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Introduction 

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

Several acronyms are used in describing the field of English language teaching (ELT) however, 

one of the most common is English as a Foreign Language (EFL).   

Carter and Nunan (2001) state EFL refers “contexts where English is neither widely used for 

communication, nor used as a medium of instruction” (p. 2).  Countries such China, Russia, and Saudi 

Arabia are examples of places where English is taught as a foreign language in both public and private 

institutions (Carter & Nunan, 2001).  Aside from such learning opportunities, citizens normally 

communicate in the native language of the country.   

Making a distinction between EFL and other branches of ELT, such as English as a Second 

Language (ESL), is necessary as teaching strategies need to be tailored according to the environment in 

which the language is being learned.  Although this literature review focuses specifically on EFL, the 

concepts discussed are also applicable to other areas of ELT. 

Mobile Learning (m-learning) 

Mobile learning (m-learning) is an evolving concept which Granič, Čukušič &Walker (2009) 

describe as an extension to electronic learning (e-learning).  While e-learning tends to focus more on 

online learning via personal computers (PCs), m-learning extends this model to include mobile devices.  

In particular, Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) state m-learning refers to “learning mediated via 

handheld devices and available anytime, anywhere” (p. 273).  Such devices include cell phones, personal 

digital assistants (PDAs), MP3/MP4 players and tablet computers, which often are able to communicate 

wirelessly (Al-Fahad, 2008). 

The learning which takes place includes not only online learning, but face-to-face (f2f) and 

distance environments as well; they may also “be self-paced or calendar-based” (Chinnery, 2006, p. 9). 

In addition, the portable learning facilitated is flexible to include both formal (via prescribed instruction) 

and informal (via daily interaction) scenarios (Al-Fahad, 2008; Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008). 
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Although m-learning can include various devices, this literature review focuses primarily on the 

use of mobile phones due to their proliferation around the world.  MP3 players are also explored, but 

most modern mobile phones have MP3 functionality so such discussions are cross compatible. 

Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) 

Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) is another emerging field which Begum (2011) 

refers to as “a subset of both Mobile Learning (m-learning) and Computer-assisted language learning 

(CALL)” (p. 105).  Similar to the relation between e-learning and m-learning, CALL focuses on the use 

of PCs to enhance language instruction whereas MALL concentrates on mobile devices.   

Furthermore, MALL differs from CALL in that it offers “new ways of learning, emphasizing the 

continuity or spontaneity of access and interaction across different contexts of use” (Kukulska-Hulme & 

Shield, 2008, p. 273).  Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) note that initially MALL mostly mirrored the 

CALL “teacher-learner, text-based model” based on activities such as vocabulary and grammar drills and 

quizzes; however, recent studies have shown MALL activities have evolved “to support multimedia, 

collaborative listening and speaking activities and to allow learners to co-construct knowledge to solve 

problems and fill information gaps” (p. 283). 

As the large population of mobile phone users continues to grow and the features and functions 

supported by mobile phones such as short message service (SMS), email and Internet develop, the 

possibilities for EFL classroom instruction are endless.       

Problem Statement 

The purpose of this study is to examine whether MALL can effectively enhance EFL student 

performance, and what are student and teacher opinions of MALL-based activities. 

 

Review of Related Literature 

The following literature review will describe: (a) access to education; (b) active learning; (c) 

constructive learning; (d) informal learning; (e) student/teacher attitudes; and (f) student performance. 
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Access to Education 

Across the globe, learning opportunities vary based on available resources.  However, with the 

growing widespread use of mobile technologies, students are no longer “bound to a classroom to access 

engaging, well-designed educational content” (Wang, Shen, Novak & Pan, 2009, p. 676).  Through their 

experiment on the effects of using an m-learning system with a blended class, Wang et al. (2009) 

provided online students with access to English lectures in real-time.  In addition, students could also 

send questions directly to the teacher during the lecture; such features proved equal access to learning 

could be available to both f2f and online learners.  

Nah, White & Sussex (2008) were also able to afford new learning opportunities to students via a 

dedicated wireless application protocol (WAP) site for mobile devices.  The highlights of this particular 

site were the listening materials students could download and listen to, and the discussion boards to 

facilitate communication between students and teachers.  Such improved access to learning led to positive 

results in the experiment as “students made more effort to study and had more opportunities to study 

outside the classroom” (Nah et al., 2008, p. 344). 

Active Learning 

Traditional online learning is generally passive in nature as students are treated primarily as 

consumers of information.  On the other hand, MALL has proven that “m-learning, coupled with more 

traditional distance learning techniques, can much better engage students in the learning process” (Wang 

et al., 2009, p. 692).  In the m-learning system tested by Wang et al. (2009) mentioned above, bi-

directional support allowed students to not only receive but more importantly, send messages as well.  

They were able to actively participate in live class polls and pose questions to teachers all via SMS 

texting.     

The condition EFL classrooms based on traditional instruction is even worse as “traditional 

teaching materials are too much paper-based without any technical support to motivate students for 

learning English” (Begum, 2011, p. 109).  Begum (2011) investigated whether the situation could be 
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improved with MALL using an SMS-based m-learning system for sending student lessons to study and 

quizzes to respond to.  Survey results revealed that students showed excitement and interest in this study 

because it presented a novel way of learning English, using a medium they were already familiar with. 

Constructive Learning 

Constructive learning can have different meanings depending on the context.  In the SMS texting 

study to help students learn technical vocabulary completed by Cavus and Ibrahim (2009), the focus was 

“based on the idea that people learn by constructing new ideas based on their current and past knowledge” 

(p. 81).  By receiving text messages throughout the day containing words with increasing level of 

difficulty, students were able to effectively construct upon their vocabulary knowledgebase.   

Ros i Solé, Calic & Neijmann (2010) also focused on constructive learning in their research on 

the use of MP3 devices in MALL so that “learning experiences outside the class (could) be brought into 

the classroom” (p. 51).  Students were assigned various recording tasks which required them to travel to 

different locations and apply what they learned in previous contexts to new environments.  

Informal Learning 

As students often carry their mobile phones wherever they go, the opportunities for informal 

learning, learning which “can happen anywhere and anytime” (Cavus & Ibrahim, 2009, p. 80), are 

unprecedented.  Cavus and Ibrahim (2009) found in their SMS texting research, as referenced above, that 

m-learning indeed promotes informal learning.  In a survey conducted following their experiment, 

participants expressed appreciation for being able to study at their leisure as they had access to lessons at 

all times. 

Ros i Solé et al. (2010) also uncovered similar results in their research on the use of MP3 devices 

to support foreign language learning.  Although students were only assigned specific learning tasks to 

record, many of them went a step further to also incorporate the devices into their normal daily activities 

such as downloading and listening to music in the target language (Ros i Solé et al., 2010).  Such findings 

help prove that m-learning can also help close the gap between formal and informal learning spaces.   
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Student/Teacher Attitudes 

In general, student attitudes towards MALL reported in the various studies were positive. 

Thornton and Houser (2005) conducted a study in the use of mobile email for sending lessons to students 

where they found very convincing results in a questionnaire administered following the experiment.  Not 

only did the majority of students prefer receiving lessons via mobile email over PC email, but they also 

expressed interest in continuing to learn via this method.  In the study carried out by Nah et al. (2008) 

mentioned above, the feedback was also largely positive, yet there were some complaints about technical 

problems (e.g. small viewing screen) and incompatibility with study habits.  

Teachers also generally showed interest in the studies completed, yet there were some signs of 

apprehension as discussed in the research conducted by Begum (2011) discussed above.  Teachers were 

mainly concerned with having to manage the appropriate of use of mobile phones in the classroom, such 

that they were not used with ill intentions like playing games during lectures or cheating on tests.   

Student Performance 

Similar to their attitudes, student performance results were also consistently positive across the 

various studies reviewed.  A significant increase in scores between pre- and post- tests in the Cavus and 

Ibrahim (2009) experiment showed great potential for m-learning activities. 

Similar findings were also reported in the Thornton and Houser (2005) study cited above as 

students not only scored higher between pre- and post- tests, but also outperformed those students who 

were comparatively getting study materials either over the web, or with paper handouts.   

Summary of Related Literature 

As is evident from the studies reviewed, the potential for m-learning in general and MALL in 

particular is promising.  However, mobile devices “are not in and of themselves instructors; rather, they 

are instructional tools” (Chinnery, 2006, p. 9).  That being said, Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) make 

a very valid point in that “the ways in which different mobile technologies can be employed by different 
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pedagogical approaches and in different more or less formal learning contexts requires further 

investigation” (p. 283). 

In order to reap the true benefits of m-learning, it makes sense that most of the use-case scenarios 

presented in the studies were for mobile device utilization outside of the classroom.  However, it would 

be negligent to ignore the potential for in class use as well; in order to help achieve this, in addition to 

continued research, “proper policy should be developed to integrate mobile technologies in study units 

and lessons” (Begum, 2011, p. 112).   

More research is also required in order to address some of the technological issues encountered 

during the studies.  Such problems are expected with the induction of any new technology however, 

minimizing them obviously helps in the overall effort of gaining support.    

 

Methodology 

Procedures 

The research methodology to be used in this study will be an explanatory mixed methods design 

(i.e. QUAN-Qual) approach.  Specifically, an experiment will be carried out with EFL students part of a 

preparatory year (PY) program for entrance into formal university study.  Two intermediate level classes 

of equal ability (based on level) will be used, where each class will be comprised of approximately twenty 

students. 

One class will receive traditional lecture-based instruction, with bi-weekly paper-based activities 

such as completing workbook and handout exercises to supplement; this will be the control group.  The 

other class will also receive lecture-based instruction, but will instead take part in bi-weekly MALL 

activities such as creating audio/video recordings and participating in online forums to supplement; this 

will be the experimental group. 

The study will be conducted over the course of one academic semester where upon completion, 

students will be given a final exam. 
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Research Design 

The independent variable in this study is the MALL activities supplement.  The dependent 

variable is the increased student performance and positive attitude toward English learning.  The 

operational statement in null form follows: 

There is no difference in performance or attitudes toward EFL instruction between PY students 

who take part in MALL activities and those who do not.  

Pilot Study 

In order to test the proposed research plan beforehand, two other intermediate level classes within 

the PY will be used.  They will be given similar pre- and post- tests, yet their experiment will only take 

place over half an academic semester; this will also sufficient time for any necessary adjustments to be 

made before the subsequent semester when the actual research is conducted.   

Following the completion of the pilot study, participants will also be surveyed to gain further 

insight into their perceptions of the study.  All the data will then be collected and analyzed accordingly.  

Selection of Subjects 

As alluded to above, cluster sampling will be employed, for sake of convenience.  Two intact 

intermediate classes will be studied, assembled at the discretion of the PY administration. 

Instrumentation 

With respect to the quantitative data to be collected, students will initially be given a pre-test 

covering the language skills they are expected to master over the course of the semester.  However, the 

pre-test will cover only three of the four primary language skills including reading, writing and listening. 

As conducting speaking exams requires significant planning and coordination, they will only be done 

during the final exam (i.e. post-test). 

Halfway through the semester, students will also take a midterm exam as part of the normal 

summative assessment scheme.  As a means of tracking progress, the results will be noted but not 

included in the final data analyses. 
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All administered tests will include a combination of multiple choice, true/false, and fill in the 

blank questions.  Additionally, the writing portion of the tests will require students to compose a short 

narrative on some topic of interest such as what they did on their last vacation.  In the speaking portion, 

students will be asked random questions (e.g. daily routine, academic course work, etc.) and also have to 

take part in a conversation with a fellow classmate on a given topic such as what they enjoy doing in their 

free time.  

In addition to tests, surveys based on a five-point Likert scale rating system (e.g. 5 = strongly 

agree, 1 = strongly disagree) will be administered to all participants at the conclusion of the experiment in 

order to gauge their attitude toward the study.  Possible survey questions include the following: 

1. The supplemental activities helped me improve my English. 

2. The supplemental activities were difficult for me. 

3. I wish more of my classes included similar activities. 

Microsoft Excel will be used to analyze the data collected to test validity and reliability.  Basic statistical 

functions such as mean, standard deviation and a paired sampled t-test based on the test results will be of 

primary interest. 

In terms of qualitative data collection, a short interview will be conducted with teachers involved 

to gain an authoritative perspective on the study.  A response-guided strategy will be employed in an 

effort to touch on a broad range of topics.  An example of a possible lead-in question could be to ask what 

their impression of the supplemental activities was. 

Action Plan 

 The initial pilot study will take place at the start of the academic year in September, and will 

continue until the midterm exam toward the end of October.  The formal research study will be carried 

out at the start of the second half of the academic year in February and will finish in May with the 

administering of the final exam.  The surveys will be conducted on the final day of class instruction.  The 
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teacher interviews will take place within a week of the surveys, based on their availability.  All data 

analyses will ideally be completed before the start of the summer semester in July.  

 

Intended Outcomes 

 Following completion of this study, it is expected that PY students receiving EFL instruction 

supplemented with MALL activities will outperform and show more positive attitudes towards English 

learning than their counterparts who receive instruction supplemented with traditional paper-based 

activities.  



ENHANCING EFL INSTRUCTION  12 

 

References 

AI-Fahad, F. N. (2008). Student Perspectives About Using Mobile Devices in their Studies in the King 

Saud University, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Malaysian Journal of Distance Education, 10(1), 91-

110. Retrieved from http://pppjj.usm.my/mjde/page%20sub2008-1%286%29.html 

Begum, R. (2011). Prospect for Cell Phones as Instructional Tools in the EFL Classroom: A Case Study 

of Jahangirnagar University, Bangladesh. English Language Teaching, 4(1), 105-115. Retrieved 

from http://journal.ccsenet.org/index.php/elt/article/view/6958/6939 

Carter, R., & Nunan, D. (Eds.). (2001). The Cambridge Guide to Teaching English to Speakers of Other 

Languages. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 

Cavus, N., & Ibrahim, D. (2009). m-Learning: An experiment in using SMS to support learning new 

English language words. British Journal of Educational Technology, 40(1), 78-91. 

doi:10.1111/j.1467-8535.2007.00801 

Chinnery, G. M. (2006). Emerging technologies - Going to the MALL: Mobile Assisted Language 

Learning. Language Learning and Technology, 10(1), 9-16. Retrieved from 

http://llt.msu.edu/vol10num1/pdf/emerging.pdf 

Granič, A., Čukušič, M., & Walker, R. (2009). mLearning in a Europe-wide network of schools. 

Educational Media International, 46(3), 167-184. doi:10.1080/09523980903135301 

Kukulska-Hulme, A. & Shield, L. (2008). An overview of mobile assisted language learning: From 

content delivery to supported collaboration and interaction. ReCALL, 20(3), 271-289. 

doi:10.1017/S0958344008000335 

Nah, K.C., White, P., & Sussex, R. (2008). The potential of using a mobile phone to access the Internet 

for learning EFL listening skills within a Korean context. ReCALL, 20(3), 331-347. 

doi:10.1017/S0958344008000633  

Ros i Solé, C., Calic, J., & Neijmann, D. (2010). A social and self-reflective approach to MALL. 

ReCALL, 22(1), 39-52. doi:10.1017/S0958344009990188 



ENHANCING EFL INSTRUCTION  13 

 

Thornton, P., & Houser, C. (2005). Using mobile phones in English education in Japan. Journal of 

Computer Assisted Learning, 21(3), 217-228. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2729.2005.00129 

Wang, M., Shen, R., Novak, D., & Pan, X. (2009). The impact of mobile learning on students' learning 

behaviours and performance: Report from a large blended classroom. British Journal of 

Educational Technology, 40(4), 673-695. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8535.2008.00846 

 


