 
important issues of the visits. The teacher, played a fundamental role in this regard, and asking questions was 
her main technique to achieve this goal. “Does anybody remember why we are here?”, asked before entering the 
open-air museum, or “Do you remember the Birkebeiner?”, asked to recall a piece of local history, are examples 



of such questions. At other times, the teacher addressed the guide directly, so that they could further explain 
concepts or notions the kids were not familiar with. Such instances suggest a rhetoric of questions, asked to 
stimulate the kids to interpret the situation and reflect about it. This technique was in line with the inquiry-
based approach adopted by the school, and this is how the teacher explained it: “So I’ll ask them questions, to 
kind of get them thinking. And that’s a big part of the inquiry-based [learning] as well. It’s not telling them, but them 
getting to the conclusion on their own and through reflections”.  

Connecting experiences. Another way to reflect on experiences and elaborating their meanings was to 
create connections between the overlapping topics addressed during both visits. This aspect draws attention 
to the process of appropriating experiences, and how, for instance, the children related what they were 
observing to what they already knew, or had learned before. For instance, at the stave church the guide talked 
about how kids were baptized in the Middle Age, and this topic was brought up again at the Cathedral, while 
the group was by the baptismal font. It is important to note that such an event was an opportunity to reflect in 
situ on baptizing practices, to connect and compare them to what they are used to in their lives, and to 
complement and (re)elaborate what learned at other occasions.   

Reflecting in class. Reflection in class was central, but, to our surprise, no artifacts (i.e. pictures, notes, 
etc.) collected during the trips were brought back. Thus, the children worked on what was already available 
before the trips (i.e. books, posters, homework, etc.), while interpreting and recounting their thoughts and 
memories from the field. As the teacher explained, this reflection phase could be enacted differently, at times 
by means of discussion or by writing a short essay, and other times by means of acting and role-playing. The 
children were anyhow encouraged to reflect on what they liked most, what new things they had learned, what 
they wanted to know more about. Moreover, emphasis was put on their opinions and feelings, and on 
connecting the field trips to their everyday life. This was a way to explore the main differences between 
present time and historical and cultural dimensions embedded in the places visited. 

Future recounting. Some concepts were too difficult and abstract for the children to grasp – i.e. 
references to Greek mythology, or to architecture and religious concepts. However, as the teacher explained, 
this was not really an issue, since the primary goal of the trip was not to assess a precise learning outcome, 
but rather to gain an experience they could keep with them. This is an excerpt from the teacher’s interview: 
“I don’t think they got even half of what was being talked about, but you know they made a connection, they have a sort 
of file folder in their head and maybe in five years if they’re talking about… They can still make these file connections in 
their heads later. […].I think they will, just the being there as well and being in the city that they live in, this is something 
that they maybe take for granted but then they will be making connections later.” 

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The framework of experience (McCarthy and Wright 2004) provides an analytical framework to talk about 
the learning activities studied, by emphasizing reflection, but also the sensorial engagement with physical 
environments. The latter point is central to our investigation, as it allow us to approach mobile learning as 
situated to different sites and, thus, to focus on how a specific location reflects on learning itself. Drawing 
attention to the sensorial and spatial exploration of the environment, as well as to the emotional (i.e. what it 
meant for the children) and compositional aspects of the children’s experience can assist in achieving this 
aim. For instance, at the folk museum the children were allowed to touch the houses and feel the material 
they were made of, and they could freely wonder around – at least outside the houses. On the contrary, strict 
rules were set before entering the cathedral, and that shaped the children overall behavior during the visit. In 
a sense, the informality of the first trip seemed to make them more curious about the topic studied, and to 
nourish their active participation. On the contrary, the formality of the second trip seemed to hinder their 
sense of wonder, as they were just sitting and listening to what the guide had to say. 

The six processes whereby people make sense of experience were useful to understand the field trips in 
relation to the broad pedagogical objectives of the school. Rather than being qualities to be assessed and 
graded, such values (i.e. being open-minded, reflective, etc.) draw attention to a self always acting on the 
world around, and, at the same time being acted upon by it. This notion underlies the idea of experience as 
dialogical, dynamic and always open for (re)interpretation. In this regard, the process of recounting is central, 
and it can be related to the teacher’s emphasis on the possibility that children might reconnect to these visits, 
without necessarily retaining every single detail about them. The setting investigated was an international 
school, and the children’ diverse geographical and cultural background was one of the most attractive, and at 



the same time compelling, feature of this educational context. The field trips were important moments to 
learn about the hosting country, to appropriate its history, its social and cultural aspects, as well as to 
discover its territory. To foreground the sense-making processes assist us in concentrating on reflection, but 
also in accounting for individual differences, and how background knowledge and previous experience come 
to shape the trips (anticipating and appropriating). This issue is particularly relevant for contemporary 
education, as schools are facing the challenges involved in keeping a balance between teaching a new culture 
and nourishing the one of origin. Furthermore, focusing on these processes enables us to make sense of how 
the experiences of the trips might evolve through a process of interpretation and appropriation, also by 
connecting them to similar ones (i.e. the two discussions about baptism at the stave church and later at the 
cathedral).  

Considering Design. Considering experience as emergent and dialogical has important consequences for 
the design of mobile technologies, as it draws attention to the quality of engagement determined by 
someone’s interactions with a given environment and with technologies, rather than merely technologies. 
Moreover, it suggests that any attempt to design for engagement has to address the space where the 
interactions occur, including the cultural and sensorial transactions involved (McCarthy and Wright 2004). 
The data analysis points to a number of challenges concerning the role mobile technology could play in 
supporting in situ learning experiences. The main challenges regard aspects of scaffolding such experiences. 
Facilitators played a central role in keeping the kids focused and in stimulating reflection. Nevertheless, some 
problems emerged during the second visit, since the guide was not used to talking to children, and her 
explanations required previous knowledge about the Gospels, for instance. This was a main difference with 
the visit at the folk museum, where stories were a powerful tool to talk about the historical and cultural 
dimensions of the place visited, as well as the people who used to live in it. Although the role of facilitators is 
not directly accounted for in the framework of presented, the focus on experience as dialogical, and as 
emerging from conversations between a self and the others, does not seem to neglect the role of facilitators, 
experts or other peers. Moreover, processes such as interpreting, reflecting, appropriating and recounting 
suggest that every meaningful experience presupposes a change in the individual and, therefore, learning.  
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