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1. Collaboration with other departments. 
Find a way to collaborate with other relevant 
departments or units on campus for the 
creation of the mobile app – don’t do it alone. 
Collaborate with faculty in graphic design, 
computer science, geography or engineering 
departments.  
 
2. Involve the community. Don’t do this 
project alone. Bring in your local community 
into your project. You may be surprised by the 
feedback you receive. For our project, we 
conducted several focus groups during the 
semester and I also spoke with several people 
in the community about our mobile app and 
kept them updated on our progress. They 
appreciated being invited into the experience 
and became valuable stakeholders of 
spreading the word about the mobile app after 
it launched. Your project will only be as 
successful as the community around you! 
 
3. Resources for hosting the mobile app. 
Identify where you will house your website and 
mobile app for your project. Sometimes your 
own university can offer a discounted hosting 
service for faculty/staff. In other cases it may 
be good to go with an external vendor – such 
as Amazon Web Services 
(http://aws.amazon.com/ec2/). Be aware of the 
policies that come with hosting your app and 
website through the University or an external 
vendor. 
 
4. Identify students a semester before to 
help generate interest.  If you are going to 
make this mobile app project a class, it’s 
important to have a passionate and interested 
group of students about the topic to make the 
class a successful one. We started contacting 
students in the fall to find out which ones may 
be interested in taking it in the spring. It gave 
us a good baseline to know what kind of 
students would take the class and what the 
enrollment figures could be. It allowed us to 
know what other ways we could recruit 
students to take the course  from within our 
school as well as from other departments (e.g. 
computer science). This kind of planning made 
the first day of class a lot easier to plan for. 
 
 

 
5. Equipment complications. It’s always 
good to have a plan B. As it relates to mobile 
apps, plan on having equipment complications. 
These complications can include computers 
without the applications you need, mobile 
devices that vary based on operating systems 
and mobile apps that may not always work 
according to plan. Be prepared for these 
complications with a plan B such as the use of 
mobile app emulators when your students may 
not necessarily have the latest smartphones 
you may need to test the app on.  
 
6. Don’t be rigid in your planning. The 
project will change as the dynamics of the 
group change and the resources change. We 
started out the semester with thinking our app 
was going to do everything (capture and map 
all kinds of news on campus and off campus) 
and we realized halfway through that it was too 
much. We decided to focus on simplicity and 
focus on doing one thing well – so we now 
have an app that just maps events on campus. 
 
7. Guest speakers. Have guest speakers 
come to the class from different fields and 
disciplines. Throughout the semester I invited 
a variety of guest speakers to the class to help 
open the students’ minds to new ideas and 
concepts. Some of the guest speakers had a 
background in mobile whereas others worked 
in the areas of journalism, data journalism, the 
open-source movement and more.  
 
8.  Exploration survey. For the lab/skills-
based classes I teach, I always give my 
students an exploration survey on the first day 
of the class. The survey consists of questions 
about the students’ proficiency levels with 
specific applications, technologies, concepts, 
etc. The survey included questions regarding 
the students’ knowledge about mobile devices, 
what kind of mobile phone they had, what they 
did with their mobile phone, the kind of apps 
they used, the kind of programming languages 
they were familiar or not familiar with, etc. 
These surveys helped to provide me with a 
baseline of what the knowledge base was of 
each student and what I needed to focus on in 
the weeks ahead as we built the app.  
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9. Creativity exercises. To help the students 
with thinking openly and differently about the 
creation of mobile apps, having some 
exercises that encourage brainstorming and 
creativity can be helpful. One exercise I did 
that helped with creativity was IDEO cards. 
The cards each have a different scenario and 
idea to help spur ideas, concepts and much 
more. If you don’t have access to IDEO cards, 
you can create your own with different kind of 
scenarios. More about the 51-card deck of 
Method IDEO cards can be found 
here: http://www.ideo.com/work/method-cards/ 
 
 
10. Strategic assignments. Provide multiple 
opportunities during the semester that will 
allow your students to scaffold their learning in 
a different way. In our project, I had them do 
assignments that had a direct impact on the 
project – creating a competitive analysis, doing 
focus group reports and creating a 
sustainability report about the mobile app. All 
these assignments contributed to the bigger 
picture of the project and allowed the students 
to see they were doing more than just class 
work but giving a valuable contribution to the 
project. 
 
 
11. Allow autonomy.  Give the students 
freedom to explore ideas, test out and 
experiment with concepts and allow them to 
make their own decisions. Ultimately you may 
know that failure is likely with some aspects of 
the project – but they will arrive there on their 
own without you having to tell them. This 
allows them room to grow and expand their 
learning and how it has changed. 
 
 
 

12. Self-reflection. Make sure to provide 
opportunities throughout the course – not just 
at the end for the students to reflect on where  
they have been and where they are going with 
the project. In the class, I had the students 
write up several reports as well as weekly 
blogs that allowed the students to think about 
what they learned and how it could be applied 
moving forward. 
 
13. Plan B, C. Be prepared to have a back-up 
plan for your project. You may be the most 
organized person in the world and have the 
resources you need to get things 
accomplished – but digital projects will never 
go as planned. Be prepared to have a plan B 
or C ready to go in case some part of the 
project won’t be possible. It will save you a lot 
of grief in the end. 
 
14. Time – always think it will take twice as 
much time. Following the item above, you 
may be super organized and think you have 
the calendar set for how long each part of the 
project will take – but always think it will take 
twice as much time. In the last four weeks of 
the course, we were in a crunch mode of 
completion – something I didn’t think would 
happen but did. Of course all came out well, 
but having this mindset from the beginning 
probably would have made the process 
smoother. 
 
15. Most of all – enjoy the process! The 
students will feed off of your passion and 
excitement if you are excited and passionate 
about the project too. Make sure to take 
moments to enjoy the experience throughout 
the semester – the challenges and the 
achievements. As cliché as it sounds, it’s 
about the journey not just the destination. 

 
 
 
Some additional links and resources related to mobile: 
 

¡ Mobile news app educator website (includes my class syllabus, resources and much 
more): http://mobilenewseducator.wordpress.com/ 

 
Github for accessing Ushahidi mobile app files: 

¡ https://github.com/ushahidi/Ushahidi_Android 
¡ https://github.com/ushahidi/Ushahidi_iPhone 
¡ https://github.com/ushahidi 

 
¡ Ushahidi:  http://www.ushahidi.com/ 
¡ Crowdmap: https://crowdmap.com/welcome 
¡ Mobile Reporting Field Guide:  http://mobilereportingfieldguide.com/ 
¡ 21 tips for Mobile Ninjas: bit.ly/ninjamobile 
¡ RJI Mobile News and Resources: http://www.rjionline.org/topics/mobile-phones 


