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SMS Story: The Next Chapter 
How are teachers using stories and lesson plans which are sent to their mobile phones? And how do 

students respond to this kind of resource? Findings from the SMS Story mid-point survey. 

By Alison Gee, Nasiib Kaleebu, Richard Jones, Nick Maybanks, Amanda H A Watson, 

Marshall Jauk and Elaine Galore. 

 

This paper was written for presentation at the Reading Association of Papua New Guinea 
(RASPNG) 2013 Conference on Literacy, October 23-24 2013, University of Papua New Guinea. 

 

This paper will discuss the progress of the innovative SMS Story research project, a case study for 

the use of mobile phone technology in the Papua New Guinea (PNG) education system. The paper 

will introduce the SMS Story project: a controlled research trial into the effectiveness of daily text 

message stories and lesson plans in improving elementary children’s reading. The paper will 

present findings from mid-point evaluation visits to the remote schools participating in the trial. 

During these unannounced visits, random lesson observations were undertaken. 

 

Mobile technology in education in Papua New Guinea 

 

Many teachers now own or use mobile phones. Baseline data for this study revealed that 91.9% of 

the teachers own mobile phones and the technology has been used by many for some time – the 

mean length of time that teachers had owned a phone was 2.7 years. Responding to concerns about 

the impact of mobile phones on student learning (see Watson 2011, 247-249), a policy was 

developed and launched to give guidance to schools (Department of Education 2009). In recent 

years, several education and health development projects have started to explore other mobile 

strategies such as bulk text messaging and free phone advice lines (for example, Watson and 

Sabumei 2013). 

 

Mobile technology in education in developing countries 

 

The number of mobile phones in use has increased dramatically around the world in recent years, 

particularly in developing countries (International Telecommunication Union 2011). Their 

popularity has prompted many to consider whether mobile phones could be used in education. This 

emerging field is known as mEducation. Michael Trucano, senior ICT and education policy 

specialist at the World Bank, suggests mEducation may well offer benefits, and that the area merits 

investigation. 

 

“Broadband will come, but it will not come quickly enough. Computers, as we 

think of them sitting on someone’s lap or on a desktop, will come, but not quickly 

enough. Phones are already there ... We think there’s a real opportunity there to 

explore” (Trucano in UNESCO 2013, no page) 

 



2 
 

Elementary education in Papua New Guinea 
 

Elementary education in PNG refers to the first three years of formal schooling: Elementary 

Preparatory Grade and Grades 1 and 2. Historically, teaching at these grades has been undertaken 

in local vernacular. The language of instruction to be used in class was chosen by the local 

community (Department of Education 2004, 27). Reforms by the current government are changing 

this, and the language of instruction in future will be English (Department of Education 2013, 1). 

 

Learning to read and write is critical during elementary education. English literacy in particular 

will be important for children earlier than ever now that all elementary teaching will be in English. 

Baseline research carried out for this project included an assessment of whether Grade 1 and 2 

elementary students could read a list of simple words selected from the 100 most frequently used 

English words. 50% of those tested were not able to read any of the words in the list. In addition: 

 

 Only one child out of the 2478 pupils scored sufficiently to be considered a fluent 

reader; 

 68% of students in E1 and 38% of students in E2 could not read any of 25 common 

decodable words (e.g. pig); and 

 90% of pupils in E1 and 60% of pupils in E2 could not read any of 10 nonsense words 

(e.g. ling). 

It is important to stress that these results were not unexpected. Elementary teachers receive limited 

training and many work in inaccessible areas. Reading books are in short supply (National 

Executive Council 2009, 14). Teachers struggle to create new texts and make books. With limited 

resources, they rely on a chalkboard and a limited range of teaching strategies to deliver language 

lessons. SMS Story was designed to provide a novel solution to these challenges. 

 

The story of SMS Story 

 

SMS Story is a controlled trial which aims to understand whether mobile telephones can be used to 

improve children’s reading by providing daily stories and lesson plans by text message to teachers 

in remote elementary schools. This is the first instance in which text messaging has been used to 

provide resources to teachers in this way
1
. It is hoped that the programme can provide benefits 

which mitigate some of the need for very high-cost programmes such as in-service teacher training 

and delivery of books to schools in remote locations
2
. 

 

In SMS Story, two text messages are sent to elementary teachers in grade 1 and 2 every day for two 

terms. One text message is a short story based on a structured and progressive phonics and high 

frequency word scheme. Phonics has been found to be useful in previous studies in PNG (Cawley 

et al. 2011, 16) and elsewhere (UK Department of Education 2011, 2) and therefore the structured 

text messages follow a structured phonics based approach. The stories are potentially a valuable 

resource for teachers and students in locations where there are no books. The stories are initially 

                                                           
1
This is definitely the first instance of this use in PNG, and it appears to be the first instance of this kind of 

project anywhere in the world. 
 
2
See Commonwealth of Australia 2010, pp. 40-41 regarding the major challenges associated with delivering 

books to schools across PNG. 
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decodable, where a child can “sound out” unfamiliar words. The second daily text message is a 

simple lesson plan based on that day’s story which can include reading comprehension questions, 

key sound and word practice and writing activities. 

 

There is no face to face teacher training component to the trial. Teachers have received a short (less 

than one hour long) demonstration of the daily texts and received a laminated A3 poster with 

cartoons showing the steps teachers need to follow each day.
3
 Each message is less than 160 

characters in length, in order to fit into the length of a standard SMS
4
 message. Examples of the 

content are given in Figure 1. 

 

The Story: The lesson plan: 

One day, a boat went to Karkar.The man 

wanted to shop for fish.“I want fish to eat, I 

have shells to sell.” The Karkar men said, 

“No,we have shells in the sea!” 

1 Tell the story to class. 2 Read together with 

class. 3 Children read to each other 4 Teach sh 

sound (shop,fish,shell) 5 Teach new words: one, 

men,Karkar,sell. 

160 characters (1 text message) 160 characters (1 text message) 

 

Figure 1: Example text messages (as sent to teachers on Monday, 15
th

 July, 2013). 

 

The project is designed as a research trial, the results of which will be available by the earliest at 

the end of 2013. The hypothesis of the project is that by providing new stories and lesson plans 

every day, the quality of pupils’ English reading will improve. In order to test this hypothesis, a test 

group of 57 teachers is receiving text messages every day over the course of 20 weeks, during 

terms 2 and 3, 2013. A second group of teachers from equivalent control schools do not receive the 

messages (instead they receive an unrelated maths pack). Pupils in all classes will be assessed in a 

range of reading skills at the beginning and at the end of the trial
5
. The reading performance of the 

children whose teachers received the texts will be compared with pupils in classes which did not, in 

order to understand the impact of the daily stories, if any. 

 

A statistically significant difference in reading aptitude scores between the two groups would mean 

that the text messaging could be said to have an influence on the reading ability of students 

(Salters-Pedneault 2009). In addition, the research will examine the costs of the intervention and 

evaluate the technology. Interviews and classroom observations will explore how the stories are 

used and whether the intervention has an impact on teacher practice. 

 

Rural and remote schools were selected, rather than urban schools, because the latter as a general 

rule would have more access to books, as well as other communication technologies and media 

products, such as newspapers. The two provinces, Madang and Simbu, hosting the trial are quite 

different in nature and context: Madang is a coastal province whereas Simbu is situated in the 

Highlands. Therefore, the findings will be valuable for educators throughout PNG who may wish 

                                                           
3
If you would like to see a copy of this poster, please contact the authors 

 
4
SMS, or text messaging, is a facility which allows mobile phone users to transmit text between phones. The 

acronym SMS stands for ‘Short Message Service’. 
 
5
Reading comprehension is assessed using a modified version of the Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) 

used in PNG. Students are tested on common decodable words, common high frequency words, nonsense 
decodable words, reading fluency and reading comprehension. 
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to consider this methodology for use in other settings. If the outcomes are positive, the scheme may 

be considered for further trials or national expansion. 

 

SMS Story is funded by the Australian Aid Program through a research grant from the Economic 

and Public Sector Program. The project is implemented by Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO), in 

partnership with the National Department of Education. An advisory group oversees the 

implementation and includes representatives from key divisions of the National Department of 

Education: research, curriculum, information technology, elementary unit, and general education 

services, along with representatives of the provinces where the trial is being conducted. 

 

Observations from the Mid-Point Evaluation Visits 

 

During terms two and three, 42 of the 57 teachers receiving the SMS stories and lesson plans were 

observed and interviewed. A further 2 teachers were interviewed but not observed. The results of 

the observations were recorded and 41 of the 42 teachers observed had written the SMS story on 

the chalkboard for the teacher to read to the class and then for the whole class to read aloud. This is 

what was advised on the poster and the lesson plan messages reinforce this practice. 

 

Paired reading, where the pupils read the story to each other was only observed in 12 of the 42 

lessons. However, in 21 of the 42 lessons pupils were observed reading aloud to each other in small 

groups. May be teachers find it easier to organise pupils into small groups rather than pairs, what is 

important is that the pupils were observed reading. 

 

Lessons were observed for 30 minutes and the length of each lesson varied from teacher to teacher. 

Pupils reading aloud individually to the teacher were observed in 23 of the 42 classrooms. 

The stories and lesson plans were based on a structured and progressive phonics scheme and 29 of 

the teachers were observed teaching new sounds and/or revising sounds. This represents 69% of 

the teachers observed. 

Teachers were encouraged in the lesson plans and the poster to ask follow up questions and this 

was observed in 74% of lessons although teachers were not always encouraging all pupils to 

respond. 

Nearly 80% of teachers used Tok Ples or Tok Pisin to explain the meaning of new English words in 

the stories. In more recent interviews teachers explained how their vocabulary had increased as 

they had had to find out the meaning of some words new to them. 

The research focussed on pupils’ reading but teachers also used the stories to improve writing 

skills. Researchers looked at a selection pupil's exercise books and found that 95% of the books 

showed evidence of the teaching of SMS stories. In some cases the stories had been copied into the 

books. Each story is less than 160 characters (length of a SMS message) and so this would not be 

an onerous task. However, it is worth noting that this activity was never advised or even suggested 

by the SMS Story team. 

Other SMS Story related activities were also observed in the exercise books, this included the 

drawing of pictures related to the stories and listing of words using sounds. Teachers appear to be 

happy to build on the stories and adapt the lesson plans to their needs. Where teachers were using 

themes some would try and link the story to the theme. 

All the teachers interviewed thought the content of the lesson plans and stories were good or very 

good. 82% of the teachers thought there were no weaknesses in the content of the stories. 9% of 



5 
 

teachers thought there were too many stories in one week (one story and lesson plan were sent each 

day). 7% found it difficult to explain and pronounce some words used in the stories. No significant 

weaknesses were found in the content of the lesson plans. 

We asked for suggestions on how we might improve the stories and 14% wanted separate stories 

for grades 1 and 2 and 14% wanted more meaningful stories relating to the everyday context of 

their pupils. Suggestions for improving the lesson plans included 14% wanting more activities and 

11% wished us to explain the meaning of words and sounds. 52% had no suggestions for 

improving the lesson plans. 

All the teachers, except one, said that SMS had influenced the way they teach reading. 53% now 

plan their lesson; 29% thought they were more competent in their role as a teacher and 12% had 

learnt new words and sounds, this seems low and may have been a higher figure if the teachers had 

been asked that specific question. 

Whilst visiting the schools, we also wanted to look for evidence around the classroom of SMS 

stories. Our visits were unannounced; we found 62% of the classrooms had SMS stories displayed 

on charts and posters some with illustrations. We observed 52% of classrooms with lists of words 

related to stories and 43% had English sounds written on homemade charts. 24% of classrooms had 

children’s drawings relating to SMS stories displayed on the walls. 

Teachers in the active schools were also interviewed by the research team and 96% of interviewees 

were receiving the stories so the technology seems to be efficient. 91% of the stories arrived in 

time for the teachers to prepare for the lesson, those reporting problems were because of the 

phones, usually battery problems. Issues with recipient's phones were less of a problem than 

anticipated although 20% of teachers had no phone themselves and were using other people's 

phones to receive the stories. This contradicts an earlier finding that 92% of teachers interviewed in 

term one owned a phone, maybe there is a different understanding of what is meant by ownership? 

On receiving the stories, 81% of the teachers wrote them in an exercise book reserved for this 

purpose. 35% of the teachers made their own flashcards and this finding was validated by the 

research team who asked to see the books. 

We were told that all the pupils love the stories and lesson plan activities. Some teachers thought 

they may have reduced absenteeism but there is no evidence of this. 

It is too early to make valid recommendations as we need to compare the reading scores of the 

children in the control and active schools. The final chapter is not yet written. 

The authors encourage suggestions for how mobile technology could be managed in the classroom 

and usefully applied in other parts of the education system. 

 

 

For more information please contact 
Richard Jones 

Education Programme Manager 

Voluntary Service Overseas 

Richard.Jones@vsoint.org 
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