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Abstract

The purpose of this action research study was to investigate the effect of a 10-week
instructor intervention focusing on usage of informal mobile-assisted language
learning (MALL). The research took place in a required English-language course in
the Economics faculty at a major Japanese university. Prior to the intervention, the
researcher administered an established survey instrument regarding informal MALL,
which was modified and translated into Japanese with the permission of the authors.
Over the course of four class sessions, the researcher introduced new resources that
could be used for informal MALL. Every other week, students completed a reflective
writing assignment regarding their usage of these resources. The informal MALL
survey instrument was administered again at the end of the 10-week period in order to
examine any changes that might have occurred due to the intervention. The results of
paired sample #-tests indicated no significant difference in pre- and post-usage of
mobile devices for informal language learning. However, the qualitative data gathered
provided valuable insights to improve future interventions and obtain a favorable
result.
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Introduction

Mobile devices have become ubiquitous in the lives of most people. Almost every
task today, from socializing to shopping, is undertaken with the aid of smartphones
and tablets. As educational tools, mobile technology provides students with 24-hour
access to educational content no matter where they are. While mobile learning can
take place in both formal or non-formal educational settings, the unique
characteristics of the technology makes it particularly suitable for informal learning
tasks (Chen, 2013; Jones, Scanlon, & Clough, 2013; Kukulska-Hulme, 2010). For
language learners, there is an ever-growing library of applications that are available to
facilitate self-directed study, and an unlimited supply of authentic materials as well as
speakers of the target language that can be used for incidental acquisition (Demouy,
Jones, Kan, Kukulska-Hulme, & Eardly, 2016). Although autonomy and self-
initiation are essential to informal language learning, previous research has shown
that instructors can have an influence on students’ propensity to engage in both self-
directed and incidental language learning (Mills, 2016). To this end, it is important to
examine in what ways instructors can intervene in their classrooms in order to assist
in bridging formal language study with informal learning. This is essential, since the
amount of time students come in contact with the target language in the classroom is
rarely sufficient for high levels of proficiency to develop.

Literature Review

Mobile-assisted language learning. In recent years, mobile devices, such as
smartphones and tablet computers, have become increasingly integrated in our lives.
According to the Pew Research Institute (2018), 77% of US adults own a smartphone,
and 95% own a mobile phone of some kind. That percentage of smartphone
ownership is even higher among respondents aged 18-29 (94%). The ECAR Study of
Undergraduate Students and Information Technology, 2018 (Galanek, Gierdowski, &
Brooks, 2018) showed that 95% of students around the world possessed smartphones
and used them regularly for educational activities. Due to the access university
students have to these devices, as well as their portability and flexibility, there is an
interest among researchers and educators in mobile learning in general and mobile-
assisted language learning (MALL) in particular (Viberg & Gronlund, 2012).
Developing a high-level of proficiency in a foreign or second language requires
extensive exposure to comprehensible input (Krashen, 1981, 1985, 1992) and
opportunities for interaction (Long, 1996) in the target language. Both of these are
facilitated by mobile technologies that can provide the learner with 24-hour access to
target language content and the ability to access these resources in any place with a
wi-fi or cellular connection.

While mobile devices can be used in classroom settings, they are particularly valuable
for informal learning that takes place outside of the classroom. Yet, studies focusing
on informal MALL are underrepresented in the literature (Demouy et al., 2016). This
is most likely due to the difficulty in gathering accurate data from students outside of
controlled environments who are often utilizing their personal devices. Due to these
limitations, studies focusing on informal MALL tend to rely on self-reported data
from the participants. In one query of Japanese university students’ usage and
acceptance of mobile devices for informal language learning (Mills, 2016)
participants reported using their mobile devices for both incidental and self-directed



language learning outside of the classroom. However, they were more likely to
engage in passive activities such as listening to music or using dictionary applications,
rather than active tasks like making posts on social media sites or playing interactive
digital games. Lai and Zheng (2017) found in their study of Hong Kong university
students that learning activities associated with the construct of personalization (e.g.
dictionary and translation applications) were engaged in to a greater degree than
activities associated with the constructs of authenticity (e.g. watching videos) or
social connection (e.g. social networking sites). Both Mills (2016) as well as Lai and
Zheng (2017) asserted that further research needed to be conducted on the factors that
influence usage and task selection in informal MALL. One such factor identified by
Mills (2016) was the influence of instructors on student engagement in informal
MALL.

Action research. Action research is a method of investigation which focuses on
giving agency to practitioner/researchers to explore practical solutions to problems
they face in the context in which they teach. This is in contrast to more formal
research inquiries, which are conducted by impartial observers in order to maintain
the validity and reliability of the results of the study. According to the “Glossary of
Educational Reform,” the general goal of action research is “to create a simple,
practical, repeatable process of iterative learning, evaluation, and improvement that
leads to increasingly better results for schools, teachers, or programs” (para. 1).

The practice of action research can be visually represented by a series of steps laid out
in a cyclical pattern (Figure 1). The process of working in such a cyclical manner,
constantly reflecting and improving upon interventions has been identified by Burns
(2005) as one of the benefits of the methodology. The action research cycle, as laid
out below, encompasses four steps. The first is planning the intervention to solve an
instructional problem identified by the practitioner-researcher. Second, the
intervention is implemented in the action stage over a set period of time. Third, the
results of the intervention are observed and measured through various quantitative and
qualitative means. Finally, the practitioner-research reflects on the results and
evaluates how to move forward either in adopting the intervention or improving upon
it (Burns, 2010).

The Action

Research
Cycle

Observe

Figure 1: The action research cycle (Burns, 2010)



Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this action research study was to examine how a 10-week instructional
intervention affected student engagement in informal MALL. The following research
questions guided the investigation:

1. What changes to usage of informal MALL, as measured by a quantitative
survey, occurred following an intervention by the instructor?

2. To what extent did participants use the learning applications presented during
the intervention?

3. What reasons did participants give for non-usage of the learning applications
presented during the intervention?

4. How could the intervention be improved to increase attitudes towards and
usage of informal MALL?

Methodology

Setting and sample. The setting of this action research project was a required
information and communications English course held at a private, Japanese
university. The course is offered in three levels; pre-intermediate, intermediate, and
upper-intermediate. Sixty-six students were enrolled in the course; 57 students
participated in the pre-survey and 46 in the post-survey. Engagement in the bi-weekly
reflective writing assignment depended on the students’ attendance that day.

Participants. All participants were first-year Economics students who identified as
ethnic Japanese. The students in this course were placed at the intermediate level
based on the results of a standardized test of English called the Communication
Assessment System for Global Communication (CASEC.) The majority of students
enrolled in the class were male (73.9%). Female students represented 26.1% of the
class.

Intervention. The instructional intervention, including quantitative and qualitative
data collection, took place over a 10-week period. The quantitative instrument was
administered in weeks one and ten. In weeks two, four, six, and eight, students were
presented with a PDF document that defined informal MALL and then introduced a
learning application or website that could be accessed by mobile device. In weeks
three, five, seven, and nine participants were asked to answer several questions
regarding their usage of the application or device introduced in the previous week.
Figure 2 gives a graphic representation of the 10-week intervention.
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Figure 2: Overview of the intervention

The PDF document that described the informal MALL applications and websites was
made available to the students on the course’s learning management system (LMS).
The PDF was uploaded at the start of the class and was available for the students to
view and download throughout the semester. In weeks two, four, six, and eight, the
instructor gave a brief explanation and provided about 15-20 minutes of class time for
the students to use the application/website. He then reminded the students that they
were under no obligation to use the resource presented after class, but it would be
beneficial to do so if they wished to improve their English proficiency. The PDF
documents used in the intervention phase can be found in the Appendix 1 of this
article.

Quantitative instrument. The quantitative instrument was administered on Google
Forms via a link posted on the course’s LMS. The survey consisted of three sections:
(1) dimensions of MALL usage, (2) frequency of informal MALL usage of devices
and activities, and (3) demographics. The Dimensions of MALL scale was developed
by Lai and Zheng (2017) and was translated for use in this study by permission of the
authors. This scale is divided into three dimensions of MALL wusage: (1)
personalization, (2) authenticity, and (3) connectivity. Responses were based on a six-
point Likert-scale where 1 represented “strongly disagree” and 6 indicated “strongly
agree.” A three-step method was used to translate the instrument. First, the researcher,
a native English speaker with a high-intermediate Japanese-language ability, did an
initial translation of the items. Then, two Japanese native speakers with advanced
English-language ability checked the translation against the original English and
made suggestions for improvement. Finally, two native Japanese speakers who are
educational technology experts examined the translation and made their
recommendations. The original items as well as the final translations can be found in
the table below:

Construct Original Translation

Mobile learning gives immediate support to my — E/NA LT —=1 7%, BIRRICFADJEFEEE
language learning ZHR—bHF LTINS

Personalization Mobile devices enable me to learn the language  E/3A SR AZ{HiH Z & T, WHOTHLEZ T

at any time and any place HIEEEENTX 5



Mobile devices help me comprehend and use the /S JLREER T B 70 OIS BT C 9055 % FRAR
target language whenever THZ L, FHITA AR NLD

and wherever I need it

Mobile devices enable me to have self-paced, :E/i‘/r 11/1%% ZfiHZ LT, BHYDR—AT
personalized language learning outside the ERA IR =2 P N G
classroom

Mobile learning is a flexible method of learning, E /A JLZEF IR MMED B 578 F1ET, W

as it can be done anytime, anywhere STHLEITHLFEENTXAS
Mobile devices help extend my language BN VSR IR SRR A IR DR

learning experience beyond the language class oyl rc<ns

Mobile devices increase my autonomous learning /3 A JLREERITIEFED H AR FH OO L
of the language <<ns
Mobile devices provide opportunities to act ENA EIRITTGEZ M F TESER T BT
independently in learning the target language zT<hb
Mobile devices make my language learning :E/vr ISR ISR IR A & B ICHLFER
experience more authentic zLcinsd
Mobile devices enhance my willingness to ENA USSR T EE TR S N B A A R
participate in social events hosted in the target MBI TA2EHEEHTIND
language

Authenticity Mobile devices increase my participation in FENA JVERITRFED Y — b s
target language social communities T4 —~DBIMIBINT 5 L 2L T <

no

Mobile devices enhance the authenticity of my FENRA NI GEREH DY ) — AT 7T

language learning resources and activities S4BT 44— @fﬂ EEEDTIND
Mobile devices enhance my interaction with E A VBESRITIGE S R COMPE L DR A
others in the target language EHTh 5

Mobile devices enhance my connection with peer /N JLAESHIMM DO FEEFLBHZ L OS2 RY
learners of the target language EEmh TIN5

Connectivity  Mobile devices connect me with speakers of the /34 JLHEIHIHETED R A T ¢ T E 1%
language EHEE ORI T ND

Mobile devices enhance my connection with the — E A VEEZHIITEFED XA T 4 7 F 1213555
target language community FmE L DoORNBY EEDTIND

Table 1: Dimensions of MALL usage (original and translated items)

The frequency scale used in the study was created by the researcher (Mills, 2016).
The scale was based on research regarding mobile learning (Cheung & Hew, 2009;
Patten, Arnedillo-Sénchez, & Tangney, 2006), a scale developed to measure informal
MALL activity (Santos & Ali, 2011), and the personal experience and observation of
the researcher. The participants reported their frequency in using mobile devices to
engage in activities such as playing video games, surfing the internet, and listening to
music in English. The frequency scale contained five points including 1 (never), 2
(rarely), 3 (occasionally), 4 (frequently), 5 (very frequently). Respondents were also
asked which devices they used to engage in these activities and whether they mainly



did so consciously (self-directed learning) or unconsciously (incidental learning). To
ensure participants’ responses were uniform, they were provided with definitions of
the key terms, mobile devices and informal English-language learning, in Japanese.

Below is an English translation of those definitions:

Mobile devices are smartphones, tablet computers, MP3 players and other portable,
hand-held, electronic devices that can be used for the learning of languages.

Informal English-language learning is any activity that has the potential to improve
your proficiency in English but is not directly related to structured classes like the
ones you take at university or at a private language school. Informal English-language
learning can occur consciously (i.e., watching an English-language movie for the
purpose of study) or unconsciously (i.e., watching an English-language movie for
entertainment).

Reflective writing activity. In the class following each intervention, students were
asked to reflect on their usage of the application/website that had been introduced.
The reflective activity was completed using the “threaded discussion” section of the
course’s LMS. First, the students were reminded of the previous week’s intervention
and then asked several questions regarding their usage or non-usage. Below (Figure 3)
is an example of the bi-weekly reflective activity. The questions were the same each
week, only the name of the resource changed.

Informal Reflection 3

(e Last class, | introduced a website for learning English - Breaking News English. You are NOT REQUIRED to

4. 4 use it for this class, but | want you to answer the following questions
1. Did you use Breaking News English in the last week outside of class?

2. I you i use il, how much did you use it in the last week? How many minules or hours?

Also, did you use it on a mobile device like your smartphone or on a computer?

3. if you didn't use it, why not?

Figure 3: Example of reflective writing activity prompt

Figure 4 shows a typical response of one of the students. As can be seen, responses
were usually quite short.

1 No
3 1 had a lot of other things to do

Figure 4: Example of a student response to the reflective writing activity



Data collection and analysis. Data collection was conducted over a 10-week period
that included a pre- and post-survey, four intervention activities, and four reflective
writing activities. Both pre- and post-surveys were created using Google Forms. A
link to the survey was prepared and delivered to the students through a post in the
“announcements” section of the course LMS. In the class scheduled for the survey,
the researcher pointed out the link and asked students to complete the survey.
However, the researcher explained that participation in the study was voluntary and
would not affect the students’ grades. Once the survey link was opened, participants
were able to read an explanation of the study as well as a letter addressing their rights
as research subjects in Japanese. Completion of the survey signified consent to
participate in the study. The link for both pre- and post-survey were accessible for one
week. After the data was collected, it was input to a SPSS worksheet. Frequencies
were calculated for all items. Missing values in the data set were replaced by the
series mean. Descriptive statistics were calculated for all scales and sub-scales, and a
paired sample #-test was computed to examine differences that occurred in the pre-
and post-survey responses.

The reflective writing activity was conducted over four classes during the 10-week
period. After all the writing activities were completed, the responses were placed in
an Excel. Open-coding was used to analyze the patterns that emerged in the
responses. Themes were created and the responses were sorted based on category
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Flick, 2006).

Results and Discussion

Research question 1. The data revealed that the highest mean values were associated
with the personalization sub-scale and the total scale in both the pre- and post-survey.
However, it was surprising that the means of the total scale and all sub-scales
decreased after the intervention. One possibility is that by the time the intervention
was finishing, students were entering the final few weeks of the semester. The
pressure of preparing for final exams and the excitement of the upcoming holiday
may have led them to see informal MALL activities as less important in their lives at
that time. Table 2 below shows the means and standard deviations of the total scale
and sub-scales both before and after the intervention:

Pre Post
Scale M SD M SD
Dimensions of MALL (Total 490 903 3.8 1.15
Scale)
Personalization 4.55 .940 4.43 1.11
Authenticity 3.86 1.24 3.54 1.38
Connectivity 3.83 1.20 3.50 1.49

Note. Likert-scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree
Table 2: Means and standard deviations of total scale and sub-scales

The results of paired sample #-tests indicated that there was no significant difference
between pre- and post-survey results in terms of the total scale or sub-scales.



Similarly, data regarding the usage of particular mobile devices and activities showed
that there was little change before and after the intervention. The greatest change in
device usage was seen with an increase in mobile phones and a decrease in portable
game consoles. In general, mobile devices were the most used device for informal
MALL. The least used device was portable game consoles.

Device Pre Post Change
Mobile Phone 94.7% 97.8% +3.1%
MP3 player 17.5% 17.4% -0.1%
Reader 15.8% 17.4% +1.6%
Tablet 19.3% 17.4% -1.9%
Game 5.3% 2.2% -3.1%

Table 3: Percentage of students who use a particular device for informal MALL

In regard to activities, participants reported the greatest positive change in usage of
games. The largest reduction in usage was seen with English-language news. While
listening to English-language music was the activity participants said they engaged in
the most, using dictionary applications, watching movies, TV, and videos (e.g.
YouTube) was also ranked highly. These findings corroborate earlier work by the
researcher (Mills, 2016) as well as Lai and Zheng’s 2017 study which showed that
students tend to engage in passive activities rather than ones that require more active
use of the target language such as social networking sites and English-language
games.

Activity Pre Post Change
Websites 24.5% 21.8% -2.7%
SNS 24.5% 21.7% -2.8%
Apps 29.8% 23.9% -5.9%
Games 14.0% 17.4% +3.4%
Music 58.6% 60.8% +2.2%
Audio 28.1% 21.7% -6.4%
Video 40.4% 43.4% +3.0%
Movies/TV 43.9% 43.5% -.40%
Dictionary 45.7% 43.5% -2.2%
Translation 36.8% 39.1% +2.3%
News 17.6% 6.5% -11.1%

Table 4: Percentage of students who engage in a particular informal MALL activity
frequently or always

The total usage scale measure had a mean score of 2.80 in the pre-survey and 2.89 in
the post survey. A paired sample z-test showed not significant difference between the
results.

Research question 2. The second research question looked at participants’ usage of
the specific applications and websites introduced in the intervention. It was quite
disappointing to see that engagement with these resources was low, even when
students expressed great interest in the classroom session. This was the case with
Lyrics Training, which the students seemed to really enjoy. The data regarding



informal MALL collected to answer question one demonstrated that listening to
English-language music was the most engaged in activity. However, when asked to
do so in a more active way, like filling in an interactive gap-fill while listening, only
eight out of 43 did so in the week following the intervention. The website which was
least used after the intervention was Talking English, which is a site specifically for
Japanese learners of English.

39 35
40 a2

JUO RN VTiC eaking News Eng Talking & nglish

fraining h

Figure 5: The number of students who used the resource is in blue, while the number
who did not use it are in gray

Research question 3. In order to improve future interventions, the researcher queried
participants regarding the reason why they did not use the resources which were
introduced. By far, most participants stated that their reason for non-usage was being
too busy. This is unsurprising since Japanese university students often take 10 classes
each semester, about double of a student in the US. English classes actually earn less
credit than the courses in their field of study, so this might make study of core
subjects more important. Many students also reported forgetting about the
applications and websites after leaving the class. Fifteen percent described other
reasons for not using the resources. Some of these reasons were that the resource was
too easy or too difficult, the student was absent from the class, they did not receive
class points for using it, or they simply were not interested in it. Figure 6 provides
percentages associated with each response category:



Figure 6. Student responses as to why they did not use the resources introduced
during the intervention

Research question 4. Based on the results of questions one to three, it became
apparent that the intervention would need to improve in subsequent iterations. To that
end, the researcher identified several ways that such a project could be modified
based on his own experience and the advice of other researchers and educators. First,
the resources were chosen for the intervention solely by the instructor. Students were
not queried about their learning needs or the types of websites/applications that they
preferred. In addition, information about these resources were delivered from the top
down. It may have been more beneficial to adopt a student-centered approach when
presenting the resources to the class. For example, small groups of students could
have worked together to choose and then present their selection for informal learning
resources.

Another issue that could have been improved was for the instructor to provide more
instruction regarding informal learning and its benefits for language learning. Further,
while the focus of this study was informal learning, which is characterized by student
volition and autonomy, it might have been advantageous to require usage of the
intervention resources for a period of time, so that they could see how helpful they
were. The hope, of course, would be that students would then adopt these resources
for informal study based on the previous positive experience. Finally, in order to
properly execute a follow-up study with the above suggestions, a longer time horizon
is indicated.

Conclusions

The purpose of this research was to investigate how a 10-week instructional
intervention affected students’ usage of mobile devices for informal learning.
However, responses to a post- and pre-survey showed that there were no significant
differences, and in some cases, mean scores were actually reduced in the post-survey.
In addition, the majority of students did not use the mobile applications and websites
introduced during the intervention after leaving the class. Responses in reflective
writing activities revealed that the main reasons that participants did not use the



intervention resources outside of the class were because they were too busy or forgot
about them. Based on these results and through conference with other educators and
researchers, it was determined that several changes need to be made in order to
achieve a better result with a redesigned intervention.

The researcher has decided to create a plan of implementation that will encompass
two fifteen-week semesters. The first semester will be dedicated to planning and the
second semester will focus on the intervention. In the first semester, the researcher
will utilize the SAM (Successive Approximation Model) 1 (Allen Interaction, n.d.) of
instructional design in order properly assess learning needs and preferences of
learning resources. In the second semester, a modified action research model will be
applied to implement the modified intervention. In addition, for the purpose of
increasing the integrity of the study, it is the researcher’s plan to recruit participants
from several ICT classes. In this way, one class will receive an instructor-centered
intervention, the second will feature an intervention which is more student-centered,
and the final class will serve as a control. Figure 7 offers a visual representation of the
planned improvements to the intervention:

2019 - 2020 Academic Year

Semester | Semester 2

Planning Stage Implementation Stage

SAMI Modified Action Research Model
Figure 7: Second iteration of the informal MALL intervention

While a positive result was not achieved in the current study, the researcher continues
to believe that interventions leading to increased student engagement in informal
language learning will lead to better educational outcomes in EFL and ESL
classrooms. The preliminary study featured here revealed important information
regarding the struggles of students to engage in out-of-class learning related and
hopefully shed some light on how those struggles can be addressed.
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Appendix 1

Informal MALL Resource Example

ENTILBERR S
ENAIERERRAI— L7232V, 97y b, MP37 L=V —D&L5RIFEHFIT I ENTE,
F(CH-> TRENTEZIEFHER T, SEBB(HBITELEDTY,
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1272 —-%)b (FF2R) HEFHELQ, BEATNLERR. AIXERFOEBOREPRES
AT =D Ly AVRECHERDY ORBRVWFET, RiFOLECDOLHSEIREMDSH 5 EH
ETERKRULET .

107 #—RIEFBFEHIBERNC, FEEBBHCTONET.
FlIZ) BRENEE - - - REOMBERFOMBEOILOICHICLERANEE - - ZFORE
EIRRDHICHRZI &

Informal Mobile Learning Resource #1: Duolingo
What is it?

Duolingo is a freemium language-learning platform that includes a language-learning website and
app, as well as a digital language proficiency assessment exam. Their goal is to give everyone
access to a private tutor experience through technology. As of November 2016, the language-
learning website and app offer 68 different language courses across 28 languages, with 8
additional courses in beta and 15 additional courses in development. The app has about 200
million registered users across the world. - Wikipedia

Website:

https://www.duolingo.com/




