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Abstract 

 

The current teaching tendencies in the field of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) raise the need 

to find the optimal methods of improving EFL learners' foreign language skills. This paper 

investigates the implementation of educational texting as an EFL instructional instrument in 

various aspects of the learning process. It measures the effectiveness of text messaging on Iranian 

EFL learners’ reading skills and vocabulary learning. Additionally, it computes the percentage of 

learner's autonomy after the implementation of texting; it elicits and analyzes comprehensively 

EFL learners` perceptions towards Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL), and finally, it 

calculates the vocabulary size and depth of the learners after being exposed to the treatment for a 

period of 6 weeks.  

 In this study, through convenience sampling, 88 participants (N=88) were selected from 

the pool of university students at Islamic Azad University, South Tehran Branch, in Iran. After the 

administration of an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 74 participants (N=74), who got similar scores, 

were selected for the purpose of this study. They were randomly assigned to two groups, an 

experimental and a control group, including 37 students in each.  

 To measure learners’ reading ability skills after implementing the treatment, the reading 

part of the Preliminary English Test (PET) was used as a pretest and later as a posttest. To calculate 

the amount of autonomy among learners after implementing the vocabulary items through texting, 

a questionnaire was distributed among the learners. In addition, a semi-structured interview session 

was conducted with the participants of the experimental group to further grasp their perceptions 

towards MALL and the usage of mobile phones in the English learning context. Finally, a Word 

Association Test (WAT) and a Vocabulary Level test (VLT) were delivered to the participants of 

both groups as pretests and posttests to compute the vocabulary size of the students and their 

vocabulary knowledge. 

 In order to carry out this study, the experimental group received 108 words via SMS during 

18 sessions, including 6 words in context covered in 6 sentences. The control group, on the 

contrary, received the traditional type of instruction, in a face-to-face environment, with ready-

made materials for the class and delivered by their regular teacher. After conducting the 
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aforementioned posttest, the means comparisons between the experimental and the control group 

were calculated. The findings of the study revealed that the performance of both groups on the 

basis of their reading test is similar, and the treatment did not have a statistically significant effect 

on the experimental group.   

A second experimental study that looked into learners’ autonomy carried out with the same 

participants and during the same period of study, revealed that the treatment played a very 

important role in improving learners' motivation level in the experimental group. The perceptions 

of the participants in the experimental group showed that students have a positive attitude towards 

mobile-assisted language learning in the EFL learning context. The variable of gender showed not 

to be a distinguishable factor for the performance of the learners in the autonomy test.  

Finally, while it was revealed that learning vocabulary through SMS could significantly 

increase the size of the learners' vocabulary, learners' scores on the vocabulary depth did not show 

statistically significant differences. The outcome of the study is a valuable source of information 

for EFL curriculum developers and foreign language teachers and practitioners who are interested 

in implementing and using mobile-assisted language learning effectively in their foreign language 

classes.  

Keywords: text messaging, English Foreign Learning (EFL), reading skill, autonomy, perception, 

vocabulary breadth and depth 
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Resum 

 

Les actuals tendències docents en el camp de l'anglès com a llengua estrangera (EFL) han creat la 

necessitat de trobar els mètodes òptims per millorar les competències dels estudiants d'EFL. 

Aquest estudi ha investigat la implementació de missatges de text educatius com a instrument 

d'ensenyament EFL en diversos aspectes del procés d'aprenentatge. S'ha mesurat l'eficàcia de 

l'aprenentatge de vocabulari mitjançant missatges de text sobre les habilitats de lectura dels 

estudiants EFL iranians; s'ha calculat el percentatge d'autonomia de l'estudiant després de la 

implementació de missatges de text; s'han obtingut i analitzat de manera exhaustiva les percepcions 

dels estudiants d'EFL en vers l'aprenentatge de llengües assistides per mòbils (MALL) i, finalment, 

s'ha calculat la mida i profunditat del vocabulari dels estudiants després d'haver estat exposats al 

tractament durant un període de sis setmanes.  

 Els 88 participants inicials de l’estudi actual van ser seleccionats entre els estudiants 

universitaris de la Universitat Islàmica Azad, seu del sud de Teheran, a l’Iran. Després de realitzar 

una prova de nivell d'Oxford (OPT), es va reduir la selecció a 74 participants, els quals havien 

obtingut puntuacions similars per a les finalitats d'aquest estudi. Aquests es van agrupar 

aleatòriament en dos grups, un d’experimental i un de control, amb 37 estudiants a cadascun.  

 Per mesurar la capacitat lectora dels estudiants després d’implementar el tractament, es va 

utilitzar la part de lectura del Preliminary English Test (PET) en dues proves, una de prèvia i una 

a posteriori. Es va distribuir un qüestionari entre els estudiants per calcular el seu grau d’autonomia 

després d’implementar els elements de vocabulari mitjançant missatges de text. A més, es va dur 

a terme una sessió d’entrevistes semiestructurades entre els participants del grup experimental per 

comprendre encara més les seves percepcions envers l’aprenentatge MALL i l’ús dels telèfons 

mòbils en el context d’aprenentatge de l’anglès. Finalment, per calcular la quantitat del vocabulari 

dels estudiants i el coneixement que en tenen, es van dur a terme una prova d’associació de paraules 

(WAT) i una prova de nivell de vocabulari (VLT) entre els participants d’ambdós grups com a 

proves preliminars i a posteriori,  

 Per dur a terme aquest estudi experimental, el grup experimental va rebre 108 paraules per 

SMS durant 18 sessions, incloses 6 paraules en context englobades en 6 frases. En canvi, el grup 
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de control va ser instruït de manera tradicional, en un entorn presencial, amb els materials preparats 

de la classe i el professor. Després de dur a terme la ja esmentada prova a posteriori, es van calcular 

les comparacions de mitjanes entre el grup experimental i el grup de control. Els resultats de 

l’estudi van revelar que els dos grups van tenir un rendiment similar a la prova de lectura i el 

sistema utilitzat no va tenir un efecte estadísticament significatiu en el grup experimental. D’altra 

banda, la comparació entre les puntuacions dels dos grups en funció de la seva autonomia va 

evidenciar que el tractament rebut va tenir un paper molt important a l’hora d’explicar el rendiment 

superior dels estudiants del grup experimental. Les percepcions dels participants del grup 

experimental van mostrar que els estudiants tenen una actitud positiva envers l’aprenentatge 

d’idiomes assistit per mòbils en el context d’aprenentatge EFL. El gènere no va ser un factor 

determinant per al rendiment dels alumnes a la prova d'autonomia. 

 En conclusió, l’estudi va demostrar que el nivell de profunditat del vocabulari entre els 

estudiants es mantenia similar sense cap diferència estadísticament notable, tot i comprovar-se que 

l’aprenentatge de vocabulari mitjançant SMS pot augmentar significativament la quantitat del 

vocabulari dels estudiants. Els resultats de l’estudi són valuoses fonts d’informació per als 

desenvolupadors de currículums d’EFL i per als professors i professionals de llengües estrangeres 

que estiguin interessats a implementar i emprar l’aprenentatge d’idiomes assistit per mòbils de 

manera eficaç a les seves classes de llengües estrangeres. 

Paraules clau: missatgeria de text, aprenentatge de l'anglès com a llengua estrangera (EFL), 

habilitat lectora, autonomia, percepció, amplitud i profunditat del vocabulari 
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Resumen 

 

Las tendencias actuales de la enseñanza en el campo del inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL) 

plantean la necesidad de encontrar los métodos óptimos para mejorar las habilidades de los 

estudiantes de EFL en la lengua extranjera. Este estudio ha investigado la aplicación de los 

mensajes de texto educativos como instrumento de enseñanza del inglés como lengua extranjera 

en varios aspectos del proceso de aprendizaje. Se midió la eficacia del aprendizaje de vocabulario 

a través de los mensajes de texto en las habilidades de lectura de los estudiantes iraníes de EFL; 

se calculó el porcentaje de autonomía de los estudiantes después de la implementación de los 

mensajes de texto; se obtuvieron y analizaron exhaustivamente las percepciones de los estudiantes 

de EFL hacia el aprendizaje de idiomas asistido por móvil (MALL) y, finalmente, se calculó el 

tamaño y la profundidad del vocabulario de los estudiantes después de estar expuestos al programa 

durante un período de seis semanas.  

 Los 88 participantes iniciales del presente estudio fueron seleccionados entre los 

estudiantes universitarios de la Universidad Islámica Azad, sede sur de Teherán, en Irán. Tras la 

realización de una prueba de nivel de Oxford (OPT), se seleccionaron 74 participantes que 

obtuvieron puntuaciones similares para los fines de este estudio. Se les asignó aleatoriamente a 

dos grupos, uno experimental y otro de control, con 37 estudiantes en cada uno.  

 Para medir la capacidad de lectura de los alumnos después de aplicar el programa, se utilizó 

la parte de lectura del Preliminary English Test (PET) como prueba previa y después como prueba 

posterior. Para calcular el grado de autonomía de los alumnos tras la aplicación de los elementos 

de vocabulario mediante mensajes de texto, se distribuyó un cuestionario entre los alumnos. 

Además, se realizó una entrevista semiestructurada a los participantes del grupo experimental para 

conocer mejor sus percepciones sobre MALL y el uso de los teléfonos móviles en el contexto del 

aprendizaje del inglés. Por último, para calcular el nivel de vocabulario de los estudiantes y sus 

conocimientos de vocabulario, se realizó un test de asociación de palabras (WAT) y un test de 

nivel de vocabulario (VLT) entre los participantes de ambos grupos como pruebas previas y 

posteriores.  
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 Para llevar a cabo este estudio experimental, el grupo en cuestión recibió 108 palabras a 

través de SMS durante 18 sesiones, entre las que se encontraban seis palabras en contexto incluidas 

en seis frases. El grupo de control, por el contrario, recibió el tipo de instrucción tradicional, en un 

entorno presencial, con los materiales preparados de la clase y el profesor. Tras realizar la 

mencionada prueba posterior, se calcularon las comparaciones de medias entre los grupos 

experimental y de control. Los resultados del estudio revelaron que el rendimiento de ambos 

grupos en base a su prueba de lectura es similar, y el tratamiento no tuvo un efecto estadísticamente 

significativo en el grupo experimental. Por otra parte, la comparación entre las puntuaciones de 

los dos grupos en función de su autonomía reveló que el tratamiento recibido desempeñó un papel 

muy importante para explicar el mayor rendimiento de los alumnos del grupo experimental. Las 

percepciones de los participantes del grupo experimental mostraron que los estudiantes tienen una 

actitud positiva hacia el aprendizaje de idiomas asistido por móvil en el contexto de aprendizaje 

de EFL. La variable del género no resultó ser un factor diferenciador del rendimiento de los 

alumnos en la prueba de autonomía.  

 Por último, si bien se reveló que el aprendizaje de vocabulario a través de SMS puede 

aumentar significativamente el tamaño del vocabulario de los alumnos, el estudio mostró que el 

nivel de profundidad del vocabulario entre los alumnos se mantuvo similar sin ninguna diferencia 

estadísticamente notable. Los resultados del estudio constituyen una valiosa fuente de información 

para los desarrolladores de planes de estudio de EFL, así como para los profesores y profesionales 

de lenguas extranjeras que estén interesados en implementar y utilizar eficazmente el aprendizaje 

de idiomas asistido por móvil en sus clases de lenguas extranjeras.  

Palabras clave: mensajes de texto, enseñanza de inglés como lengua extranjera (EFL), habilidad 

lectora, autonomía, percepción, amplitud y profundidad de vocabulario 
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1.1. Overview 

Looking back at my experience as a foreign language learner, using mobile phones faced several 

limitations back in the days. During the 2000s, in the area where I was studying, traditional 

methods of learning and teaching were implemented in schools, high schools and some 

universities. Using the mobile phone in the learning process had many opponents among the 

students and teachers, and the technological devices were limited to some high-tech universities. 

It is worth mentioning that teachers did not have computers and technological skills to consider 

the mobile phone a helpful device rather than a harmful one. The number of research articles 

regarding the use of mobile phone in the class, particularly SMS was very limited, and teachers 

did not have enough time to read about them on the websites and journals, or they did not have 

access to such websites due to Internet limitations. It is worth mentioning that, the Internet was 

restricted to some dial-up connections with very low speed, and high consumption of money, and 

it made the phone line busy for hours and hours. On the other hand, one more related issues existed 

at the time of the availability of mobile phones, and that is the parents’ perception regarding its 

use in the classroom as an educational resource. 

The mobile phone, as a communication device, was costly at the beginning, so not everyone 

could afford it, there was no network coverage in various small cities and villages, and the sim 

card was not available on the market. There had to be an enrollment at the Ministry of 

Communication and after the official procedures; you had permission to get your sim card from 

the postal office. 

Parents, either at home or at school did not supply mobile phones for their children due to the 

negative attitudes towards the phone. They believed that mobile phones could be a point of 

distraction for learning and teaching rather than a useful educational tool, so the use of mobile 

phones as educational instruments went through a very long and complicated process of acceptance 

before being considered an educational tool in the areas of MALL, and M-learning. 

Being a student at high school and later during my studies for under/post-graduate, using the 

mobile phone in the class was prohibited. Using mobile phones inside the classroom was 

considered illegal. Although there were some limitations and negative attitudes toward using the 

mobile phones, there were some teachers having high mobile tolerance inside the classroom. 
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However, using mobile phones in schools by students has become a controversial topic discussed 

by authorities, teachers, parents, and students. 

Years later, as a teacher, I have noticed that the dependence of students to their mobile phones 

was a growing fashion, so removing this device from their lives was not a doable action. Students 

would use their mobile phones to take the picture of the materials inside of the class in order to 

read it later. The reason for that seemed to be their laziness to write the dictated and presented 

materials. This raised the question in my mind for the second time of how to use mobile phones 

effectively. 

At some point later and due to the daily needs of communication without time and place 

restrictions, the use of the mobile phone had dramatically increased among all ages of the 

community. At the beginning of the smart phone, the dominance on the market, the prices were 

high, so many people, especially university students could not afford these phones and to use the 

applications and other existing options inside. Students bought a simple phone for the purpose of 

communication only. At that time, using the mobile phone in the classrooms was strictly 

prohibited. However, the mobile phones usage started to be at ease at undergraduate levels. The 

Internet, initially developed for the computer users, started to be functional in a few areas. Not all 

the cities and villages had internet coverage for mobiles. There was a clash among having a simple 

mobile phones, the Internet, and smart phones.  This relationship is portrayed in Figure 1 below: 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The relationship between smart phones, simple phones and the Internet  
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In Iran, primary education is compulsory and begins from the age of six for the duration of five 

years (Moinipour, 2021). Therefore, early education is available for all young people in my 

country; therefore, students in very remote areas need to have access to equal opportunities. So, 

due the restrictions that were discussed above, plus the lack of access to fast Internet connection 

and high-tech smart phones in many rural areas, it was decided to implement educational texting 

(SMS) as the main instrument for the development of the current research study. Accordingly, the 

best option to communicate in such areas was the use of SMS text messaging which was not pricey 

for the researcher, and it was not necessary for the students to reply, so they could save their budget 

while they were participating in the research. The SMS was used in this dissertation to increase 

vocabulary acquisition among the students and their reading comprehension skills.   

In order to gain a comprehensive vision regarding the implementation of educational texting 

in the EFL learning context, the current study aimed at using the mobile phone as an educational 

tool. It was used to send vocabulary items to the students in order to measure their vocabulary size, 

vocabulary knowledge, to compute the learners’ autonomy, to elicit the perceptions of the learners 

towards mobile-assisted language learning in EFL classes, and finally to calculate the effectiveness 

of vocabulary implementation through mobile phones and SMS on students’ reading ability. 

To measure the effects of the use of the SMS as an educational tool, this study employed a 

quasi-experimental procedure with pretests and posttests. The quantitative part of the study was 

carried out by using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), and part of the study, which 

carries the qualitative weight, was measured through the analysis of a semi-structured interview.  

 

1.2. Topic Presentation 

Technology plays many substantial acts in language education: it functions as productivity, 

resources, or as a delivery system (Serdyukov, 2017).  The improvement of wireless technology 

has generated a new educational paradigm called mobile learning (m-learning), which includes 

utilizing mobile devices for educational purposes. Mobile technologies do not rely on a constant 

location and enable users to learn or achieve information. This helps maximize significant shifts 

in teaching and learning process (Moura & Carvalho, 2010).   
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Through using mobile applications and their ubiquitous capabilities, learners have the 

learning freedom and initiation to become proficient in many aspects of L2 such as listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing skills as well as vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation with no 

boundaries (Al-Jarf, 2012; Al-Shehri, 2011; Baleghizadeh & Oladrostam, 2010; Chen, Hsieh, & 

Kinshuk, 2008; Warschauer, 2011; Xu, 2016). The findings of several research studies show that 

the use of technology in the classroom context was as effective as the old ways of learning in the 

class (Ghanizadeh et al., 2015; Shadiev et al., 2019). A great number of scholars reviewed related 

studies to show the effectiveness of the technology-enhanced language learning. For instance, 

Katemba (2021) showed that learners in the experimental group who received words through SMS 

text messaging performed better than the control group. It can be concluded that the use of SMS 

as an educational tool was found beneficial in enhancing leaners' vocabulary performance. 

According to Warschauer (2011), mobile devices present several benefits and useful educational 

applications. One of the best merits of mobile learning is its flexibility. Teachers and learners can 

learn on the go and at their own pace. Various types of teaching methods and dynamic material 

can be used to great effect.  

There are some advantages of mobile devices. Firstly, mobile phones motivate learners to 

access different information sources, process information for meaning and to communicate to 

express their ideas, opinions and emotional connections. Secondly, their instant-on capability and 

fast switching among applications give learners the opportunity of learning tasks to carry on with 

less postponement. Thirdly, mobile phones serve a variety of functions across low- and middle-

income countries. With the technology development and mobile-data networks expansion, the 

capabilities of mobile phones have significantly improved from enabling communication to the 

provision of information and the delivery of services (Aker & Mbiti, 2010). Recently, there had 

been a boom in the development of app technologies, and user have access to a wide variety of 

low-cost and free apps that can serve an educational purpose. These apps also allow fast response 

to e-mail, giving users the opportunity to keep up with communication (Wallace et al., 2012). 

Texting or calling others directly on their mobile phones, rather than paging them, has been shown 

to save critical time in emergency situations. As a whole, the identified advantages are flexibility, 

portability, access to multimedia and the ability to look up for information quickly.  
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          According to Singhal (1997), there is a relationship between technology and English 

language education. Without a doubt, justifying students' needs in learning English and MALL 

(Mobile Assisted Language Learning) is the next stage in the educational technology 

improvement, indicating the digital convergence of e-learning and mobile technology in reaction 

to a more dynamic and active society that looks for a personalized, long-lasting universal education 

(Romero et al., 2010). Positive attitudes or perception towards MALL in higher education have 

been realized in various studies (Abadi & Saadi, 2015; Azli et al., 2018; Garcia Botero et al., 2018; 

Oz, 2015; Park, 2014; Saidouni & Bahloul, 2016; Soleimani et al., 2014). As a result, MALL 

seems to have preserved its position in teaching and learning foreign languages, and its place may 

be more and more dominant in the future. 

          According to Gutiérrez-Colón et al., (2012), mobile phones are doubtlessly an important 

part of the learners' lives, and so they do not consider this methodology intrusive. As their study 

confirms, this methodology also has positive reactions on the learners' performance. Besides, as 

Samsiah & Azidah (2013) state, MALL is rapidly developing since students can have access 

anywhere and anytime, without the educators' supervision, which may lead to more independent 

learners. This capability is advantageous because the experience of independence can motivate 

learners to keep on learning for future goals (Suneetha, 2013). They believe in the short-term 

pleasure of using mobile devices.  

         Mobile learning varies from traditional modes and provides learners with a greater 

opportunity to make learning portable, connected and individualized (Mac Callum et al., 2014). 

MALL is widely used to enhance the effectiveness of various language teaching methods which 

integrate content and linguistic skills in parallel (Aguilar & Muñoz, 2014; Yang, 2015).  

Mobile learning is the most crucial issue in recent studies.  

           Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler (2007) stated that mobile learning could make the designing of 

authentic learning possible. This type of learning is advantageous for learners who cannot attend 

language institutions due to their jobs, chores, and various things that need time (Muhanna, 2011).  

Mobile technology development enabled educators to utilize a variety of technology-oriented 

language teaching models to promote learners' learning performance (García Botero, Questier & 

Zhu, 2019; Zou, Li & Li, 2018; Burston, 2015; Song & Fox, 2008). There are innovative aspects 

of mobile technologies and diverse mobile applications that aim to improve various skills of 
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learners. These applications can either be the specialized ones that were developed for the 

particular needs of language learners (i.e. Babbel, Duolingo, Rosetta Stone), or the more generic 

type of current social media applications (i.e. Facebook, Kahoot, Twitter, WhatsApp, WeChat) 

that can be used in integration with other conventional language learning and teaching methods. 

Collaborative mobile-learning can increase the quality of the learning process via evaluating 

learners and groups’ collaboration, and it is able to help teachers make learners improve the way 

they work in groups. This provides different ways of evaluating learners' abilities and skills in 

groups as well as to integrate the collaborative e-learning with the collaborative m-learning 

(Atawneh et al., 2020). Rodríguez et al. (2017) acknowledged the fact that mobile devices have 

multiplied the possibilities to conduct collaborative work. 

 Two review studies carried out by Duman et al. (2015) and by Shadiev et al.  (2017) 

investigated the implementation of mobile-assisted language learning. Duman et al. (2015) found 

that in many studies, the significant feature was teaching vocabulary through using cell phones 

and personal digital assistants (PDAs). Shadiev et al. (2017) found dramatic growth in the 

reviewed studies. The most common research topics were investigating learners' perceptions 

towards technology and language proficiency. In these articles, English was the most commonly 

used target language.  

1.3.  Statement of the Problem 

 

Nowadays, e-learning is considered one of the most important learning system in an educational 

context. However, full-implementation of this technique through 100% online schools is not 

applicable yet (Abu Ziden et al., 2017). West (2013) stated that one of the sorrowful issues of such 

learning is the lack of students' accessibility to personal computers and the Internet. He also stated 

that another problem of schools dealing with e-learning is the high price of hardware, which stops 

the schools from supplying an adequate number of computers for each learner. Studies have shown 

that learners can depend on themselves to explore the mobile materials they have, and they can 

develop the habit of independent learning. For example, Attewell (2005) conducted a three-year 

study on the impact of m-learning on learners’ learning patterns and attitudes towards information 

and communication technologies (ICTs) and found that m-learning motivated both independent 

and collaborative learning experiences and raised learners’ autonomy.   
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 In EFL contexts, word meaning or vocabulary knowledge, is one of the main aspects to 

comprehend a paragraph or statements, so without understanding the words, the learners would 

not be able to understand or comprehend the text. One way learners improve vocabulary is 

indirectly through reading, listening, and speaking. Learners’ background knowledge and their 

prior experiences play an important role in vocabulary improvement. As learners connect the 

known words and unknown words, they develop a more profound understanding of their reading. 

Some educators like Holec (1981), and Benson (2003) put great emphasis on the necessity of 

autonomy in education. They stated that those leaners that think and work strategically are more 

motivated to learn and have a higher sense of self-efficacy or confidence in their own learning 

ability. Accordingly, those learners who depend on themselves in learning vocabulary are more 

capable to succeed academically and more motivated than those who do not have effective 

strategies in learning by themselves. 

 There are many technologies available for online instruction but sometimes they create great 

numbers of problems. These problems are related to the modern technology ranging from 

downloading errors, login problems, issues dealing with installation, and problems with audio and 

video, etc. Sometimes learners find online education to be unattractive and unengaging (Dhawan, 

2020). Despite considering the dominance of technology in learning and its positive effects, in the 

researcher's country, there are concerns of using and applying it in poor or far areas, where there 

is no Internet connection, not enough budgets to supply high internet-based technologies for 

schools and students. As a result, in these situations, mobile phones can be the best solution. Brion 

(2019) showed that the use of mobile technology helped peer learning, improved participants’ 

motivation, reminded them of the training content and gave them the opportunity to network.  

 Using phones or any other type of similar tools can affect the learning process. It can be an 

academic such as language learning context or non-academic context (Kukulska-Hulme, 2009).  

Since mobile phones are free from time and place restrictions, it will affect the teaching and 

learning processes effectively and positively (Moura & Carvalho, 2010).  Various studies approve 

mobile phones' applicability in plenty of research areas, especially in education (Moura & 

Carvalho, 2010; Kukulska-Hulme, 2009; Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler, 2005; Faux et al., 2006; 

Sharples, 2006).   
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Using mobile phones in the learning process is cost-effective; and concurrently, it allows 

the education to extend to all places; and students, especially those living in very distant, poor, or 

less equipped areas, can take advantage of it for learning. Some research studies show that mobile 

phones can have more positive rather than negative feedback on learners (Beland & Murphy, 2016; 

Brion, 2019; Crompton & Burke, 2015; Fabian et al., 2018; Gürkan, 2018; Pollara & Broussard, 

2011). Mobile learning (m-learning) is mostly considered as a kind of learning method in which 

mobile platforms are used in learning process. It combines all the qualities related to computer 

network technology, mobile communications technology, multimedia technology, and modern 

education (Rezaei et al., 2014). 

 Talking about the mobile phone, the first idea that may come to the reader's mind is a 

smartphone that can be connected to high-speed Internet connection, which provides a cyber-

learning environment for the students to learn and for the teacher to teach their material. Still, it is 

not the case in all the educational contexts. As mentioned earlier, some unseen factors may limit 

the functions of the smartphone in education.  

 The other issue, which was mentioned earlier, is the network connection and then the speed 

of the Internet. Education is not for a group of people with average or high economic levels of 

wealth, but it belongs to all the students from big cities to very distant and remote villages. In this 

case, although there is no Internet coverage in all the areas, mobile network coverage is still fair, 

so using a mobile phone without online applications can be considered functional. To overcome 

all these problems and get closer to the purpose of this study, Short Message Service (SMS) was 

used as an instrument to deliver the content for the current study. According to Jambulingam 

(2013), SMS has the feature of affordability, which motivates the users to employ it more than any 

other applications. 

 Yengin et al. (2010) stated that rather than implementing the learning labs and various 

educational applications, SMS deployment enables the officials to send a message to plenty of 

students. SMS is considered as being a two-way communication tool from teachers to students, 

students to students, and students to teacher, and it can be sent from either a mobile phone to 

mobile phone, mobile phone to a computer, and computer to a mobile phone. The SMS is a type 

of educational tool that is user-friendly, cost-effective, and has a high-speed delivery.  
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1.4.  Purpose of the Study 

 

It is observed that texting is the primary way of communication among the students; hence, there 

is scarce evidence of various research studies that measure the effect of instructional texting on the 

educational environment, learners’ achievements, and sense of connectedness (Sell, 2018; Kinash 

et al., 2012; Gikas & Grant, 2013, Gingerich & Lineweaver, 2013; Geng, 2013; Quinn & 

Oldmeadow, 2013).  

 Using this feature to communicate went viral all over the world, particularly in developing 

countries. Some researchers (Lomine et al., 2009; Traxler, 2005; Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; 

Goh & Hooper, 2007) stated that the SMS could be considered as a very suitable and popular 

instructional device in the field of education. Initially, the SMS technology included sending and 

receiving 160 characters, but recently it has been increased to 612 characters per message. These 

days, several educational institutions started implementing mobile devices as a supporter of 

learning and teaching (Oliveira, 2021). Although mobile devices were not designed to be 

functional in the academic context, their educational usage follows rapid growth as mobile-

learning (Behforouz & Frumuselu, 2021; Gerpott & Thomas, 2014). Sending SMS is considered 

one of the most important potentials of deploying mobile learning in an academic context. This 

will cover one of the essentialities of society during the digital era (Criollo-C et al., 2021).   

 Using SMS in education can be considered a support, which helps to learn free from the 

time and location limitation (Kinshunk, 2003). The SMS as a learning medium can be implemented 

in two different learning models. The first one is a push model (Yengin, 2011) in which the teacher 

is the decision-maker regarding the content and time of the message, and students cannot reply 

back to the message. In this model, communication is a one-way method, and it included the 

motivational and preparatory parts of a lesson plan. On the contrary, the pull model will allow the 

students to follow a two-way communication system, in which they can send and receive the reply 

and feedback. According to TxtTools (2011), other activities such as fill in the blank, true & false, 

and multiple-choices are also applicable in education through SMS.  

Qian (2002) states that the vocabulary breadth and depth, deserve equal consideration for 

examining the vital part vocabulary knowledge has in reading comprehension. Stæhr (2009) argues 
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that studies related to vocabulary knowledge and language skills have entirely focused on reading 

comprehension in English. Indeed, studies in English language teaching (ELT) and English 

Language Learning (ELL) have mostly underestimated the language vocabulary resources. 

Therefore, an empirical, and careful inquiry is required for comprehensively exploring the 

important role vocabulary knowledge plays in second language (L2) proficiency. 

 Considering the aforementioned advantages of m-learning in education, problems dealing 

with online applications and the presence of great opportunities through sending SMSs, this study 

aims to investigate the effectiveness of implementing instructional SMSs in the EFL learning 

environment, to compute the vocabulary depth and breadth of students via SMS, to achieve the 

percentage of learning autonomy among students who received the SMS as a treatment and to 

elicit learners' perceptions regarding the use of SMS and mobile learning in EFL contexts. Unlike 

the existing literature, this study aims at measuring the relationship between vocabulary learning 

through the mobile phone and the ability to understand the reading texts at the pre-intermediate 

level. Thus, it can be stated that this research is a comprehensive study, which measures the 

academic performance of students as well as their existing cognitive level. 

 

1.5.  Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Based on the aforementioned statements and the aims of the current research study, the following 

research questions have been formulated: 

 RQ1: Does educational SMS has any effect on Iranian EFL learners` reading abilities to 

comprehend pre-intermediate level texts? 

 RQ2: Are learners more autonomous in their learning after using text messaging as an 

instructional tool and is gender an important variable in learner`s autonomy after 

employing text messages on a regular basis?  

 RQ3: Is there any statistically distinguishable discrepancy between the vocabulary depth 

scores of the control and experimental groups?  

 RQ4: Is there any statistically remarkable difference between the vocabulary breadth scores 

of the control and experimental groups? Are learners increasing their vocabulary breadth 

scores after being exposed to the treatment? 
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 RQ5: How do learners perceive the use of MALL in the EFL learning context? 

In light of the above research questions and the literature review related to the current topic, 

the following hypotheses have been formulated: 

 HO1: Instructional SMSs do not significantly affect Iranian EFL learners` reading abilities 

to understand pre-intermediate level texts. 

 HO2: Learner's autonomy might be promoted based on the implementation of educational 

SMSs, and gender might not be a determining factor in the term of autonomy difference.  

 HO3: There will be no statistically significant differences between the vocabulary depth of 

the students in both experimental and control groups. 

 HO4: There will be positive relationship among the increase of vocabulary size of the 

students and their scores in experimental group. 

 

1.6. Summary of the Research Studies 

 

In order to answer the aforementioned questions, three studies have been designed, conducted, and 

the following paragraphs are summarizing the main findings: 

 The first article (Behforouz & Frumuselu, 2021) tried to investigate the role of SMS in 

vocabulary learning and Iranian EFL learners’ reading abilities. The pre-intermediate students 

were randomly divided into two groups: an experimental and a control one, 37 participants in each 

group. According to the Oxford Placement Test (OPT), these students were homogenously divided 

in two groups, based on their English language proficiency level, and they were considered pre-

intermediate EFL learners. Students from the experimental group received 106 SMSs, including 

new vocabulary items in context sentences to introduce the word's functions. In contrast, the 

control group followed the traditional face-to-face type of instruction and did not receive any 

SMSs, following the same course book. It should be mentioned that both groups studied the same 

amount of words.  A pretest (reading section of PET) was conducted to measure participants' 

reading abilities in both groups before the treatment, and the findings revealed that the two groups 

showed similar proficiency level in terms of their reading skills. At the end of the study, a posttest 

was conducted to compute the impact of the treatment. After analyzing the required data through 
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the SPSS (Statistical Package for Social sciences) software, it was found that vocabulary 

implementation through instructional SMSs did not significantly affect the Iranian EFL learner`s 

reading abilities.  

 In the second study of this dissertation, Behforouz & Frumuselu (2020) attempted to measure 

learner's autonomy after receiving treatment and elicit the experimental group's perceptions of 

mobile-assisted language learning (MALL). Similarly, as in the first study, 74 Iranian EFL learners 

who were randomly divided into experimental and control groups with 37 students in each group, 

were the population of this study. According to the Oxford Placement Test (OPT), all the study 

participants were determined to be at the pre-intermediate level. Learner's autonomy was 

calculated twice based on the questionnaire designed by Zhang and Li (2004), once as a pretest, 

and once after the treatment as a posttest. The study results revealed that the participants of the 

experimental group who received the treatment for the whole educational semester outperformed 

their counterparts in the control group based on the autonomy. To elicit learners' attitudes regarding 

the deployment of MALL on EFL learners, a semi-structured interview with researcher-made 

questions was conducted, and learners showed great satisfaction regarding m-learning and its 

functionality in foreign language classes. This study also showed that gender discrimination could 

not influence performance differences between both groups, and this is similar to what Lachane & 

Mazzocco (2006) reported stating that autonomous learning is gender-friendly, so there was no 

significant difference between male and female learners.  

 The last study of the dissertation (Behforouz & Frumuselu, 2021) aimed at investigating the 

size of learner's vocabulary, the so-called vocabulary breadth, and the vocabulary depth or 

vocabulary knowledge of the participants in the experimental and the control group. Similar to the 

two previous studies, the same group of students and different data were analyzed. In this study, a 

Word Association Test (WAT) by Read (2004) and a Vocabulary Level test (VLT) by Schmitt, 

Schmitt, & Claphama (2010) were used as pretests and posttests. The comparison of the tests 

within the participants of the experimental group revealed that the vocabulary depth of the students 

did not change significantly in the presence of the treatment, while the vocabulary size of students 

increased dramatically in the posttest after receiving the treatment. To further analyze this aspect, 

a comparison was made between the scores of the experimental and the control group. The results 

showed almost similar results, i.e., both groups' vocabulary depth remained the same, which shows 
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no significant effect of the treatment on the experimental group. In contrast, the comparison of 

vocabulary breadth shows a very high impact of the treatment on the experimental group, which 

justifies their better performance in comparison with the participants in the control group.  

 

1.7. Research Structure 

 Chapter 2 provides some of the closely related theoretical frameworks related to mobile-assisted 

language learning. To this end, the following theories will be described and linked to the present 

study, highlighting the main aspects that support the use of mobile learning and SMS as 

educational tools in the EFL classroom. The theories that back up the use of mobile learning and 

SMS in educational contexts are the Dual Coding Theory, the Cognitive Load Theory, the Activity 

Theory, and the Communities of Practice theory.  

 Chapter 3 is devoted to the methodology of the dissertation. This chapter presents the 

methods employed to design and collect the data for the present study and describes the 

specificities of the participants of the study in order to reach the main aims of the current doctoral 

investigation.  

 Chapter 4 is dedicated to the detailed explanation of the three experimental studies that have 

been carried out during the academic semester of 2019-2020.  These studies have been published 

accordingly and the full citation and the summary of the biographical data are  provided at the 

beginning of each article. 

 Chapter 5 presents the overall conclusion, summarizes the purpose of the study, and 

compares the findings of the three aforementioned papers with the existing literature in these areas, 

the limitations that the researcher encountered, and finally, the implications for further research. 
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The current chapter presents some of the theoretical approaches related to the implementation of 

m-learning, MALL and message-based learning. The idea of MALL has pervaded through the 

people for its mobility in gaining information and knowledge across time and space. Having known 

the great numbers of technological language-learning options available, researchers put emphasis 

on creating a learning environment, which focuses on learners, concerning pedagogy that drives 

learning to occur before deciding on the use of mobile technologies for instructional objectives 

(Leow et al., 2014). The integration of mobile devices to support language practice and facilitate 

language learning has also been extensively investigated.  Some studies have found that mobile 

phones and tablets, when used appropriately, may assist students in improving academic 

achievement (Huang, Lin & Cheng, 2010; Ivić & Jakopec, 2017; Lu & Yang, 2018).  

For the purpose of this study, four theories which are related to mobile-assisted language 

learning were investigated, and then the logical connection between each theory and this 

dissertation was created accordingly. These theories are as follows: The Dual Coding Theory 

(DCT), Cognitive Load Theory, Activity theory and finally, Communities of Practice.   

 

2.1. Dual Coding Theory 

 

Dual Coding Theory (DCT) was developed by Allan Pavio in 1971 at University of Western 

Ontario. This theory of cognition, (Paivio, 1971; Sadoski & Paivio, 2004) which was considered 

later as the basis theory of multimedia language theory, (Williams, 2013) states that during the 

process of information decoding by a person, two processing systems are working. One of them is 

the verbal one and the other one is non-verbal, including the visual, the kinesthetic, and the 

auditory. Words from the printed sources, sound of the speech, Braille feedback from writing are 

all under the category of the verbal system. On the other hand, the non-verbal system involves the 

object, pictures, the sounds from the environment, and feedback from the objects (Pavio & Begg, 

cited in Williams, 2013). Zhan and Cheng (2014) state that the common viewpoints are that the 

usage of the two systems at the same time to decode the information will facilitate learning and 

retaining the information. Although the first version of this theory is dealing with verbal and non-

verbal systems, but later on it has been implemented in various areas such as reading (Sadoski & 
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Pavaio, 1994; Sadoski et al., 1991), writing composition (Sadoski, 1992), and a final version which 

is covering both reading and writing (Sadoski & Pavio, 2001).  

 Mishou (2017) states that according to DCT, the information, which is initially perceived 

visually and verbally to the brain, will be separated and represented through various special 

channels. Later, through what is called mental codes, such representations will be organized, stored 

or retrieved. These mental codes are divided into two types, namely visual and verbal (Sadoski et 

al. 1991) which can work independently, either in parallel or in an integrative mode. This means 

that if somebody wants to remember a word, then he has three possible options to facilitate the 

recall process. The first option is to envisage the word, the second option is to recall the word, and 

the third option is to recall the word and image together concurrently. It is believed that the visual 

and verbal simultaneous decoding of the information results in easier and more convenient 

opportunities to recall the term or the word. 

 In other studies, dual coding theory is portrayed as the cognitive system of the human 

divided into two terms which are the so-called logogens and imagens. The logogens are dealing 

with the language part of the system, while the imagens include the tangible objects. According to 

the scholars, Clark & Paivio (1991) and Sadoski et al. (1991) invigorating and then developing 

these two systems will be facilitating a better cognition. Clark & Paivio (1991) reported a very 

high percentage of retention of the words which were associated with their related pictures.  

 The principles of the Dual Coding Theory are applicable in the vocabulary learning process 

in language teaching and acquisition processes. Nowadays, two different strategies of vocabulary 

learning were identified in this theory: learning incidentally from the text; and learning directly 

from the instructions. The DCT states that the usage of words in variety of contexts is causative 

for better connection of verbal and non-verbal cues. These contexts are speaking, listening, writing 

and reading (Sadoski, 2005), claiming that the number of empirical studies regarding vocabulary 

learning from writing, speaking and listening is not adequate (Stahl et al., 1991) while plenty of 

studies were developed on the basis of vocabulary learning through reading (for example, 

Swanborn & de Glopper, 1999). This is achievable by considering the grade level, partial and full 

knowledge of the learning during the process. The implementation of both vocabulary learning 

strategies, direct instructional and incidental learning will result in better retention of the words 
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later on (Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash, 2003; Beck and McKeown, 1991; Blachowicz & Fisher, 

2000; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986; White et al., 1989). 

 In another study, Lambert et al. (1981) stated that language learners performed better 

during the study when there was assimilation of oral and written texts together in audiovisual 

materials, so they concluded that it is more beneficial to receive information from two sources at 

the same time rather than receiving it in separate channels. Furthermore, Talaván (2012 cited in 

Frumuselu, 2015) considered the role of translation in the cognitive connection as one of the other 

complementary learning factors.  

 The SMSs provide the chance for students to have access to the written form of the 

vocabulary, which was merged inside the sentences, and a single word translation for the word 

was provided in L1 without any time and place restrictions, as well as, the direct class instruction. 

As it was mentioned in previous studies, the implementation of both strategies shall provide better 

learning opportunities for the students.  

2.2. Cognitive Load Theory 

The cognitive load theory was initially stated in 1980s, but it was developed during the 1990s. The 

purpose of this theory is to design a framework which explains the cognitive processes and 

instructional design. The main focus of this approach is that sometimes the memory will be 

occupied with extra and unnecessary loads during the instruction (Sweller et al., 1998), thus, 

during the preparation and design of the educational materials, the relation between the working 

memory (short-term) and long-term memory must be the concern (OuYang et al., 2010). Sweller 

(1988) states that that the perfect outcome during the learning process happens when the working 

memory is receiving the light load and this would facilitate the function of the materials in long-

term memory. He also mentions that during the learning process, learners go through three stages. 

The primary stage of the process in the sensory motor or what is called the entry point that is 

temporary and deals with the senses. The data processor or working memory is the second stage. 

This memory is limited but conscious. In addition, the last stage of the learning process is called 

the long-term memory or repository. This type of memory is unlimited, insentient, and tenacious.  

 The working memory can deal with a small amount of the information and can be occupied 

easily by three different types of cognitive loads including extraneous, intrinsic and germane (Paas 
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et al., 2003; Sweller et al., 1998). Some researcher such as Paas & VanMerrienboer (1994) state 

that the learning environment and background of the student could be considered as sources of 

such cognitive load. In addition, some other scholars like Sweller (1988), and Kalayuga (2009) 

believed that the difficulties that learners are dealing with during the process results from the 

increase of cognitive load. As it was mentioned earlier, cognitive loads are divided into three types 

that will be explained as follows: 

 The intrinsic cognitive load considers the immanent structure of the educational materials 

as well as their complications. This load is increasing in the existence of elements that are 

interacting together. Such elements depend on the number of various kinds of information 

that the learners should combine and captivate concurrently. This type of cognitive load 

interacts with the amount of information that the working memory has to deal with 

simultaneously (Chu, 2014). 

 The extraneous or ineffective cognitive load considers the percentage of the impact of task 

on the learning. This load is dealing with the very weak design of educational strategies, 

which ignores the adequate educational variables during the learning process. Whenever 

the design of instructional materials is poor, then the learning task will be hard, accordingly 

(Chu, 2014). 

 The last type of cognitive load in this theory is called germane or effective cognitive load. 

This type of load is dealing with the type of educational design, which considers the 

essential learning variables, and it results in learning facilitation. Sweller et al. (1998) states 

that the function of the germane load is to make a distinction between the helpful and those 

materials which are related to the learning process in the working memory with the other 

types of information that are irrelevant and occupy the memory unnecessarily. Thus, it can 

be stated that the germane load works as a tool to improve the motivation or performance 

of the learners through the reduction of extraneous cognitive load. Thus, this type of 

cognitive load needs to be implemented effectively in instructional activities (Kalyuga, 

2009; Chu, 2014). 

 Thus, if the capacity of the cognitive load that is occupied by the type of the instructional 

materials and the format of their presentation is managed perfectly, then it can be expected that the 

learning will be effective (Chu, 2014).  Paas et al. (1994) states the three aforementioned types of 
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cognitive loads, in fact, could be divided into two formats including ‘mental load’ and ‘mental 

effort’. They justified that extraneous and germane cognitive load are located at the two extremes 

of designing the instructional methodologies. So, in this case, the mental load deals with the 

interactive feature of the task, the characteristics of the subject and finally, the instructional 

materials. This kind of load deals with the task and contextual dictations.  This type of load, which 

is based on the tasks, can be the representative of intrinsic cognitive load. On the other side, the 

mental effort is dealing with the amount of necessary resources which is in need of completing the 

task, and its main features are its human-centered character. The mental effort emphasizes on the 

amount of the instructional materials that a learner is engaged in and it can be affected by the 

design of instructional techniques, and this is the representative of extraneous and germane 

cognitive loads (Paas et al., 1994; Zheng, 2009). 

 While cognitive load theory was applicable in various traditional education and 

technology-enhanced learning (Chang et al., 2011; Hollender et al., 2010; Hung et al., 2010; Liu 

et al., 2012), the popularity of mobile devices can be a good point to investigate the cognitive load 

theory in contexts where the learning in facilitated through mobile technologies (Chu, 2014).  

 If the students are exposed to various audio, visual and textual learning channels, then the 

load of the working memory will be reduced (Frumuselu, 2015). This dissertation is also backed 

up by the theory of cognitive load. The researcher of this study tried to develop the visual 

technique, which is the use of the SMS in this study, to reduce the pressure of student’s working 

memory for better learning. The vocabulary items that students receive will give less pressure and 

load to the working memory, and consequently, the information could be stored easier in the long-

term memory. 

 

2.3. Activity Theory 

The origin of the Activity Theory was in the former Soviet Union by Vygotsky (1978) and 

Leont`ev (1978). The main emphasis of this theory is on the relationship between human activities 

and the work practices. The existing concepts and the principles of this theory have been 

implemented in various fields of study such as the interactivity between human and the computer 

(Kuutti, 1996), the information systems (Bodker, 1991) and education (Engestrom, 1987).  
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 The term `Activity` in this theory is considered to have three elements including a subject, 

an object and a tool which is functioning as the mediating instrument. Depending on the context, 

the subject can be either a person as individual or a group of people who are engaging in an activity. 

In this theory, the relations of the elements are as follow: the subject accepts the responsibility of 

doing an activity, using the mediating instrument to achieve the goal, so the way is from input to 

outcome (Kuutti, 1996). The concept of the tool in this theory can be a physical object or a 

psychological one such as language, culture, etc. (Uden, 2007). Kaptelinin (1996) states that 

computers could be considered as particular mediating instruments of this theory. The object in 

this theory can have three conditions: it can be something materialistic, less tactile or intangible 

(Kuutti, 1996).  

 In the Activity Theory, some technical terms are important to be considered. The term 

community includes an individual or groups of people sharing the same goal with the subject. The 

second term, rules, deal with the regulation of interactions within completing an activity.  Division 

of the labors, as the third term, is focusing on the distribution of the tasks, power, or status among 

the members of the group (Uden, 2007). The implementation of the Activity Theory is beneficial 

to design and understand the m-learning context better (Engeström, 1987; Lave & Wenger, 2002).  

 Russel (2002) states that the use of full name first and in brackets the acronym ZPD initiates 

when the relation or interaction between the students and teachers is facilitated by some mobile 

technologies. Learning cannot be considered as a very organized system of information transfer 

but rather an untidy system, which exists within the relation of human and tool-mediated stuff and 

needs more investigation based on the socio-cultural factors of that special learning context. This 

aforementioned socio-cultural term in activity theory states that the context of learning should be 

further investigated (Bødker & Petersen, 2000).  

 The collaboration of the application is considered another advantage of implementing the 

Activity Theory in mobile learning. In Activity Theory, some technologies such as computers and 

mobile devices are mediators of the learning. Unlike the traditional statements by the cognitive 

science regarding the relationship of human and computers based on the similar language and 

techniques, the Activity Theory presents a type of irregular interaction between the people and 

things. This theory locates the computers, which can be considered that mobile learning is the 

mediator of people activities (Bodker & Peterson, 2000).  
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 The current dissertation uses the mobile phone as the mediator of learning among Iranian 

EFL students. Using the mobile device and its features like the SMS are the techniques which were 

implemented to improve or facilitate the learning process, especially vocabulary learning. So, it 

can be concluded that the activity theory, its principles and features are fully implemented in this 

study. This study is also beneficial to work on ZPD as the relation of the students and the teacher 

in the learning process mediated through the mobile phone.  

 

2.4. Communities of Practice 

Community of Practice (CoP) originated by Etienne and Lave (Lave & Wenger, 1991) states that 

learning is a type of social process, not an individual one that happens in cultural and historical 

contexts. This socio-cultural model of learning states that learning is happening as the result of 

interaction among the people within the environment, sharing and discussing the meaning through 

participating in the communities and finally, embodying the available resources such as existing 

instruments as the main focus of the activities (Takashi, 2011). The Community of Practice has 

three features (Wenger & Trayner, 2015): 

 The domain: The main feature of the Community of Practice is the common interests which 

are sharing within a group of people which distinguishes and separates the members of 

various networks from each other (you might belong to a specific group of people without 

being aware of it). The Community of the Practice is not only a group of friends or other 

means, which connect the people. For example, a group of young people may implement 

all the existing strategies within their community like the ways that make them to survive 

in the society. Although outside of this domain, few people may or may not pay attention 

to the desires of the group, they are still working and learning together. 

 The community: to work and learn from each other, the members of the community try to 

share some data, be helpful to each other and engage themselves in various activities and 

discussion sessions. The community prepares the interactions that are useful in order to 

learn from each other, and they focus on the support of each other. For example, a website 

cannot be considered a community of practice. Unless the members of a community work 

together and learn from each other, similar jobs or titles cannot make a community of 
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practice. It is worth mentioning here that the members of a community are not essentially 

working together regularly. Consider artists as an example, who are meeting their co-

workers to discuss the various styles and methods that they invented already in the art. 

Such sharing the ideas and the relations make a community of practice while they might 

be working alone. 

 The practice: The members of the Community of Practice are in fact the practitioners. The 

term practice does not refer to a group of people who have common interests among each 

other like they are all interested in a special type of movie. As an example of the practice, 

for instance, although having a discussion with another person inside of the plane can be 

fun and entertaining, but it cannot be considered community of the practice. The process 

of developing a shared practice in the community of the practice theory is related to the 

degree of self-consciousness.  

 Donaghue et al.  (2013) states that community of practice can motivate and support the 

teachers to think of the learning challenges and problems and reflect on such issues and 

experiences with other peers, and also to think about using iPads in the teaching and learning 

processes. To consider the professional learning procedures, the community of practice has three 

main steps: a unit objective which assists the instructors to use iPads in learning and teaching 

contexts, the engagement, similar to the regular meetings of the teachers, and finally; a common 

repository to share the knowledge, experience and the objectives. The existing literature on the 

community of practice has revealed that the instructors are interested in implementing new 

knowledge on the learning and teaching processes after sharing their ideas, experiences and 

cooperating with the other colleagues (DuFour, 2004; Graham, 2007; Shank, 2006; Smith & 

Sutherland, 2003).  

 It can be mentioned that the current dissertation has partially integrated some principles of 

the community of practice theory by using mobile learning. Using SMS and mobile phones to 

measure the autonomy, and students’ vocabulary breadth and depth knowledge can give more 

opportunities for the teachers who are engaging themselves in the same area of education, and this 

refers to the community side of the story. This study elicited the perceptions of the students 

regarding the implementation of MALL in English language teaching and this is the sharing aspect 

of the community of practice theory. One of the most important features of this theory is employing 
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the existing and available resources as a practice for learning and teaching based on the socio-

cultural factors, thus, the current dissertation, based on the socio-cultural restrictions, implemented 

the mobile phone and the SMS as learning tools.  
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This section will present the methods used to design and collect the data for the current research 

study and will detail the specificities of the participants of the study in order to reach the main 

aims of the current doctoral investigation. However, in chapter four, the methodology employed 

for the development of each research study will be presented in detail.  

 

3.1. Participants 

The initial population of this dissertation includes university students (N=88) from various fields 

of study including Chemistry, Civil Engineering, Computer Science, and Electrical Engineering. 

The students, who were studying General English at Islamic Azad University of South Tehran 

Branch, voluntarily participated in this study. The participants’ age range is between 21 to 26 years 

old, with a mean of (M=23). They are all Persian native speakers. These students have not taken 

any English courses before; however, there are some basic courses of English from secondary to 

pre-university levels in Iran. Taking the current course, General English, is instructed and 

obligatory by the university.  

 After conducting an Oxford Placement Test (OPT) to homogenize the groups, 74 

participants were selected as the final population of the study. In order to carry out the three 

research studies for the current doctoral investigation, students were divided into two groups: a 

control and an experimental group, with equal division of 37 participants in each. Out of the entire 

pool of participants, around 65% (N=48) were females and 35% (N=26) were males. 

 

3.2. Instruments 

In this study, the following instruments were used to collect the required data: 

3.2.1. Oxford Placement Test (OPT)  

An Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was administered in order to measure participants' overall ability 

to communicate in English. This test includes 60 items divided into two parts: part one focuses on 

grammar and the second part focuses on reading and vocabulary.  
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In order to assess and identify participants’ English language proficiency level and to 

ensure their homogeneity, they were required to take the standard OPT. This test was used in this 

study since it is easy to administrate, culturally accepted based on produced Ph.D. theses and 

articles in Iran, and it is well-known among academicians. The OPT is a quick way of assessing 

the approximate level of a learners' knowledge of English grammar and usage. The allocated time 

to complete the test was 55 minutes. This test consists of two parts with 60 multiple-choice items 

and cloze tests. The first part consists of 40 questions and the second part consists of 20 questions. 

Participants were required to read the items and then choose the correct answers among the 

choices. See Appendix A for the OPT version used for the current study. 

The OPT is often used by researchers as the language proficiency test in which participants’ 

scores according to the test norms are ranked in 6 levels from beginners to advanced levels. Table 

1 below shows the OPT ranking. 

Table 1. Oxford Placement Test Ranking 

Beginners    Elementary    Lower-Intermediate   Upper-Intermediate   Advanced    Very Advanced 

    

1-17            18-27                    28-36                      37-47                      48-55               56-60 

 

3.2.2. Preliminary English Test (PET)  

In order to assess participants’ prior knowledge in reading comprehension, the reading part of the 

Preliminary English Test (PET) was administered as the pretest before starting the treatment 

process, and at the end of the study to assess the effectiveness of the treatment and learners’ 

achievement. The test consists of 35 items and it includes 5 parts as follows:  

o Part 1: Three-Option Multiple Choices: This part includes five very short texts which may 

be signs and messages, postcards, notes, emails, labels, etc. Participants have to read them 

and understand the main idea, and then choose which of the three sentences (A, B or C) is 

the best. This part contains 5 questions and 1 point is given for each correct answer. 
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o Part 2: Matching:  This part of the test consists of five short descriptions of people and 

eight short texts to read. Participants have to find specific information and then match each 

person to a text. This part has 5 questions and each correct answer gets 1 point.  

o Part 3: True/False: This part consists of a long text and 10 sentences about the text. 

Learners have to read the text quickly to find out information and say if each sentence is 

true or false. This part includes 10 questions and 1 point for each correct answer is given. 

o Part 4: Four Option Multiple Choices: In this part, participants need to read a long text 

and five questions. They have to read the text, understand the detail of the text, and choose 

the right answer (A, B, C or D) for each of the five questions. This part has 5 questions and 

1 point is given for each correct answer. 

o Part 5: Multiple-Choice Cloze: This part contains a short text with 10 numbered spaces. 

Each space represents a missing word and learners need to understand the vocabulary and 

grammar items and have to choose the right answer from a choice of four (A, B, C or D). 

It includes 10 questions and 1 point is given for each correct answer. See Appendix B for 

the PET version used for the current study. 

3.2.3. General English Book 

Due to the internal policy of the institution where the study was conducted, the General English 

Book: A task-based approach written by Daftarifard & Bagherpour (2018) had to be used as the 

course book for this reading comprehension course. The participants of the study including the 

control group and the experimental one had access to this book; however, the experimental group 

received short messages which included parts the vocabulary present in the course book. This book 

contains nine lessons with color photos and tables and the focus is on reading comprehension. 

Only the first five lessons were taught during this semester. Each lesson covers different types of 

reading strategies such as guessing, scanning, skimming, reading a table, summarizing a text, etc.  

 

3.2.4. Educational Short Message System  

Due to the network limitations and pricey equipment, the researcher decided to use SMS text 

messaging to send the vocabulary content. Since the focus of this study was on using mobile phone 
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technology to improve learners' reading comprehension and vocabulary acquisition, this tool was 

used by the students in the experimental group to receive SMSs as a treatment. 108 words were 

sent in total during six weeks of treatment. The sent vocabulary items and examples were as short 

as possible so that the students could easily read the messages on their small screens.  Only 6 words 

were sent per message. The vocabulary items were presented by their Persian definition and sample 

sentences. The delivery reports of the mobile phones were controlled in order to remove the 

possible failure of the system. See Appendix C for the sample short messages used for the current 

study. 

 

3.2.5. Autonomy Questionnaire  

Participants’ autonomy was measured with the 21-item questionnaire designed by Zhang & Li 

(2004). As to the internal reliability of the questionnaire that Zhang and Li calculated, Cronbach 

alpha was used and this turned out to be 0.89. The questionnaire has proved to have high content 

validity and high reliability. This questionnaire consists of two parts, one part has 11 items through 

a 5-point Likert scale which is coded as (A. never; B. rarely; C. sometimes; D. often; E. always) 

and the remaining 10 items form the second part. The second part of the questionnaire is in a 

multiple-choice format. To change the participants’ selections to numerical data, the options A, B, 

C, D and E are marked one, two, three, four and five, respectively. The total score turned out to be 

105. The participants were asked to respond to each item by choosing one of the five choices 

following each item. The standard time allocated to this test is 40 minutes, but participants 

answered it in 15 minutes. The autonomy questionnaire was administered twice, as a pretest and a 

posttest, to find out the differences between learners' autonomy before and after the treatment. See 

Appendix D for the autonomy questionnaire version used for the current study. 

 

3.2.6. Semi-Structured Interview  

The other instrument was a researcher-made semi-structured interview with 7 open-ended 

questions. The purpose of the interview was to find out about the learners' perceptions on MALL 

and the usage of mobile phone for English learning. To ensure the relevance of the questions for 

the purpose of the study, two EFL teachers validated the questions. They were asked to determine 
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whether questions were relevant with respect to the objectives. They were also requested to jot 

down some comments on the questions if necessary. The comments assisted the investigator to 

delete and revise some questions. Finally, 7 questions were selected for the participants to show 

their opinions freely. The interview was conducted through a face-to-face conversation in English 

after the treatment. See Appendix E for the semi-structured interview questions used for the 

current study. 

 

3.2.7. Word Associate Test (WAT)  

The next instrument used for this study was a word associate test (WAT), which is probably 

a well-known method of measuring learners' vocabulary depth. The WAT is devised by Read 

(1993, 1998) to estimate L2 learners' depth of vocabulary knowledge on the basis of three 

relationships among mental lexicon words: paradigmatic (meaning), syntagmatic (collocation), 

and polysemy. It includes 40 items, including one stimulus word (an adjective) and two boxes, one 

including four adjectives which are either synonyms or polysemous with the stimulus word and 

another including nouns that can collocate with the stimulus word. There are always four correct 

options for each item. Read (1993) reported the reliability of the test as 0.93; later, Qian (1999, 

2002) and Nassaji (2004) estimated above 0.90. To score the WAT, 1 point is considered for the 

correct match of each word; therefore, 160 is the highest point. Figure 2 below is an excerpt from 

this test. See Appendix F for the Word Associate Test (WAT) version used for the current study. 

Sudden 

 beautiful   ■ quick   ■ surprising  thirsty 

 

■ change   doctor  ■ noise   school 

Figure 2. A Sample Item of WAT (Read, 1998) 

 

3.2.8. The Updated Vocabulary Level Test (UVLT)  

The updated vocabulary level test (UVLT) was the other instrument of this study to assess learners' 

vocabulary size/breadth. The UVLT is probably the commonly used instrument to assess L2 

learners' word knowledge (Read, 2000). It was initially made by Nation (1983) and later modified 
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by Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham (2001) to identify how well learners know useful English words 

and the extent to which learners could distinguish the form-meaning relations of words at four 

levels of word frequency (2000, 3000, 5000, 10000) and an academic vocabulary level. These four 

levels of frequency are based on the General Service List (GSL) (West, 1953), Kučera and Francis 

(1967), and Thorndike & Lorge's (1944) list, while the other section (academic) is on the basis of 

Xue & Nation's (1984) University Word List. 

The researchers of the present study used the UVLT developed and validated by Webb, 

Sasao, & Balance (2017) at five levels of word frequency (1000, 2000, 3000, 4000, and 5000). It 

is worth noting that this test has the potential to measure all the levels together or measure the 

levels individually. There are 10 clusters with six wording, including distractors and keys along 

with three definitions in each level. Participants are asked to put a checkmark (✓) under the word 

corresponding to each meaning.   

Unlike multiple-choice tests, the UVLT decreases the percentage of guessing the answer 

because the test shows the same type of vocabulary, so there are not any syntactic clues for the 

correct responses. The test-takers should match three words into their definitions. To score the 

UVLT, a correct check is having 1 point for each word; therefore, the highest score will be 150 

points. Regarding the abovementioned information, the test used in the present study was the 

modified UVLT as a vocabulary size test or a breadth of vocabulary knowledge test.  Figure 3 

below shows a sample item of UVLT. See Appendix G for the Updated Vocabulary Level Test 

(UVLT) version used for the current study.   

                                                                game   island   mouth   movie   song     yard 

land with water all around it                               ✓ 

part of your body used for eating and talking                        ✓   

piece of music                                                                                                ✓ 

Figure 3. An Example of UVLT (Adapted from Webb, Sasao, & Balance, 2017) 
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3.3. Procedures 

The study was carried out during the fall semester of 2019-2020 academic years over an 18-session 

treatment during six consecutive weeks (the participants in the experimental group would receive 

SMSs three times a week).  

 First, an OPT was administered to ensure the homogeneity of the participants based on 

their overall English proficiency level. The participants were placed in the pre-intermediate level. 

The list of vocabulary items was delivered to the experimental group via SMS, six items 

in an SMS three times a week. They received SMSs including vocabulary items for 18 sessions 

during 6 consecutive weeks. Each word was used in one short sentence, with a synonym and a 

single word Persian translation at the end of the sentence in parenthesis. The SMSs were delivered 

to a group of 37 learners at once. In contrast, the control group received the traditional instruction 

i.e. they were given the same content items through inductive and deductive instruction in the 

classroom and the words were presented while teaching each unit. At the end of the experiment, 

the PET reading test was administered as a posttest to both groups to assess participants' scores 

and also the effectiveness of the treatment procedure.   

The second step was devoted to the administration of the 21-item autonomy questionnaire 

as a pretest in order to delve into EFL learners’ hidden layers of opinions and attitudes, as scholars 

believe that questionnaires are the most efficient and economical means of eliciting information 

(Denscombe, 2014). After finishing the treatment process, the learner autonomy questionnaire was 

administered for the second time as a post-test.  

As a third step, the teacher interviewed the learners in the experimental group to investigate 

learners' perceptions of the benefits and challenges dealt with the use of MALL for learning. Since 

the semi-structured interviews provide more areas for the participants to give out their views on 

the subject matters (Cohen et al. 2011), the interview was carried out through a face-to-face session 

in English. The interview took about 5-10 minutes and the learners were interviewed individually. 

The participants were given a piece of paper and asked to write their answers for the qualitative 

open-ended questions designed to elicit a full and meaningful answer using the participants’ own 

knowledge or feelings.  
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  The final step was devoted to the administration of the UVLT and the WAT tests to assess 

learners' breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge. Both tests were administered during one 

session. Based on Schmitt et al. (2001), the allocated time of the VLT was 31 minutes; as Qian 

(1999, 2002) and Nassaji (2004) state, the time for completing the WAT was 30 minutes. However, 

in this study, the time allocated for completing both tests (UVLT & WAT) was 70 minutes. The 

participants were told to select the option that best describes the meaning of the stem word in the 

absence of the context, and they were supposed to select the option that they knew the meaning of 

the stem word and answer to all the questions   in the same manner. It was mentioned that their 

selection must not be random, and they should select precisely. There was no negative point for 

incorrect answers. The UVLT and WAT tests were administered to all the participants before the 

beginning of the treatment. 

  A list of vocabulary words from their course book as well as a numbers of words from the 

updated vocabulary level test appropriate for pre-intermediate learners was selected and delivered 

to the students in the experimental group via SMS, six items in an SMS three times a week. They 

received SMSs containing vocabulary items for 18 sessions during six consecutive weeks. 

  At the end of the experiment, the WAT and the UVLT tests were given as posttests to check 

the effect of text messaging on their depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge, and the scores 

of the pretest and posttest were compared employing the nonparametric Wilcoxon-Singed Rank 

Tests. 
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The Reflection of Vocabulary Implementation through Educational Texting on EFL 

Learner’s Reading Skill 

 

Abstract— This paper investigates the efficiency of text messaging in the English as a foreign 

language (EFL) reading classroom at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, Iran. 

After administration of an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 74 participants who scored between ± 1 

standard deviation of the mean were randomly assigned to an experimental and a control groups, 

with 37 individuals each. The reading part of the Preliminary English Test (PET) was administered 

as a pretest. The experimental group received 108 words via short messages in 18 sessions. During 

each session, they received 6 sentences with 6 words in a meaningful context. In contrast, the 

control group received traditional instruction. They were given the same structural points through 

inductive and deductive instruction in the classroom, and the words were presented while teaching 

each unit. After finishing the treatment procedure, the students in both groups were assigned to do 

a reading posttest. The results of the ANCOVA revealed no meaningful discrepancy between both 

groups based on the reading scores. Thus, vocabulary learning via short messages did not affect 

Iranian EFL learners` ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts.  

Keywords: vocabulary learning, texting, English foreign language learning, reading 

comprehension. 

1 Introduction  

In reading comprehension, readers need to understand the text to gather some information or to 

perform activities with the received information. As Dallman (1982) states, reading is beyond 

knowing what each letter of the alphabet stands for, and it deals with more than word recognition. 

Rather, reading needs critical thinking for interpretation. Based on Kurniasih & Nurweni (2017), 

reading is difficult to analyze since it deals with the most complex working of the human mind; it 

is a real cognitive process. Put differently; reading is printed thinking. Reading comprehension is 

generally regarded as a basic requirement for foreign language (FL) learners’ academic success. 

Often L2 proficiency considers grammar and vocabulary as the knowledge part of text 

understanding, while reading can be seen as a type of ability for this purpose (Koda, 2005). Studies 
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regularly confirmed that knowledge of vocabulary is highly related to reading comprehension 

rather than various other aspects like grammatical knowledge (Koda, 1989; Qian, 1999). 

According to Laufer (1997), without understanding the vocabulary of the text in L1 or foreign 

language, content comprehension is impossible. Consequently, without understanding the meaning 

of the words, L2 readers may experience difficulty improving comprehension. Therefore, 

vocabulary seems a significant factor in reading comprehension (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). 

 Learning vocabulary is a basic step in learning a foreign language. Hence, a large amount 

of studies has been conducted to enhance vocabulary learning efficacy (Akin & Seferoglu, 2004; 

Bruton, 2007; Erten & Tekin, 2008; Genc, 2004; Kassem, 2018; MCCarten, 2007; Moras, 2001; 

Newton, 2001; Tang & Nesi, 2003). Despite several studies carried out on vocabulary learning, 

students use significantly lower percentage of their efforts to solve their issues when acquiring 

new vocabulary (Meara, 1980).  During class time, teachers and instructors mostly tend to have an 

attitude toward involving learners with this problem outside the classroom with their own 

responsibilities (Baykal & Daventry, 2000). However, students lack knowledge regarding the 

effective techniques of vocabulary learning, and have difficulty finding good strategies (Akin & 

Seferoglu, 2004). Using mobile technologies to support the learning process has become 

familiarized with the improvement of 21st-century skills (Henderson & Yeow, 2012; Lai & 

Hwang, 2014; Papadakis et al, 2016).  

  This application of technology provides a solution for FL learners to emphasize the 

authentic function of language. Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) is a relatively new 

learning instrument that learners use with great potential to receive instruction anytime and 

anywhere for L2 classes. Also, the accessibility of mobile phones in Iran has been rapidly extended 

to different generations, so that information technology can generally increase opportunities for 

improving learners’ English skills despite their age. It should be noted that MALL provides the 

opportunity to use a personal portable device to enhance learning regardless of time and place (De 

la Fuente, 2014). 

   There is an increase in the application of mobile tools for educational objectives and also 

for personal use all over the world (Ducate & Lomicka, 2009). Indeed, technical devices such as 

laptop computers and smartphones have revolutionized education and transformed traditional 

classroom-oriented instruction into anywhere and anytime education (Cavus & Ibrahim, 2009).             
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 Even with the growth of reliable and trustworthy technological instruments and the 

accessibility of computers in Iranian universities and language institutes, as well as the increasing 

confirmation of blended teaching effectiveness, a large number of Iranian EFL teachers are not 

enthusiastic about applying such instruments in their EFL classes. As Dellicarpini (2012) stated, 

teachers’ skills, knowledge, and opinions about the fruitfulness of instructional technology and the 

influential implementation of resources are reasons why teachers do not use digital technology 

when teaching languages.  

 The purpose of this paper is to use text messaging as an educational instrument to measure 

Iranian EFL learners’ reading abilities to comprehend B1-level (pre-intermediate) texts. Sending 

and receiving SMS as a trustworthy and popular communication system among its users is a trendy 

instrument for communication worldwide. It has been viewed by studies as a proper and 

convenient instrument for educational purposes (Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; Lomine & 

Buckhingham, 2009; Traxler, 2007). 

 In the following sections, some major studies regarding the mobile phone in learning will 

be investigated. Then the methodology of the present study will be presented followed by a 

discussion, and finally, the conclusion of the study with some recommendations will be stated.  

2 Literature review 

This part deals with the explanation of different studies conducted to discover the effect of mobile 

phones application on an instructional environment. Additionally, it will present different 

researchers’ views on the effect of mobile devices in the instructional environment. Different 

factors affect the L2 learning process, such as input, the context, learner’s first language, and even 

technology.  

2.1 Mobile learning 

Mobile-learning and m-learning are improvements to electronic learning (e-learning) (Singhal, 

1997; Kikilias et al., 2009) as they integrate e-learning and mobile computing, which point out the 

advantages of mobile technologies, such as the latest generation of mobile phones and tablets and 

their related applications (apps) (Papadakis et al., 2016; Papadakis et al., 2017). Without a doubt, 
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justifying students’ needs in English learning, MALL is the next stage of educational technology 

improvement, indicating the digital convergence of e-learning and mobile technology in reaction 

to a more dynamic and active society that looks for a personalized, long-lasting universal education 

(Romero et al, 2010). Positive attitudes or perceptions towards MALL in higher education have 

been realized in various studies (Abadi & Saadi, 2015; Azli et al., 2018; Botero et al., 2018; Oz, 

2015; Park, 2014; Saidouni & Bahloul, 2016; Soleimani, 2014). As a result, MALL seems to have 

preserved its position in teaching and learning foreign languages, and its place may be more 

dominant in the future. 

  Although Qureishi & Khan (2020) believe that learning through mobile phones can be 

considered as a modern occurrence, but the impact of such an instrument on educational learning 

can be considered endless. In addition, according to Bidin & Ziden (2013), MALL is rapidly 

developing as students can use them in various places at their convenient time, in the absence of 

any supervisor, which makes them independent learners. Such a capability is an advantage in that 

the experience of independence can motivate learners to keep on learning for future goals 

(Suneetha, 2013). 

  Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler (2007) stated that mobile learning can make the design of 

authentic learning possible. This kind of learning is advantageous for learners who cannot attend 

language institutions because of their jobs, chores, and various things that need time 

(Muhanna,2011). Different studies have been carried out on the application of social media 

programs like Facebook (e.g., Bowman & Akcaoglu, 2014; McCarthy, 2010) and Twitter (e.g., 

Kruger-Ross et al., 2012; Reed, 2013; Warren & Wakefield, 2012) in classrooms.  

  In a study by Kalogiannakis & Papadakis (2017), the implementation of a didactic 

approach in a high school was initiated by teachers of environmental education through mobile 

phones and QR codes. Consequently, mobile technology in the environmental education program 

significantly affected the improvement of learners’ knowledge considering environmental issues 

and the local flora and fauna. 
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2.2    The effects of SMS on educational context 

SMS is the text messaging service part of most telephones, mobile device systems, and the Internet. 

It uses standardized communication protocols to provide mobile devices with the capability to 

exchange short text messages. Therefore, no student can be seen without a mobile phone. It 

happens in two situations: either the person is waiting for a reply from someone, or he is sending 

some messages to the other. Thus, learners have used text messages to generate virtual contexts, 

as well as opportunities to socialize (Campbell & Kwak, 2010). Accordingly, learners consider 

text messaging as a routine activity (Lin & Tong, 2007). 

  SMS can be considered as a modern technique that is applicable in the present educational 

context, and it can improve educational processes in various fields of study (Zide et al., 2017). 

Arani (2016) believes that implementing educational SMS which deals with syntactical structures 

facilitates sentence paraphrasing in English classes. He also stated that teachers can use SMS as 

an instructional medium to teach all the required skills at their convenient time because of a lack 

of adequate teaching hour in the class. He argued that students who receive learning materials 

through SMS are more eager and motivated than other students. Since sending and receiving 

information using SMS is cheap, quick, and affordable, learners see it as a convenient way to 

communicate information (Mahmoud, 2013).  

  In an EFL context, lexical competence can be regarded as a major skill to better L2 

comprehension, and it can rarely be denied that learners' vocabulary knowledge is highly 

associated with their reading comprehension as well as their overall academic success (Nation, 

1990). In recent years, researchers have attempted to find solutions for questions dealing with the 

kind of most effective vocabulary instruction to help students learn new words and understand 

what they have read (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Grabe & Stoller, 2001; Hulstijn, 1992; Rott, 

1999). 

  Recently, much space in the research has been devoted to teaching vocabulary because it 

plays a vital role in language teaching and learning, particularly about communication. A high 

number of robust studies have been done on vocabulary instruction, and many of them have stated 

that it is impossible to teach all vocabulary a learner should know (Barcroft, 2015; Cameron, 1999; 

Robinson, 2001). However, a reader needs to recognize at least 95% of the surrounding words to 
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comprehend a text (Nation, 2001). This problem can be solved by using mobile-assisted 

instruments as effective ones in teaching and learning.  

  As can be observed, the theoretical framework of the current paper has tried to implement 

educational texting via mobile phone as a medium to implement vocabulary instruction among 

higher education students and to measure their ability to understand pre-intermediate level texts. 

3 Method 

The current study intends to measure Iranian EFL learners’ competence in comprehending pre-

intermediate-level material after texting them some vocabulary items. To this end, a quasi-

experimental design was implemented including tests before and after the treatment. Later, the 

procedure including sampling, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis will be explained 

in the following section. 

3.1 Participants 

A total of 88 university students with different majors (Chemistry, Civil Engineering, Computer 

Science, and Electrical Engineering) studying general English at the Islamic Azad University-

South Tehran Branch, Iran participated in this study voluntarily. To measure their general English 

proficiency and ensure their homogeneity, the Oxford Placement Test (OPT), was administered. 

Afterward, homogenous students were selected as the study sample.  It should be mentioned that 

the students covered a reading comprehension course within the semester. They were randomly 

divided into an experimental group and a control one, with 37 each. 

3.2 Instruments 

Various tools were used to collect the required data as follows. OPT was conducted to measure 

the learners’ ability to communicate in English. This test includes 60 items with two parts: 

grammar, reading and vocabulary. The dependent variable was measured with the Preliminary 

English Test (PET). This test was administered as the pretest and posttest and includes five parts: 

Three-option Multiple Choice, Matching, True/False, Four-option Multiple Choices, and Multiple-

Choice Cloze.  
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 OPT rankings are shown in Table 1. The population of the current paper was selected based 

on learners’ lower-intermediate scores; thus, all students who scored between 28 and 36 points 

were considered viable participants for the present research. 

 

Table 1  

Oxford Placement Test Ranking 

Beginners   Elementary   Lower-Intermediate    Upper-Intermediate    Advanced     Very Advanced 

1-17               18-27              28-36                             37-47                      48-55                  56-60 

  

 Due to the policy of the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, the General 

English Book: A Task-Based Approach written by Daftarifard and Bagherpour (2018) must be 

used as the coursebook for reading comprehension. This book contains nine lessons with color 

photos and tables. Only the first five lessons were taught during this semester. Each lesson covers 

different types of reading strategies such as guessing, scanning, skimming, reading a table, 

summarizing a text, etc.  

 The researchers used SMS to send vocabulary content. Since the focus of this study was 

on the use of mobile phone technology to measure learners’ reading comprehension, students in 

the experimental group use this tool to receive SMS as treatment. The total number of SMSs were 

18 messages for six weeks of treatment. The vocabulary items and their examples were within 

sentences so that the students can easily read the messages on their small screens. The delivery 

reports of the mobile phones were controlled to remove the possible failure of the system. Below 

are sample SMSs sent to the learners’ mobile phones on the fourth and fifth weeks of the project 

(see Figures 1 and 2 in the Procedure section). 

3.3 Procedure 

The present study was conducted during the fall semester of the 2019-2020 academic year over an 

18-session treatment during six consecutive weeks (the participants in the experimental group 

would receive SMSs three times a week). It should be mentioned that the first and the last sessions 

were devoted to the administration of the PET pretest and posttest, respectively. The same teacher 
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taught both groups. The researcher used SMS to measure the improvement or lack of it in learners’ 

reading comprehension by implementing vocabulary via SMS. To complete the process of 

collecting data, the researcher went through several procedures. 

 First, to ensure participants’ homogeneity, an OPT was administered to 88 students 

studying at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch. Seventy-four participants, based 

on their OPT scores, were placed in the pre-intermediate level and were randomly assigned to two 

groups (experimental and control). The next step was the administration of the PET reading test 

as a pretest to assess participants’ prior knowledge of ability in reading comprehension. After the 

administration of the pretest, the treatment procedure took place. 

 The vocabulary list was delivered to the experimental group via SMS, six items per SMS 

three times a week. They received SMSs, including vocabulary items, for 18 sessions in 6 weeks. 

Each word was used in one short sentence, with a synonym and a single word Persian translation 

at the end of the sentence in parenthesis. The SMSs were delivered to the group of 37 learners at 

once. Figure 1 shows the 12th lesson of the fourth week. These items were selected from the course 

book and were sent to all 37 learners in the experimental group. 

 

    

Figure 1 Lesson 12, Week 4.                  Figure 2   Lesson 14, Week 5 
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 Figure 2 shows the vocabulary item from week 5. All the participants in the experimental 

group received the lesson. The items were selected from the coursebook. 

 In contrast, the control group received the traditional instruction, i.e., they were given the 

same items through inductive and deductive instruction in the classroom, and the words were 

presented while teaching each unit. At the end of the experiment, the PET reading test was 

administered as a posttest to both groups to assess the participants’ scores and the effectiveness of 

the treatment procedure.  

3.4 Data analysis and findings 

This part concerns the presentation, analysis, and interpretation of data collected over six weeks at 

the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch. After collecting the data from the research 

instruments, descriptive analysis was carried out focusing on the basic features of the data, and 

inferentially, trying to reach conclusions that extend beyond the immediate data alone. To 

investigate EFL learners’ reading comprehension ability when they were exposed to increased 

vocabulary using SMS via mobile phones, the Statistical Package for Service Solution (SPSS) 

program was used. To this end, covariance (ANCOVA) was employed to compute the mean 

discrepancies between both groups.  

 To check if the sample is homogenous in terms of their general English proficiency level, 

an OPT was given to the initial sample. After the OPT, 74 out of 88 participants were considered 

homogenous learners according to their scores, ranging from 28 to 36 (pre-intermediate level). 

Table 2 shows that the mean and the standard deviation of the participants are 31.66 and 2.22, 

respectively. It also shows that the selected participants are homogenous regarding their ability to 

communicate in English.   

Table 2 

 The Descriptive Statistics of the Homogenized Participants 

 N Min Max Mean Std. Deviation        V 

Homogenized 74 28.00 36.00 31.662 2.228      4.966 

Valid N (listwise) 74      
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 The study sought to investigate whether vocabulary implementation could affect Iranian 

EFL learners’ ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts. To delve into this aspect, an 

ANCOVA test was implemented. In Table 3 below, the mean for both groups, control and 

experimental, in terms of reading scores are 21.40 and 22.86, respectively.  

Table 3 

The Descriptive Statistics for the Adjusted Reading Scores of the Two Groups 

Group Mean Std. Error 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Control 21.403a .693 20.021 22.785 

Experimental 22.867a .693 21.485 24.250 

 The ANCOVA results can be seen in Table 4 below, in which, the pre-scores variable is 

the covariate. When we include a covariate, we have more than one effect, and we could calculate 

eta squared for each effect. 

Table 4 

 The Result of the ANCOVA for the Comparison of the Reading Scores 

Source 

Type III Sum of 

Squares Df Mean Square     F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 1067.233a 2 533.616 30.035 .000 .458 

Intercept 559.429 1 559.429 31.488 .000 .307 

Pre_Scores 1041.071 1 1041.071 58.598 .000 .452 

Group 39.622 1 39.622 2.230 .140 .030 

Error 1261.416 71 17.766    

Total 38586.000 74     

Corrected Total 2328.649 73     

 As Table 4 shows, there is no huge discrepancy between both groups in terms of reading 

scores, F (1, 71) = 2.23, p > .05, partial η2 = .03. The partial Eta Squared value is used to define 
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the amount of variance in the dependent variable (vocabulary increment) by the independent 

variable (learners' reading comprehension) (0.3%), which is considered trivial. Therefore, 

vocabulary implementation did not affect Iranian EFL learners’ ability to comprehend pre-

intermediate level texts. It is worth noting that sample size decreases the statistical power of the 

study and increases the margin of error, which can interpret the study meaninglessly.  

 To measure learners’ perceptions toward mobile assisted language learning, an interview 

session with the experimental group was conducted with some researcher-made questions and the 

results revealed that students are interested in using mobile phones in academic exposures (study 

is under process for publication).  

4 Discussion 

The current research intended to measure the impact of vocabulary implementation using SMS on 

Iranian EFL learners' ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts. In this regard, a pretest 

was used to understand their reading comprehension, and the results confirmed that both the 

control and experimental groups have a similar level of understanding in terms of reading skills. 

To measure the effects of treatment, which was receiving vocabulary through SMS, another 

reading test was conducted as a posttest, and its results were compared with those of the pretest. 

The results showed that although the experimental group gained better scores, the difference was 

not academically significant. This means that in the design of the current study, with 74 

participants and perhaps with 108 vocabulary items given to students each week, the results were 

not statistically significant. The findings of the current study showed that Iranian EFL students 

could not display positive performance in understanding pre-intermediate-level texts. It seems that 

vocabulary seems is not the only factor that affects reading ability.  

 The results of the current research are compatible with those of a few empirical studies. 

Plester et al. (2008) reported that sending more than three texts a day tended to results in lower 

scores in literacy tests than when they were not sent. The findings of this study are in line with 

those reported by Ali et al., (2019). They investigated the impact of texting on ESL learners at 

Aligarh Muslim University. The findings revealed negative effects of texting on ESL learners. 

Powell and Dixon (2011) stated that text messaging could have a negative influence on learners’ 

spelling. Tayebinika & Puteh (2012) asserted that the negative effect of using text messaging on 
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English literacy reduces formal writing, affects speaking skills, and damages grammatical skills, 

creating some confusion in the spelling of words. Verheijen (2013) also suggested that students 

are unable to distinguish informal and from formal contexts and use texts at the wrong time.  Wood 

et al. (2014) also found out that the SMSs of primary and secondary school learners were full of 

grammatical issues. Indeed, these students made more capitalization and punctuation errors and 

used unconventional punctuation more than adult learners, when the length of their messages was 

considered. 

 The findings of this study are consistent with those by Ahmadpour & Yousefi (2016) who 

attempted to determine the role of MALL on EFL learners’ writing accuracy, fluency, and 

complexity. The results indicated that although the writing fluency and complexity of the 

experimental group improved in comparison with their control peers, the accuracy aspect followed 

a reverse pattern. 

 The findings of the current paper also have similarities with the results of a study done by 

Kibona & Mgaya (2015) who found that smartphones delivered negative results on the academic 

performance of university students. The results also agree with the findings of Yavuz (2016), 

which showed no difference between the experimental and control groups in listening and 

pronunciation courses. However, the findings of this study are not consistent with those by 

Rasheed et al. (2019). 

 However, the findings are not in line with the results reported by Kassem (2018), which 

showed that the integration of the teacher-training program and vocabulary instruction applications 

was successful and effective. This study’s results also disagree with those of the study by Li et al. 

(2017), which aimed to discover the effect of texting to improve academic vocabulary learning. 

The findings emphasized learners’ positive experience with the treatment, the feasibility of the 

treatment design, and its impact in supporting English language learners’ vocabulary study.  

 In addition, the results here are not consistent with those presented by Gurocak (2016). She 

revealed that mobile learning through text messaging could improve learners’ vocabulary 

knowledge and help them acquire L2 words more consistently. The results of the current study are 

also against those of a study by Cavus & Ibrahim (2009), which focused on students’ positive 

attitudes toward learning vocabulary through mobile phones. This study is also in disagreement 
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with the results of Saricoban & Ozturan (2013), who examined the effectiveness of mobile learning 

by sending technical words and meaningful sentences for ESP learners every day for three weeks. 

Their findings showed that students learned the words in a motivated, enjoyable, and effective 

way. The present results also are not consistent with those reported by Moura & Carvalho (2012), 

which indicated learners’ positive attitude toward the use of SMS for learning and the use of their 

own mobile devices as a learning instrument. Learners revealed their interest in receiving 

pedagogical content through SMS. Some learners greatly enhanced their language learning 

performance. 

 Saran et al. (2008) discovered that vocabulary programs of mobile phones improve 

vocabulary gain and enhance learner motivation. Lu (2008) reported similar findings. Lu (2008) 

showed that mobile phone users received greater achievement in a word knowledge test, and 

developed a positive attitude toward mobile phone application. The results are not also in 

accordance with findings by Hulstijn & Laufer (2001), who stated that mobile phones can be an 

influential medium for self-learning L2 vocabulary.  

 Although the current study reached its objectives, there were some inevitable limitations. 

First, because of the small sample size, the results may not be generalizable for the considered 

population. Second, learners’ motivation, aptitude, affective, and attitudinal parameters were not 

taken into account. A further study can be carried out by examining these parameters. Third, the 

focus of the present study is on reading skill, and other skills were not considered; thus, a further 

study investigate other skills such as writing, speaking, and listening. Fourth, only pre-intermediate 

level learners took part in this study, so another study may focus on learner’s various language 

proficiency levels. Fifth, the focus of this study was limited to sending SMS to improve learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge, so additional goals could be added for a more in-depth view of the group’s 

tendencies when they are in contact with this type of educational tool.  

 Additionally, more qualitative analyses are needed in these types of studies to grasp not 

only learners’ performance but also their response to the application of SMS as an educational 

instrument in the EFL classroom. 
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5 Conclusion  

The present study was a short, six-week investigation at Azad University-South Tehran Branch. It 

has extended the existing body of literature that investigates the effect of vocabulary increments 

through mobile phone text messaging on learners’ ability to comprehend B1-level texts. As the 

findings of this study showed, although SMSs can be easily sent at pre-scheduled times and 

intervals, can be saved systematically, and are available for later retentions, they could not 

facilitate certain forms of learning. This can be because newly learned vocabulary items that were 

only weakly acquired. As these vocabulary items are held in one’s working memory for a short 

time, they could not be part of the linguistic system of the students. When there is no repeated 

exposure to vocabulary, they can be easily removed from learners’ working memory. Whenever 

new words are integrated into learners’ long-term memory, they can be tightly attached to a 

network of ideas, words, and concepts that the brain can access effortlessly (Wolfe & Nevills, 

2004). 

 Using mobile phones in EFL contexts does not always result in positive effects on 

academic performance. Although smartphones may substantially improve the foreign language 

learning process, several studies have highlighted certain limitations to use smartphones in higher 

education contexts. One of these pitfalls is smartphone addiction, which is being increasingly 

investigated by researchers worldwide. It can be concluded that smartphones must be used 

appropriately, with sufficient preparation and clear objectives in mind. It is worth noting that 

teachers all over the world are provided with adequate and influential training to implement MALL 

appropriately and effectively. Therefore, research on MALL and the use of SMS is still in its 

infancy. There is undoubtedly a need to conduct a tremendous amount of research to clarify the 

details of this subject. 

 The results of this study cannot be generalized as the number of participants and the amount 

of data are not broad. More accurate and generalizable results would be achieved if the framework 

of the study was more general. The study recommends further investigation on the effect of SMS 

on other skills such as writing practices. In summary, a deeper and more comprehensive 

understanding of the subject under investigation can be accomplished by conducting a qualitative 

analysis to reveal the depths of such a subject and to have a broader vision of the current results. 
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The Impact of Text Messaging as an English as a Foreign Language Instructional Tool to 

Enhance Learner Autonomy and Perception 

 

Abstract. This paper investigates the efficiency of text messaging as an English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) instructional tool to enhance learner autonomy and perception at the Islamic Azad 

University-South Tehran Branch, Iran. The study considered seventy-four learners to participate 

in the study after the administration of an Oxford Placement Test to measure their proficiency 

level. Participants were randomly assigned in experimental and control groups, including 37 

participants each. A questionnaire) was used as a pretest and posttest to measure learners` 

autonomy. The experimental group received 108 words via text messaging during 18 sessions. In 

contrast, the control group participants received traditional classroom instruction in a face-to-face 

teaching and learning environment. A semi-structured interview is also used to collect date on 

experimental group participants` perception in using MALL in classrooms. The results revealed 

remarkable differences between the experimental and control groups’ means on their learner 

autonomy scores. However, the impact of the independent samples t-test has shown that there was 

no statistically meaningful gender difference among the learners regarding their autonomy scores. 

The findings based on the semi-structured interview showed complimentary views on MALL. The 

current study is beneficial since its outcomes could be relevant for EFL curriculum developers and 

English language teachers in the use of mobile learning and text messaging in the English 

classroom. 

Keywords: Text Messaging; EFL; Learner Autonomy and Perception; Mobile Assisted 

Language Learning 
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1. Introduction  

Interested with the manifestation of communications technology, different aspects of life, 

including language-learning systems, have been changed. This change is produced by means of 

communication technology, young people, and the worldwide use of the English language 

(Buckingham as cited in Hazaea & Alzubi, 2018). In technology development, the mobile phone 

is commonly used worldwide. The flexibility and the other characters, such as size, cost-

effectiveness, and user-friendliness, are among the benefits of mobile technology. Since phones 

have gained strengths, they are inexpensive and easy to use, then, the study of mobile-assisted 

language learning (MALL) changes to be a required field of study. Due to its popularity, it is not 

rare that it is used as a learning tool.  In this respect, mobile phones are used for different personal 

objectives, and they can transfer the learning process to a more interesting one while acquiring 

other language skills. There is a shift in learning context from traditional to digital by emerging 

technological development such as mobile phones, tablets, pods, pads, personal digital assistants, 

electronic pocket dictionaries, MP3 players, and other portable devices (Fredrick & Karthikeyan, 

2018). Among other moveable technological devices, cell phones are the most universally 

functional platform in the educational process. The capabilities of these devices are being 

developed in educational contexts day by day. Regardless of the place and time, their mobility, 

accessibility, and applications have made them useful in promoting learning. Some research 

studies have been done based on using mobile phone devices for educational goals, and they have 

revealed a gradually increasing use among learners (Johnson & Radhakrishnan, 2017; Ng, Hassan, 

Nor, & Malek, 2017; Patel, 2013; De la Fuente, 2014; Ducate & Lomicka, 2009).  

A successful foreign/second language learning process requires interaction with people and 

communication in the target language. To strengthen learner`s foreign language skills, they need 

to cooperate and interact with others. This interactive and cooperative aspects of learning have 

been focused due to the rapidly growing interest of the current generation of EFL learners in a 

digital world. Using mobile phones is an excellent part of their daily experience outside of 

educational contexts (Ivić & Jakopec, 2017; Cavus & Ibrahim, 2009, Belard & Murphy, 2016).  

Utilizing m-learning, learners can experience multimedia learner-centered learning with 

various activities and enjoy a more interaction-focused learning process. M-learning gives learners 

the ability to experience the real world's feelings and emotions via interacting with the real 
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environment, learning materials, and increasing their learning motivation and interest (Huang, 

Jeng & Huang, 2009; Liu, 2009). It should be mentioned that m-learning is not a substitute for 

today’s existing learning tools and techniques but is an extension for learning in a new context 

with modern capabilities. The learners' knowledge, skills, and attitudes toward m-learning are very 

significant because the output quality relies on it. MALL is a compelling way to learn a language 

for a non-native person (Krishna, 2020).  

Among different types of mobile communication, texts messaging and instant messaging 

are practical in educational institutions. Text messaging or texting is a two-way communication 

among the phones through some short, typed messages, so-called short message service (SMS) 

(Kasesniemi & Rautiainen, 2002). Texting is used pervasively among learners (Johnson, 2007; 

Smith, Salaway & Caruso, 2009). Accordingly, Rahamat et al. (2012) showed that learners whose 

teachers were sent some text messages stayed motivated in the learning process. They were very 

interested in continuing learning since they had the sense of being appreciated and accepted. Based 

on this finding, all human activities are arbitrated through culturally defined or created signs or 

instruments that the ‘subject’ (person) interchanges with the ‘object’ (lesson content) via the 

application of the mediating devices (mobile technology) to gain the ‘outcome’ (goal) (Cowan & 

Butler, 2013). 

Considering the resources, opportunities and collaboration, the process of teaching in the 

21st century is regarded as an inspiring activity. The portability of mobile phones has enabled 

learning independently of place and time, even outside the classroom. In fact, in this digital 

century, MALL has become a good way to support the growth of learner autonomy (LA) in EFL 

contexts, as learners who are exposed to EFL learning materials can use their smartphone 

properties, applications and apply learning strategies on their own in an independent learning 

context to promote autonomous learning skills, and consequently their language competence 

(Alzubi, 2019; Pollara & Broussard, 2011; Fabian, Topping & Barrons, 2018). Therefore, this 

study investigates the implementation of text messaging in Iranian EFL university students' 

abilities in learning a foreign language process. 

Regarding gender, some of the research studies have found some gender differences in 

mobile technology usage in some national and cross-cultural contexts (Hijazi-Omari & Ribak, 

2008; Baron & af Segerstad, 2010). A study carried out by Wang, Wu & Wang (2009) examined 
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the factors dealing with m-learning acceptance to investigate age or gender differences. 330 

participants were studies in this research, which was done in Taiwan. The findings showed that 

age and gender differences moderate the effects of social influence on the intent of using m-

learning.  

Previous research studies on MALL have tended to find learners' perceptions of the mobile 

device's functions and its function in education (Kim, Rueckert, Kim & Seo, 2013; Stockwell, 

2010). Few studies have investigated learners' perceptions regarding the usage of a mobile device 

in an educational context. As such, the researchers of the current study analyzed the reflection of 

EFL learners' reading comprehension abilities through SMS text messaging through an 

experimental design. They found no remarkable differences between the means of the 

experimental and the control group in terms of posttest scores on reading comprehension. To fill 

this research gap, this present study aims at answering the following questions: 

RQ1: Are learners more autonomous in their learning after using text messaging as an instructional 

tool? 

RQ2: Is gender a distinguishable variable in autonomy after using text messages?  

RQ3: How do learners perceive the use of MALL in the EFL learning context? 

Based on the above-mentioned research questions, the following null hypotheses were posited: 

H01: The Iranian EFL learners are not more autonomous in their learning after using text 

messaging as an instructional tool. 

H02: Gender does not have any significant effect on the learner's autonomy after employing text 

messages. 

2. Literature Review 

Researchers conducted a significant number of discussions and empirical studies on learner`s 

autonomy and learner`s perception (Little, 1991; Min & Borg, 2018; Tran & Duong, 2018; Yunus 

& Arshad, 2015). In light of the posited research questions, this part investigates the existing 

literature and will present theoretical background on learner autonomy and MALL perception in 

an EFL context.  
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2.1 The Concept of Learner Autonomy  

It can be observed that no general agreement does exist on the learner autonomy among the 

linguists and the educators. Considering the existing literature, there is the dichotomy of autonomy 

and independence, each having its own advocates. Little (1991) argues that learner autonomy 

focuses on interdependence over and above independence; and, Dickinson (1994) relates 

autonomy to the concept of learning by taking active responsibility for one’s learning. Further, 

Dickinson (1994) defines autonomy as an independent capability that works with the language to 

communicate personal concerns in real and unpredictable situations. Therefore, language learners 

need to have the capacity to read between the lines rather than reading the lines while 

autonomously completing their education. One of the most influential definitions is given by Holec 

(1981), in which he defines learner autonomy as the learners` abilities to take responsibility for 

their learning. Meanwhile, it includes learners' decision-making while learning, particularly in 

setting learning goals, specifying content and progress, selecting learning methods, monitoring, 

and assessing learning. It indicates that learners are free to plan and control their learning by 

choosing what, when, and how to learn following their interests, essentials, and capabilities.  

As Benson & Voller (1997) state, learner autonomy is suggested to be functional in the 

following five modes including: 1) situations in which learners study entirely on their own; 2) a 

set of skills which can be learned and used in the self-directed learning; 3) an inborn capacity 

which is suppressed by institutional education; 4) the exercise of learners' responsibilities for their 

learning; and 5) the right of learners to determine the direction of their learning. Dickinson (1995) 

asserts that learner autonomy is a learning behavior or mechanism, including a learning attitude 

and an independent learning ability. He refers to attitude as the learners' responsibility to make 

decisions for their learning and capability as the reflection on decision-making and learning.  

2.2 MALL and Learner`s Autonomy 

According to Sung, Chang, and Yang (2015), implementing a mobile phone in language learning 

contexts can increase the learners' autonomy levels. They mentioned that mobile phones could be 

helpful for some reason. The primary reason is that by using mobile phones, the learners can easily 

control their own learning. The learners can use this option to self-direct and personalize their 
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learning process with the appropriate learning speed, without time and place restrictions. The 

second reason for using mobile phones is that they help students interact and collaborate with their 

teachers and classmates easily; thus, such collaboration can help learners to the extent the attention, 

metacognitive abilities, and reflection. Thirdly, mobile phones allow the students to have easy and 

self-access to educational materials designed by the teachers. 

  In a study by Sato, Murase, & Burden (2015), ninety-seven undergraduate students were 

participated to measure the effect of mobile-assisted language learning on the learner’s autonomy. 

The finding of the study revealed that MALL helps the learners to remember the target language 

better. Although their questionnaire results were not so remarkable, they concluded that MALL 

could increase the level of motivation in students learning vocabulary capabilities. 

In another study by Ramamuruthy & Rao (2015) on seventy students of International 

College of Automotive (ICAM), based on using mobile phones and the number of learners` 

autonomy, it was revealed that the usage of these devices fosters the learners` autonomy even 

though a little bit.  

Purwaningrum & Yusuf (2019) studied thirty Indonesian graduate students to measure 

MALL's practicality on the learners` autonomy. Results indicated the students' satisfaction toward 

implementing MALL in the educational process, which leads to objectives accomplishment, and 

the learners` autonomy had increased as well. 

2.3 Promoting Learner Autonomy and EFL Teaching 

In EFL research studies, learner autonomy plays a central role. Current school curricula and 

educational paradigms inspire pedagogy for autonomy (Council of Europe, 2001). Plenty of 

scholars have promoted its development, but few have investigated its practice (Benson, 2011; 

Dam, 2011; Dickinson, 1995; Little, 2007; Miliander & Trebbi, 2011; Trebbi, 2011).  

Teachers play a significant role in the autonomous learning environment. Learner`s 

autonomy relies on teachers who initiate an educational context where autonomy is admitted. In 

the same context, Camilleri (1999) mentions some attributes that teachers must consider in an 

autonomous learning exposure involving pedagogical realization, self-awareness, and classroom 

management techniques. Little (1995) asserts that it is hard for learners to accept their learning 
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responsibilities in such a new autonomous-type learning environment. Therefore, teachers need to 

motivate the autonomy of their learners inside of the class. Nunan (1997) discusses that 

encouraging learners' autonomy has some stages: awareness, involvement, intervention, creation, 

and transcendence. In the first level, which is awareness, students will be familiarized with the 

course's objectives and materials. In the involvement level, students choose their aim from a 

variety of available alternatives. In the next stage, which is called intervention, learners improve 

and adjust the course objective and content. In the following step, students form their own goals 

and, finally, the transcendence level, in which the students use the course content in the authentic 

settings.   

2.4 Learners' Perception of MALL 

The field of education has been revolutionized through the manifestation of technology. The 

application of technology in developed countries in educational institutions and classrooms is 

becoming a systematic practice. Kim, Ruecker, & Kim (2017) attempted to explore the advantages 

of learning via cell phone for TESOL learners and to investigate their learning insights with such 

sort of technology. The study recommended effective instructional strategies, continuous technical 

support, and assisting through professional development training. 

Azli, Shah, & Mohamad (2018) conducted a study to determine the perception of the 

application of MALL in ESL college students. The required data were collected through the 

administration of a Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) questionnaire. The findings showed the 

positive viewpoints of the participants in the MALL. Most of the respondents indicated general 

agreement on both perceived ease of use (PEoU) and constructed perceived usefulness (PU) of 

MALL. They believed that the practice of MALL could improve the process of teaching and 

learning. 

In a recent study, Dehkordi & Taki (2018) examined the perceptions of 90 Iranian EFL 

learners on MALL usage. The study's goal was to find the discrepancies among the Iranian male 

and female EFL learners' perceptions towards mobile assisted language learning. The study also 

attempted to reveal the difference between the mobile learning capabilities of the learners. To 

collect the required data, Mobile Learning Perception Scale developed by Uzunboylu & Ozdamli 

(2011) was used. The findings revealed no remarkable gender difference between Iranian learners 
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in the m-learning process. Both genders had positive attitudes on m-learning and technology-based 

language learning. 

Considering the studies mentioned above, there is consistent evidence that learning issues 

related to learner autonomy and learners' perception of MALL use are influenced by not using 

mobile phones in general, but by involvement with different aspects (e.g., text messaging, SMSs, 

etc.) of these instruments.  

3. Methodology 

This part presents the method used to design the study and the data collection procedure. The 

study's goal was to determine whether text messaging as an instructional tool had any significant 

effect on EFL learners` autonomy and to understand the learners` perception towards the use of 

MALL. To this end, an experimental design with the total procedure of sampling, instrumentation, 

data collection, and data analysis are explained in continue. 

3.1 Participants 

A number of 88 undergraduate university students with different majors (Chemistry, Civil 

Engineering, Computer Science, and Electrical Engineering) studying General English at the 

Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, Iran voluntarily took part in this study. To measure 

the participants' general English proficiency level and to ensure their homogeneity, an Oxford 

Placement Test (OPT) was administered. After the OPT, a number of 74 students (48 females and 

26 males) within the age range of 21 to 26 years old who scored between 28 and 36 points (pre-

intermediate level) were selected as the study sample. These participants were randomly assigned 

into two groups, i.e., an experimental group and a control one, each including 37 learners. They 

were all Persian native speaker and all of them had a mobile phone to use for the study.  

3.2 Instruments 

To begin with, an Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was conducted before the treatment to measure 

the group's homogeneity and if learners had a similar proficiency English level. This test was used 

in this study since it was easy to administrate, culturally accepted based on produced doctoral 

theses and articles in Iran. The allocated time to complete the test was 55 minutes. This test consists 
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of two parts with 60 multiple-choice items and cloze tests. The first part consists of 40 questions 

and the second part consists of 20 questions. Participants were required to read the items and then 

choose the correct answers among the choices. According to the test norms, the participants' scores 

are ranked in 6 levels, from beginners to advanced levels. Table 1 shows the OPT ranking. The 

sample of the current study was selected based on leaners` lower-intermediate scores; thus, all the 

students who scored between 28 and 36 points were considered viable participants for the present 

research. 

Table 1 

Oxford Placement Test Ranking 

Levels Range of the scores 

Beginner 1-17 

Elementary 18-27 

Lower-Intermediate 28-36 

Upper-Intermediate 37-47 

Advanced 48-55 

Very Advanced 56-60 

As far as participants' autonomy is concerned, the 21-item questionnaire designed by 

Zhang & Li (2004) was used to measure this variable. To calculate the questionnaire's internal 

reliability that Zhang and Li calculated, Cronbach alpha was used, which turned out to be 0.89. 

This questionnaire consists of two parts; one part has 11 items through a 5-point Likert scale, 

which is coded as (A. never; B. rarely; C. sometimes; D. often; E. always), and the second part 

includes 10. The second part of the questionnaire is in a multiple-choice format. The Likert-type 

items are generally considering the principles of learner autonomy in real language learning 

contexts. In contrary, the second part of the questionnaire contains 10 forced-choice format items 

(there is no 'non-response' type choice, such as "no idea," "don't know," "not sure'), which 

examines learners' perceptions towards concepts of learner autonomy in depth. To change the 

participants` selections to numerical data, the options A, B, C, D, and E are marked one, two, three, 

four, and five, respectively. 105 is considered as the total mark. The participants were asked to 

respond to each item, selecting one option among the others. The autonomy questionnaire was 

administered twice, as the pretest and posttest, to determine the differences between learners' 

autonomy towards implementing MALL as an instructional tool before and after the treatment.  
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The third instrument was a semi-structured interview prepared and administered to the 

experimental group by the researchers, including seven open-ended questions that treated the 

aspect of MALL and SMS text messaging in the EFL classrooms. These items are designed to 

motivate a full, meaningful answer through the participant's own knowledge and/or feelings. It 

should be mentioned that open-ended questions are often more objective and less leading than 

closed-ended ones. Considering the theoretical background and types of questions that the 

interviewer required to ask (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002), some of the questions were developed in 

advance. The purpose of the interview was to understand the learners' perceptions of MALL and 

mobile phone usage for English learning. To ensure the relevance of the questions to the study's 

purpose, two EFL teachers validated the questions. They were asked to determine whether 

questions were relevant with respect to the objectives and whether they were clearly and coherently 

formulated. They were also requested to jot down some comments on the questions if necessary. 

The comments assisted the investigator to delete and revise some questions. Finally, researchers 

selected seven for the interview to indicate their opinions freely (see Appendix 1 for a full version 

of the interview). After the treatment procedure, the experimental group participants who were 

exposed to SMS text messaging over a period of six weeks took part in a face-to-face English 

conversation. The interviewer asked the questions, and the learners were asked to state their 

perceptions, feelings, and opinions about the use of MALL in EFL classrooms.  

3.3 Procedures 

The researcher administered the OPT initially to ensure the participants’ homogeneity prior to the 

treatment's commencement. Regarding the scoring agenda in OPT, it should be mentioned that 

each right answer was scored as plus one, and there was no negative point for any incorrect or 

unanswered items of the test. 

During the reading course in the fall semester of 2019-2020 academic year, the study was 

carried out over an 18-session treatment during six successive weeks (the participants in the 

experimental group would receive SMSs three times a week). The same teacher took the 

responsibility of teaching both groups. The researcher used text messaging to improve learners' 

autonomy and determine their perceptions toward MALL in the language learning context.  
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The second step was devoted to the administration of the 21-item autonomy questionnaire 

as the pretest for the learners of both groups to delve into the EFL learners’ hidden layer of opinions 

and attitudes because scholars believe that questionnaires are the most efficient and economical 

means of eliciting information (Denscombe, 2014). After finishing the treatment process, the 

learner autonomy questionnaire was administered for the second time as a posttest to check SMS 

text messaging's effectiveness as the treatment procedure. 

As a final step, the teacher interviewed the learners in the experimental group to investigate 

learners' perceptions of MALL learning. Since the semi-structured interviews provide more areas 

for the participants to give out their views on the subject matters (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2011), the interview was carried out through a face-to-face session in English. The interview took 

about 5-10 minutes, and the learners were interviewed individually. Students needed to talk about 

their own previous MALL experience, their feeling about text messaging in vocabulary learning, 

the usefulness of text messaging in EFL classrooms, their ideas about the future implementation 

of text messaging in EFL learning, and the problems while using text messaging in the EFL classes.    

4. Data Analysis and Findings 

This section deals with the presentation, the analysis, and the interpretation of data collected. After 

collecting the data from the research instruments, descriptive analysis was carried out focusing on 

the basic features of the data, and inferentially, trying to reach conclusions that extend beyond the 

immediate data alone. To investigate learner autonomy and learner perception towards the use of 

MALL after being exposed to English learning using text messaging via mobile phones, the 

quantitative data were analyzed with the Statistical Package for Service Solution (SPSS) program. 

In order to have homogenous participants based on the General English language level, the 

OPT was administered, and 74 participants were considered homogenous based on their OPT 

scores, which ranged from 28 to 36 points that would correspond to the pre-intermediate level or 

B1 level, according to CERF. Table 2 reveals that the mean and the standard deviation of the 

homogenized participants were 31.66 and 2.22, respectively. This standard deviation means that 

most of the numbers are close to the average; therefore, participants' scores show that they have a 

homogenous general English proficiency level in the experimental and control groups.  
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Table 2 

 The Descriptive Statistics of the Homogenized Participants 

 N Min Max Mean SD        V 

Homogenized 74 28.00 36.00 31.66 2.22      4.96 

Valid N (listwise) 74      

To answer the first research question, an ANCOVA test was run on the learners` 

performance in the autonomy questionnaire by Zhang ad Li (2004) to compare the autonomy 

scores between the two groups. Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics for the autonomy scores of 

both groups. According to Table 3 below, both groups' means related to the autonomy scores are 

71.05 and 73.94. As can be seen, the standard of error (=.229) shows the standard deviation of 

the mean within the collected data; the smaller the spread, the more accurate the dataset.  

Table 3 

 The Descriptive Statistics for the Adjusted Autonomy Scores of the Two Groups 

Group_C_E Mean Std. Error 

95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

control 71.052a .229 70.596 71.507 

experimental 73.948a .229 73.493 74.404 

Table 4 below presents the result of the ANCOVA test. Based on the statistics of Table 4, 

there was a statistically significant difference between the control and the experimental groups 

based on their autonomy scores, F (1, 71) = 80.28, p < .05, partial η2 = .53. The partial Eta Squared 

represents the effect size and is comparable with Cohen`s (1988) guidelines (0.2-small effect, 0.5-

moderate effect, and 0.8-large effect). The ANCOVA results indicate that there are significant 

differences between the two groups’ means on their learner autonomy scores. Therefore, the first 

null hypothesis was rejected, so this means that using text messaging as an instructional tool had 

a statistically significant effect on learners’ autonomy. 
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Table 4 

The Result of the ANCOVA for the Comparison of the Autonomy Scores 

Source 

Type III Sum of 

Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected Model 3227.284a 2 1613.642 834.94 .000 .959 

Intercept 8.641 1 8.641 4.47 .038 .059 

Pre-scores 3042.297 1 3042.297 1574.17 .000 .957 

Group_C_E 155.161 1 155.161 80.28 .000 .531 

Error 137.216 71 1.933    

Total 392327.000 74     

Corrected Total 3364.500 73     

The second research question aimed to answer whether gender had any statistically 

significant role in students' autonomy after receiving text messaging. Prior to the investigation of 

the second null hypothesis, the two groups (male and female) were compared to their autonomy 

scores. To check the assumption of normality, the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality was used. 

Assumption of normality means that it must be sure that the data roughly fit a bell curve shape 

before running specific statistical tests or regression. The Shapiro-Wilk test is based on the 

correlation between the data and the corresponding standard scores. The result of the Shapiro-Wilk 

test of normality in Table 5 reveals that the data are typically distributed for the two sets of scores 

(Sig>.05). It is worth mentioning that if the Sig. Value of the Shapiro-Wilk test is more prominent 

than 0.05; then the data are considered normal. 

Table 5 

 The Result of the Normality Test for the Scores of the Males and Females 

 

Gender 

Shapiro-Wilk 

 Statistic df Sig. 

Post-scores female .976 26 .776 

male .963 11 .812 

After checking the normality of data, the independent samples t-test should be used for 

mean comparison. The descriptive statistics of the two groups are presented in table 6. The mean 

and standard deviation of the females and males are 70.88, 6.87, and 71, 5.89, respectively.  
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Table 6 

 The Descriptive Statistics for the Scores of Males and Females 

 Gender N Mean SD Std. Error Mean 

Post-scores female 26 70.884 6.877 1.348 

male 11 71.000 5.899 1.778 

The independent samples t-test was run to measure the difference between the mean scores 

of female and male participants. Since the p-value is higher than the alpha level (.96 > .05) in Table 

7, it shows that there was not a meaningful discrepancy between the male and female participants 

regarding their autonomy scores t (35) = .049, P> .05. Therefore, it can be concluded that gender 

did not have any statistically significant role in the students' autonomy who received text 

messaging for six weeks, so the second null hypothesis was not rejected. 

Table 7 

 The Result of the Independent Samples T-Test for the Comparison of Males and Females 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 

Sig.   

(2-tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

Post-scores Equal 

variances 

assumed 

.632 .432 .049 35 .962 -.11 2.37 

Equal 

variances not 

assumed 

  .052 21.911 .959 -.11 2.23 

The third research question sought to find how learners in the experimental group perceive 

the benefits and challenges of the use of MALL in EFL classrooms. To elicit learners' responses 

and their feelings about using MALL in their classrooms, a number of 7 open-ended questions 

were asked.  

The first interview question looked into learners' previous experiences of using MALL 

(e.g., WhatsApp, Telegram, SMS text messaging) in the EFL classroom. Out of 37 learners, 32 
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had no previous experience in EFL studies, and 5 had experience using MALL in their EFL 

classrooms. 

The second question sought to find more details about learners' feelings when using mobile 

devices to work on their English vocabulary. A number of 28 learners stated that using text 

messaging was useful; while 5 learners found it not practical, and 4 stated that they have no idea. 

For the third question, 24 learners considered MALL as useful and beneficial, and 13 

learners stated that the use of MALL is not helpful because they were concerned about the misuse 

of mobile phones. They also said that mobile phones are used for social or personal purposes, or 

for cheating instead of applying for educational purposes. Some stated that the use of MALL might 

be useful in writing classes.  

The fourth interview question dealt with the learners' future use of text messaging for 

English learning. 19 participants stated that they felt text messaging would improve their foreign 

language learning skills, and the remaining ones said it would not improve, and it would definitely 

be faded away soon. 

For the fifth interview question, a number of 27 participants in the experimental group 

stated that EFL classes using MALL are more attractive, exciting, and enjoyable; however, it 

depends on the content, the context, and the way it is being presented. 

Considering the sixth question, a number of 20 learners stated that the use of MALL in 

EFL classrooms is more productive than without using it in the English class. They consider that 

due to the quick availability of the authentic materials from the World Wide Web, it can be used 

immediately to enrich group discussions. On the other hand, 10 learners did not agree that the use 

of MALL in EFL classrooms is more productive. They stated that technology could not be a 

replacement for the teacher because technology's impact relies on the appropriate selection, which 

aligns with the teaching and learning purposes.  

The last interview question asked learners to talk about the problems facing while using 

text messaging in EFL classes. A number of 11 learners stated that there was no problem using 

text messaging in EFL classes. However, 26 learners talked about issues, such as the cost of 

sending messages that keep them from using text messaging as an instructional tool. Some believed 

that through text messaging, learners are not able to master or practice oral skills.  
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Nearly all learners had previous MALL experiences in EFL studies. They used mobile 

phones before, while in the classroom, and after class times to support their learning. Plenty of the 

participants found the use of MALL for EFL tasks and activities to be advantageous, exciting, fun, 

and productive. However, most of the learners were concerned about using MALL in EFL classes, 

as some of the learners perceived it as a distraction, as danger when replacing the teacher, or as a 

tool that was not enhancing oral skills. As a whole, it can be inferred that the overall perception 

was positive, except a few cases who were concerned about the misuse of the tool in educational 

contexts. 

5. Discussion 

The present study aimed to address learners' levels of autonomy regarding text messaging and find 

out their perceptions of mobile devices in the EFL classrooms in Iran. The first research question 

concerns the difference between learner autonomy of EFL learners exposed to text messaging as 

an instructional tool and learner autonomy of those exposed to the traditional instruction. Based 

on the results, learners of both groups (experimental and control) showed a statistically significant 

difference, considering the level of autonomy. Indeed, integrating m-learning with traditional 

instruction can improve learner autonomy.  

The results are consistent with a study carried out by Nasr and Abbas (2018), which 

examined the role of MALL in improving learner autonomy in the EFL reading context among 

students of Najran University in Saudi Arabia. The findings show that the learners' LA is increased 

using MALL to take responsibilities and make decisions regarding reading materials. The results 

of this study totally correspond with Hazaea and Alzubi (2018) who state that MALL can motivate 

the modes of learners and autonomous learning in the EFL context, presuming that they are 

presented by directions on the teachers’ contact hours and free time in order to provide more 

chances of success and motivate more learner autonomy.  

The findings on the autonomy agree with those reported by Farangi, Kamyab, Izanlu, and 

Ghodrat (2017), which examined the impact of SMS on Iranian upper-intermediate EFL students' 

grammar learning. The findings indicated that the implementation of SMS had a major impact on 

Iranian EFL learners’ grammatical knowledge; moreover, the learners' autonomy was enhanced in 

learning. The study's findings also align with what Leis, Tohei, and Cooke (2015) reported as an 
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improvement in the awareness of the benefits that mobiles can provide for EFL learning. Learners 

increased their learning outside the classroom in their private time and became more autonomous. 

The second research question investigated whether gender had any statistically significant 

role in the students' autonomy who received text messaging. The results did not reveal a 

remarkable difference in the learner autonomy based on their genders in the experimental group. 

The findings of this study are in agreement with those reported by Lachane and Mazzocco (2006). 

They state that despite the differences between male and female learners, it can be concluded that 

autonomous learning strategy through technology is gender-friendly and engages learners’ minds-

on and hands-on-learning more than the conventional method. Although Abdel Razaq (2014) 

stated that there is a gap between the performance of learners, but the findings of the current study 

align with the results of the studies by Varol and Yilmaz (2010), and Mardjuki (2018) which stated 

that there is no difference significantly between the genders in learning activities and 

performances.  

Considering the third research question, the interview results showed that the respondents, 

which are the EFL learners, perceived mobile devices as beneficial tools to improve the teaching 

and learning processes. It can be concluded that the use of MALL in learning contexts gives 

learners access to various rich resources, provides them diverse activities in English, facilitates 

their communication and interaction with their teachers and friends. 

The outcomes of the third research question are in accordance with those reported by Ali, 

Mahmood, Anwar, Khan, and Hussain (2019). They made an attempt to examine the Pakistani`s 

ESL learners` perceptions of MALL in English language classrooms, and the findings showed that 

the learners had shown a positive tendency toward applying MALL usage inside the ESL 

classrooms. Similarly, White and Mills (2014), based on survey on Japanese students, found that 

the learners` attitudes regarding the implementation of MALL in EFL setting is improving daily.   

Consequently, this paper contributes in the fields of MALL and EFL by providing 

meaningful insights into the areas of learner autonomy and learners' perception in the Iranian 

higher-level context. The findings showed that using text messaging as an instructional tool 

allowed students to experience new learning methods, more flexibility, learning choices 

considering language content, learning space, and time, thereby improving their learning 
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autonomy. The findings showed the positive perception and satisfaction of the study participants 

in terms of using MALL in EFL classrooms. It is worth mentioning that although the first null 

hypothesis was rejected, because text had a statistically significant effect on learners’ autonomy; 

however, the second null hypothesis was accepted to show that gender was not a remarkable 

variable in the performance of the learners. 

6. Conclusion 

The learner autonomy level depends on the different objective and subjective factors such as 

personality, age, educational system, etc. However, the main factor is the teachers and the learners' 

cultural background. This means that autonomy is idealism in some specific cultures, and the 

teacher has an important responsibility to improve it among the learners so that they can make a 

knowledgeable choice at various stages of the learning process. This central role of the teacher and 

some other factors, maintains the teacher-centered learning model at all stages. The current study 

had two main findings: 1) using text messaging as a medium to improve learner autonomy, and 2) 

gender did not have any role in the autonomy of the students who received text messaging during 

a period of six weeks. 

The present paper led to an understanding of text messaging affects Iranian EFL learners' 

autonomy and their sense of connectedness. Texting is an inseparable aspect of learners' lives; 

thus, it is crucial for the educational community to know if text messaging can be used as an 

instructional tool to improve educational achievements and if it is useful to develop and enhance 

learners' sense of autonomy. Based on the findings, it can be concluded that teachers and 

instructors should investigate ways to effectively incorporate learners' mobile phones and MALL 

methodologies in their classrooms. The useful form of implementing any instrument in language 

learning requires considerate application of L2 pedagogy, which helps learners to be no longer 

confined to the classroom environment; instead, they advantageously have improved their 

understanding outside the classroom. 

It can be considered essential for the language teachers to implement and effectively use 

mobile learning in the class and model their use for learning in general, hoping that they will use 

their mobile phones outside the classroom. Helping learners to be aware of their natural and 

preferred learning style is useful, since it helps in motivating them to move beyond their comfort 
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zone and try out various approaches to learning. Viberg and Grönlund (2012) stated that due to 

insufficient considerations of students' learning styles and strategies in m-learning, more research 

studies are essential to investigate the area. 

The findings also revealed that it is essential to develop new learning approaches and 

techniques in Iranian EFL exposures due to technology's insufficiency. The inclusion of MALL in 

an educational context will be inexpensive yet influential in creating qualified results for the 

teachers and learners as well. The time and place flexibilities will allow the learners to be free from 

anxiety and mindful in their performances, so the learning process and monitoring will be more 

straightforward. 

The findings of this study revealed that the proper use of mobile-related technologies inside 

and outside EFL classrooms facilitate the process of teaching and learning and would be helpful 

for the learners to learn the language better and gain information in depth. Language teachers are 

able to create an appropriate environment for teaching by using technology. However, it should be 

mentioned that most of the Iranian teachers do not have the required skills for the implementation 

of MALL in EFL classes. Based on Tai and Ting's (2011) suggestion, educational organizations 

should be responsible in providing EFL teachers with information and communication technology 

(ICT) skills for successful MALL implementation in their teaching practices.  

The main focus of the current study was on the vocabulary learning, SMS, and learner’s 

autonomy, therefore, further studies can be done on the role of SMS in other learning skills. Since, 

the pre-intermediate learners were the participants of this study, more research is suggested to be 

implemented with other proficiency levels for the purpose of comparison and wider effect 

measurements. The main focus of this study was on the use of SMS in educational context, while 

implementing other types of educational electronic applications can be the point of more studies. 
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The Effect of Text Messaging on EFL Learners' Lexical Depth and Breadth 

 

Abstract 

Using technology in the classroom context can be an effective way to learn a foreign or second 

language. Vocabulary is considered one of the important skills for identifying a learner's 

performance in various academic and non-academic contexts. The present paper investigated the 

effect of text messaging on learners' lexical knowledge and vocabulary size by using mobile 

learning ( m-learning). After the administration of an Oxford Placement Test, a total of 37 EFL 

learners were selected as the sample of the study. Before the treatment process, a word association 

test (WAT) and the updated vocabulary level test (UVLT) were administered as pre-tests. The 

learners received six vocabulary items selected from their coursebook through SMSs three times 

a week in addition to the in-class instruction. After finishing the treatment process, the WAT and 

the UVLT tests were administered again as post-tests to assess the learners' achievement and the 

effectiveness of the treatment. Since the normality of data distribution was not confirmed, the 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test was run for mean comparisons. The findings showed no meaningful 

difference between the pre-tests and post-tests regarding the vocabulary depth scores, while there 

was a statistically significant difference based on vocabulary breadth. Therefore, it can be claimed 

that text messaging via m-learning had a significant impact on learners' vocabulary breadth. 

Curriculum developers and EFL teachers can benefit from the findings of the current study by 

considering the significance of text messaging for teaching different aspects of lexical knowledge. 

Keywords: m-learning, text messaging, vocabulary breadth, vocabulary depth 

 

Introduction 

Due to the rapid development of science and technology, distance communication utilizing 

technology, especially wireless networks, has rapidly become ubiquitous. Mobile phones, as part 

of the current technologies and as multifunctional instruments, have become essential parts of our 

daily lives. The application of mobile technology has changed the way people communicate and 

interact with each other, as well as their perspective of education (Liaw, Hatala, & Huang, 2010; 

Liu & Chen, 2008). The widespread availability of these up-to-date devices with competitive 
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prices has altered the process of mobile learning (m-learning) dramatically in many different ways 

(Farangi, Kamyab, Izanlu, & Ghodrat, 2017). 

As stated by Kukulska-Hulme (2013), mobile learning involves using any portable 

educational devices, such as portable radios, cell phones, audio cassettes, etc. in educational 

settings. Based on Alexander's (2004) definition, m-learning is viewed as every sort of learning 

that occurs while mediating via a mobile device and has accepted the legitimacy of ‘nomadic’ 

students. The fast growth of the English language learner (ELL) population should cause a 

modification in academic instruction and, therefore, the manner educators take into account the 

classroom context. ELLs create a heterogeneous cluster with a variety of racial, ethnic, cultural, 

linguistic, and socio-economic backgrounds, as well as their strengths and weaknesses. The 

cultural and linguistic variations affect the way ELLs learn the language and its related skills and 

sub-skills. Accordingly, preparing learners for their future in society requires teaching them how 

to create personal meaning by employing the knowledge they can use to communicate, learn, 

analyze, give a reason, evaluate, and be conveniently flexible by being able to easily adapt to 

various communicative situations in a wide range of settings. 

Through the growing application of communicative approaches in the teaching process, 

the need for an appropriate word list becomes evident in order to be accessible when learners make 

an attempt to communicate. Lexical knowledge is a substantial part of a foreign language. Without 

adequate lexical knowledge, communicative interactions can be hard to achieve. When individuals 

try to transfer a message, they may be capable of sending it with inadequate knowledge of 

structure, but it seems quite problematic to communicate a message with a lack of an appropriate 

level of basic lexical knowledge (Agdam & Sadeghi, 2014). 

There are multiple dimensions for lexical knowledge ranging from the lowest degree of 

knowledge (unfamiliar words) to the highest degree of perceiving the word (familiar words and 

their meanings). Paribakht and Wesche (1993, as cited in Mehrpour & Montasseri, 2019) 

categorize lexical knowledge into the following steps: 

1. Learners may have never faced the word before and cannot identify the word; 

2. Learners may have heard the word but cannot define it; 
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3. Learners identify the word considering its context of use or voice tone, but their 

understanding of its meaning is not clear; 

4. Learners understand the word meaning in general but are not able to explain its meaning 

clearly; 

5. Learners can identify different meanings of the word and are able to use it fluently (p. 104). 

Based on the findings of a large number of studies (Chapelle, 1998; Nation, 1990; Qian, 2002), 

lexical knowledge is a multidimensional construct (Henriksen, 1999; Kieffer & Lesaux, 2012b; 

Read, 2000; Schmitt, 2014). Qian (2002) presents four distinctive classifications of lexical 

knowledge: (a) vocabulary breadth, (b) vocabulary depth, (c), automaticity of receptive-productive 

knowledge, and (d) lexical organization. However, Qian (1999), Wesche and Paribakht (1996), 

and Read (1989) acknowledge that lexical knowledge requires encompassing at least two aspects, 

i.e., vocabulary size or breadth and vocabulary quality or vocabulary depth. It should be mentioned 

that vocabulary size or breadth refers to the number of words a student knows, and vocabulary 

depth reveals how profoundly a student has knowledge of a word (Qian, 2005; Qian & Schedl, 

2004).  

To learn the new vocabulary, different types of instructional aids are available to the students, 

among which mobile devices are one of the most popular and influential ones. Mobile phones can 

be considered helpful devices for learning and teaching because of their inclusive features such as 

"accessibility, personalizability, and portability" (Saran & Seferoglu, 2010, p. 253), the physical 

aspects, input capabilities, output capabilities, the storage capacity and retrieval, the speed of the 

processor, and the "low+ error rates" (Alzu'bi & Sabha, 2013, p. 179). 

Literature Review 

Through reviewing the literature, it is noted that some of the studies reporting the application of 

mobile devices in vocabulary learning, could be categorized as the use of SMS/MMS (Alemi, 

Sarab, & Lari, 2012; Çavuş & İbrahim, 2009; Hayati et al., 2013; Hu, 2013; Zhang, Song, & 

Burston, 2011), the use of email (Thornton & Houser, 2005), the use of some programs developed 

by individual researchers (Başoğlu & Akdemir, 2010; Chen & Chung, 2008; Stockwell, 2007, 

2010), and the use of other mobile features (Ağca & Özdemir, 2013; Dağdeler, Konca, & Demiröz, 

2020; Liu & Chen, 2014). These studies have mainly suggested the positive effects of mobile 
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device applications during the learning process. It was shown that the learners in experimental 

groups receiving instruction via mobile technology were more successful than those in the control 

groups studying through conventional methods (Başoğlu & Akdemir, 2010; Hayati et al., 2013; 

Liu & Chen, 2014; Lu, 2008, Zhang et al., 2011). Considering the learned vocabulary retention, 

some studies reported that there was not a notable difference between groups (Lu, 2008; Zhang et 

al., 2011) while others revealed that the use of SMSs provided retention of target vocabularies 

(Alemi et al., 2012; Saran, Seferoglu, & Cagiltay, 2012). 

Lexical Knowledge 

The lexical knowledge is one of the main readers' variables that identifies language learners' 

performance on different kinds of tests. As Shen (2008) points out, vocabulary is a key component 

in language, and vocabulary learning has gained much attention in the English language teaching 

(ELT) research field. According to Schmitt (2008), lexical knowledge plays a major role, and one 

thing that learners, trainers, syllabus designers, and researchers can come to a consensus on is that 

vocabulary learning is an indispensable part of mastering an L2.  

Theoretically, distinguishing lexical knowledge may not be clear-cut. A prominent 

framework for lexical knowledge was presented by Richards (1976), considering the seven 

dimensions of register, associations, frequency, form, meaning-concept, position, and meaning-

associations. Later, Nation (1990) suggested eight types of lexical knowledge, determined both for 

productive and receptive knowledge, consisting of spoken form, written form, concept, 

associations, grammatical patterns, collocations, frequency, and appropriateness. Chapelle (1998) 

proposed four aspects of lexical knowledge: vocabulary size, the knowledge of word features, 

organization of lexicon, and vocabulary processes. Henriksen (1999) distinguished three aspects 

of lexical knowledge: knowledge of partial to precise, the depth of knowledge, and receptive to 

productive usability, and Qian (2002) classified four dimensions using the existing frameworks: 

vocabulary depth of knowledge, breadth of knowledge, automaticity of receptive-productive 

knowledge, and lexical organization. Despite a lack of agreement on the multidimensional nature 

of vocabulary knowledge, such a claim that this knowledge should have only two basic features, 

breadth (or size) and depth (or quality), appears to have been generally accepted (Anderson & 

Freebody, 1981; Qian, 1999, 2002; Read, 1993; Wesche & Paribakht, 1996). Alderson and 

Freebody (1981) wrote that the breadth aspect of lexical knowledge refers to the number of words 
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that a speaker knows, while on the other hand, vocabulary depth refers to the understanding or 

quality of the words. The effect of these aspects of lexical knowledge has been mainly investigated 

in studies in the reading comprehension area (e.g., Kaivanpanah & Zandi, 2009; Nassaji, 2004, 

2006).  Based on Aviad and Laufer (2013), lexical knowledge can be measured both qualitatively 

and quantitatively regarding depth and breadth of knowledge and strength of knowledge of 

meaning as well.  

The depth aspect of vocabulary deals with paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations, which 

involve synonyms, superordinates, and collocations (Schoonen & Verhallen, 2008). It is the 

quality of lexical knowledge that shows the dominance of students over each vocabulary item or 

the effectiveness of word formation in the student's mental lexicon. Lexical depth deals with the 

aspects that are connected to the improvement of literacy skills. According to Schmitt (2000), the 

depth of vocabulary refers to syntactic attributes, semantic representation, possible collocations, 

and pragmatic rules of the words or concepts. Studies have indicated the intricacy and 

multidimensionality of lexical knowledge have approached the construct of depth in a number of 

different ways (Read, 2004). Although this aspect of lexical knowledge has not received adequate 

attention, it is significant, particularly for those who are thinking in two languages simultaneously. 

On the contrary, vocabulary breadth refers to the quantity of the words or the surface-level 

knowledge of many words that learners have at their disposal to use both productively and 

receptively (Read, 2000). This aspect of lexical knowledge has been defined as an individual's 

vocabulary size or the approximate number of lexical items that a person knows (Nassaji, 2004; 

Qian, 2002; Zareva, 2005).  

It can be observed that vocabulary depth and breadth are considered to be two different 

terms; however, they share a close empirical and conceptual relationship. Qian (1999, 2002) stated 

that the correlation between the vocabulary breadth and depth of L2 university students were .82 

and 0.70 accordingly. In another study, Vermeer (2001) found a correlation of .85 for the depth 

and breadth of vocabulary among Dutch monolingual students at the kindergarten level and a 

correlation of 76 among their bilingual classmates; thus, she discussed that a significant difference 

between vocabulary depth and breadth could not be observed. Nurweni and Read (1999) stated 

that vocabulary breadth and depth might be connected if the students are at advanced proficiency 

levels, while the difference can be observed at lower proficiency levels. Such high correlations 
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between these two dimensions of lexical knowledge show that vocabulary breadth and depth 

facilitate one another (Li & Kirby, 2015). Li and Kirby (2015) also stated that at the beginning of 

language development, few words could be learned based on their basic meanings. Nevertheless, 

with increases in the learners' level of experience, the learned words can be explained in more 

details and associated with the vocabulary in various contexts to contribute to the learning of new 

words (Haastrup & Henriksen, 2000; Ma, 2009; Perfetti, 2007). 

 

M-Learning in Education 

Krashen (1989) predicted that a set of instructional aids aimed at language acquisition would 

motivate acquisition at the fastest possible rate. This language acquisition device would be very 

powerful and effective in the future due to the progress and enhancements of second language 

learning and acquisition tools. In this regard, the 'chalk and talk' classroom, printed books, and 

methods used traditionally can be compared with the current strategies in language acquisition 

through the optimal use of technology (Govindasamy, Yunus, & Hashim, 2019). 

Implementing mobile technology in teaching and learning processes affected the 

paradigms of time, place, and the ways in which the school would be delivering the instruction. 

Such an aspect of technology would increase the considerations towards learning materials; it can 

improve learning and raise learners’ motivation for a lifetime (Kristoffersen & Ljungberg, 1998). 

Mobile learning is considered one of the extended versions of e-learning. One of the practical 

advantages of m-learning is that it is accessible for students free from time and place restrictions. 

M-learning acts as a facilitator that supports the performance of students in learning environments. 

The flexibility of m-learning as it provides education for students who are in the process of learning 

at their own speed can be considered as another advantage. M-learning provides two-way 

communication to include the shy students who are unwilling to communicate more in the classes 

as well as the students who can share ideas with the teachers and peers easily. Teachers can use 

m-learning to send instructions to a large group of students in any academic context. Finally, m-

learning is self-disciplined and self-motivated, which supports learning outside of time limitations 

and place restrictions (Alalawan, Alzahrani, & Sarrab, 2013). 
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M-learning provides a distinct opportunity for both learners and teachers. The teachers 

greatly shorten the effort and time needed for organizing and repeating the lessons, while learners 

are able to repeat the lessons at any time and as often as they want. It should be mentioned that e-

learning can take place inside and outside the classrooms, and especially that m-learning is popular 

among younger learners who grew up using mobile devices and who could be eager to keep 

learning outside the borders of a traditional classroom. 

 

M-learning and Vocabulary Learning 

There are several language-related experiments in m-learning literature that have integrated the 

recent innovations of mobile phone technologies into their pedagogical practices (e.g., Comas-

Quinn, Mardomingo, & Valentine, 2009; Hayati et al., 2013; Klimova, 2020; Mahdi, 2018; Nah, 

White, & Sussex, 2008; Stockwell, 2007; Todd & Tepsuriwong, 2008; Wang, 2017). The learning 

of vocabulary can be facilitated by technology in general and mobile devices in particular.  

Govindasamy et al. (2019) made an attempt to examine the effectiveness of mobile phones 

to find the meaning of vocabulary in comparison to the conventional way of using a printed 

dictionary. To collect the required data, vocabulary pre- and post-tests were performed. The results 

revealed that mobile phones improved learners' knowledge in deeper vocabulary learning and 

vocabulary meaning compared to the printed dictionary. Wang and Shih (2015) implemented some 

of the applications of vocabulary learning in their study with 93 Mandarin-speaking students in 

northern Taiwan and found that the results from the experimental group were remarkably better 

than from the control one, which employed the usage of traditional printed materials. WhatsApp, 

as an example of a functional application, gives users the ability to communicate and exchange 

texts freely, carry on individual conversations, and make calls. This famous application is 

accessible on all mobile platforms, such as Android, IOS, Symbian, Windows Mobile, etc. 

In another research, Wu (2015) produced Word Learning-CET6, a mobile application, for 

teaching vocabulary to Chinese EFL learners. The experimental group received instruction using 

the application, while the control group was instructed to study and learn the lexicon themselves. 

The post-test scores showed a significant result between the two groups in favor of the 

experimental group. 
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Texting in Education 

One of the extensively used characteristics of mobile phones that was initially under consideration 

in various research studies was the Short Message Service. SMSs as a communication tool transfer 

short text messages up to 160 characters by means of the Global System for Mobile 

Communication (GSM) enabled on mobile phones. This form of text messaging is one of the 

famous communication instruments, with 2.4 billion users around the world (Short Message 

Service, 2008). Many young people exchange SMSs with friends, with an average message length 

of 71 characters (Grinter & Eldridge, 2003). The term SMS illustrates both the messages and the 

medium (Kasesniemi & Rautianen, 2002). 

The process of teaching has changed over the years. The engagement of the learners in 

their learning process has increased, and essential opportunities have been given to them to explore 

the solutions. The usage of texting helps learners build foundational reading skills like 

phonological awareness and word recognition. Tomita (2009) states that text messaging motivates 

learners to write more that gives them additional communication opportunities. Some adversaries 

believe that texting can be motivational for those learners with low-level writing abilities; 

however, research reports have indicated that learners have the ability to distinguish between 

formal and informal writing.  

In addition, text messaging provides learners with the ability to participate in silent 

communication (Katz & Aakhus, 2002). In this type of communication, there is no need for the 

third party to know what any two other interlocutors are discussing, except when content is 

intentionally made known to a third party. Opinions are negotiated via text interlocutors without 

much interference or noise. Consequently, learners naturally find it more comfortable to use text 

messages, specifically if they find themselves in conditions that are not able to make a call (North, 

Johnston, & Ophoff, 2014). Therefore, learners use text messaging conveniently, because it is 

quick, cheap, and affordable for transferring information (Mahmoud, 2013). 

Many research studies have made a comparison between SMS-based vocabulary teaching and 

traditional methods of instructions. For instance, Zhang et al. (2011) and Lu (2008) tried to find 

the comparative effects of SMSs and printed materials. The findings of their research reports 

revealed that the group that received the SMSs performed better than the control group, in which 
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the participants received printed materials, during the post-test. For the same reason, 

Suwantarathip and Orawiwatnakul (2015) carried out a study to compare the effectiveness of 

teaching and practicing new words inside of the class via drills through SMSs for six weeks. The 

findings showed a positive and significant performance among the learners in the experimental 

group in comparison to their counterparts. 

Hayati et al. (2013) examined the effects of teaching idioms to Iranian EFL learners. 

Participants were divided into three groups that were receiving various types of instruction. One 

of the groups, the self-study one, received the idioms along with the definitions and examples via 

printed materials. In the second group, the experimental one, the idioms were sent through SMSs, 

including four idioms, along with their meanings and sample examples. Finally, the last group, the 

control one, received short texts rather than sentence examples and the definitions. The findings 

revealed that all three groups had remarkably different scores. The group that received the SMSs 

achieved the highest marks, and those with self-study instruction received the lowest marks. 

Moreover, learners stated that mobile phones and SMSs were effective and desirable teaching 

tools. 

In some research studies, the researchers compared the use of SMS with traditional 

approaches for teaching vocabulary to see which was better for learners. Tabatabaei and Goojani 

(2012) carried out a mobile phone-based study to investigate the effects of SMS on L2 English 

vocabulary acquisition. The participants wrote sentences between five and six words, which were 

sent through SMSs to their teacher and fellow students. The results showed that the experimental 

group that received SMSs significantly outperformed the control group on a vocabulary post-test. 

Both learners and their teachers indicated positive attitudes towards using SMSs for vocabulary 

learning.  

Although a great number of studies showed that using SMSs and other applications on 

mobile phones are effective for vocabulary learning, the feasibility of such devices is limited. For 

example, SMSs can be pricey (Çavuş & Ibrahim, 2009), or computer applications need to be 

adjusted for mobile phones, which may negatively affect their quality (Thornton & Houser, 2005). 

Fortunately, mobile phone applications, which are popular and effective, can considerably 

facilitate mobile-learning activities. In addition, mobile-learning applications are beneficial to 

language instruction (Godwin-Jones, 2011). 
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Regarding the issues mentioned above, educators and researchers have attempted to 

incorporate texting into language teaching and self-regulated learning treatments to help L2 

learners develop various skills (Cavus & Ibrahim, 2009; Hayati, Jalilifar, & Mashhadi, 2013; 

Kennedy & Levy, 2008). Few research studies have examined the educational usage of mobile 

devices in learning vocabulary deeply (Browne & Culligan, 2008; Kennedy & Levy, 2008; Lu, 

2008; Saran et al., 2012, Stockwell, 2008, 2010; Thornton & Houser, 2005; Wong & Looi, 2010; 

Zhang et al., 2011). Considering Qian's (2002) classification of lexical knowledge, the current 

study will focus on two out of the four dimensions, i.e., the breadth and depth of Iranian EFL 

learners' vocabulary items acquired with the use of text messaging. This study is part of a larger 

project of the researchers, following the line of two previous studies. In the first study, we 

investigated the reflection of vocabulary implementation through educational text messaging on 

EFL learners’ reading skills. The results of the study revealed no meaningful discrepancy between 

the experimental and control groups based on their reading scores (Behforouz & Frumuselu, 2021). 

In the second study, the efficiency of text messaging as an EFL instructional tool for learner 

autonomy and their perception toward the use of mobile-assisted language learning was 

investigated. The findings revealed that there were significant differences between the 

experimental and control groups’ mean learner autonomy scores and learners showed positive 

views towards MALL and technology-based language learning (Behforouz & Frumuselu, 2020). 

Considering the unavoidable relationship between lexical knowledge and reading comprehension 

discussed in many studies (Al-Khasawneh, 2019; Jamalipour &Farahani, 2015; Kamal, 2019; 

Karakoç & Köse, 2017; Rydland, et al., 2012; Zhang & Annual, 2008), this study aims to analyze 

the effect of text messaging on EFL learners' vocabulary depth and breadth. Few studies could be 

found in the literature that applied SMS text messaging to pre-teaching vocabulary to EFL learners 

in Iran. There is a gap in the literature and the current study is expected to fill it. 

It should be mentioned that the participants of the current study had no connection, a poor 

connection, or sometimes lacked a connection to the internet. This made it difficult for the students 

to receive the vocabulary items on a regular basis, which may have led to significant negative 

effects on the results. Still, they had access to their mobile phones, and sending the vocabulary by 

SMS was manageable for the researchers and an appropriate channel of communication for the 
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students. Therefore, the researcher decided to use SMS text messaging to implement the 

vocabulary items as the treatment. 

The current paper aims at answering the following questions: 

RQ1: Does text messaging have a statistically significant impact on Iranian EFL learners' 

vocabulary depth? 

RQ2: Does text messaging have a statistically remarkable impact on Iranian EFL learners' 

vocabulary breadth? 

Methodology 

This section presents the method used to design of the study and the procedure used to collect the 

required data. The study aimed to investigate if text messaging had any statistical significance on 

Iranian EFL learners' vocabulary depth and breadth. To this end, the comprehensive procedure 

including sampling, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis is explained in detail.  

Participants 

A total of 37 learners within the age range of 21 to 26 years old were the final participants of the 

study. They were university students with different majors (Chemistry, Computer Science, Civil 

Engineering, and Electrical Engineering) studying general English at the Islamic Azad University-

South Tehran Branch. To measure the homogeneity of the sample population on the basis of their 

English proficiency level, the first step was the administration of the Oxford Placement Test 

(OPT). Considering the OPT scale, those participants who scored from 28 to 36 were selected as 

the research sample of the present study. Based on the OPT scale, scores from 28-36 are regarded 

to be at the pre-intermediate level of language proficiency.  They were Persian native speakers and 

all of them had a mobile phone to use for the study. It should be mentioned that the students were 

taking a reading comprehension course in the same semester as part of their regular English 

curriculum.  

Design of the Study 

This study is an experiment with a one-group pre-test post-test design. It is worth mentioning that 

learners received 108 vocabulary items through SMS text messages three times a week for six 

weeks. Thus, they received six vocabulary items per session.  
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Instruments 

Oxford Placement Test 

In order to gather sufficient information, the following tools were used, respectively. An OPT was 

administered to measure participants' ability to communicate in English. This test was used in this 

study since it is easy to administer based on produced doctorate theses and articles in Iran, and it 

is well-known among academics. The OPT is a quick way of assessing the approximate level of 

learners' knowledge of English grammar and usage. The allocated time to complete the test was 

55 minutes. This test consists of two parts with 60 multiple-choice items and cloze tests. The first 

part consists of 40 questions, and the second part includes 20 questions. Participants were 

instructed to read the items and then choose the correct answers among the choices. The incorrect 

answers did not result in negative points. Based on the norms of the test, the participants` scores 

were ranked from beginner to advanced levels. Table 1 shows the OPT scale. 

Table 1 

Oxford Placement Test Scale  

Beginners   Elementary Lower-Intermediate Upper-Intermediate Advanced Very Advanced 

    1-17          18-27                    28-36                       37-47             48-55         56-60 

 

Word Associate Test (WAT) 

The second instrument used for this study was a word associate test (WAT), which is a well-known 

method of measuring learners' vocabulary depth. The WAT devised by Read (1993, 1998) 

estimates L2 learners' depth of lexical knowledge based on three relationships among mental 

lexicon words: paradigmatic (meaning), syntagmatic (collocation), and polysemy. It includes 40 

items, including one stimulus word (an adjective) and two boxes, one box contains four adjectives 

that are either synonyms or polysemous with the stimulus word, and the other contains nouns that 

can collocate with the stimulus word. There are always four correct options for each item. Read 

(1993) reported the reliability of the test as 0.93; later, Qian (1999, 2002) and Nassaji (2004) 

estimated above 0.90. To score the WAT, one point is awarded for the correct match of each word; 

therefore, 160 is the highest score. Figure 1 is an excerpt from this test.  
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Sudden 

 beautiful   ■ quick   ■ surprising  thirsty 

 

■ change   doctor  ■ noise   school 

Figure 1. A Sample Item from the WAT (Read, 1998) 

 

The Updated Vocabulary Level Test (UVLT) 

The updated vocabulary level test (UVLT) was the third instrument of this study to assess the 

learners' vocabulary size/breadth. The UVLT is probably the commonly used instrument to assess 

L2 learners' lexical knowledge (Read, 2000). It was initially created by Nation (1983) and later 

modified by Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham (2001) to identify how well learners know useful 

English words and the extent to which learners could distinguish the form-meaning relations of 

words at four levels of word frequency (2000, 3000, 5000, 10000) and an academic vocabulary 

level. These four levels of frequency are based on the General Service List (GSL) (West, 1953), 

Kučera and Francis (1967), and Thorndike and Lorge's (1944) list, while the other section 

(academic) is based on Xue and Nation's (1984) University Word List. 

The researchers of the present study used the UVLT developed and validated by Webb, 

Sasao, & Balance (2017) at five levels of word frequency (1000, 2000, 3000, 4000, and 5000). It 

is worth noting that this test has the potential to measure all the levels together or measure the 

levels individually. There are 10 clusters with six words, including distractors and keys along with 

three definitions in each level. Participants are asked to put a checkmark (✓) under the word 

corresponding with each meaning.   

Unlike multiple-choice tests, the UVLT decreases the percentage of guessing the answer 

because the test shows the same type of vocabulary, so there are not any syntactic clues for the 

correct responses. The test-takers should match three words to their definitions. To score the 

UVLT, a correct check earns one point for each word; therefore, the highest score is 150 points. 

Regarding the abovementioned information, the test used in the present study was the modified 

for use as a vocabulary size test or a breadth of lexical knowledge test. Figure 2 shows a sample 

item from the UVLT.  

UNIVERSITAT ROVIRA I VIRGILI 
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF EDUCATIONAL TEXTING AS AN INSTRUCTIONAL FACILITATOR 
 IN THE IRANIAN EFL CONTEXT 
Behnam Behforouz 



 

 

84 

 

                                                                game   island   mouth   movie   song     yard 

land with water all around it                               ✓ 

part of your body used for eating and talking                        ✓   

piece of music                                                                                                ✓ 

Figure 2. An Example from the UVLT (Webb, Sasao, & Balance, 2017) 

Procedure 

This study was conducted during the reading module of the fall semester in the 2019-2020 

academic year, over a period of an 18-session treatment lasting six consecutive weeks. The 

participants received SMSs three times a week with vocabulary items related to the content of their 

coursebook. 108 relevant vocabulary items were selected and they received six vocabulary items 

via SMS every session. The researchers used text messaging through m-learning to improve their 

students' vocabulary depth and breadth.  

To collect data for the present study, the researcher went through the following procedure: 

After the administration of an Oxford Placement Test (OPT), 37 undergraduate Iranian EFL 

learners aging from 21 to 26 studying at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch were 

selected as the sample of the current study. Since this study is a part of a larger study, the initial 

population consisted of 88 participants. Based on their scores on the OPT scale, the participants 

were placed in the pre-intermediate level.  

  The second step was devoted to the administration of the UVLT and the WAT to assess 

the learners' breadth and depth of lexical knowledge. Both tests were administered during one 

session. Based on Schmitt et al. (2001), the allocated time of the UVLT was 31 minutes; as Qian 

(1999, 2002) and Nassaji (2004) stated, the time for completing the WAT was 30 minutes. 

However, in this study, the time allocated for completing both tests (UVLT & WAT) was 70 

minutes. The participants were told to select the option that best described the meaning of the stem 

word in the absence of some context, and they were supposed to select the option that matched the 

meaning of the stem word and do this for all the items. It was mentioned that their selection should 

not be random, and they should choose precisely. There were no negative points for incorrect 
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answers. The UVLT and WAT tests were administered to all the participants before the beginning 

of the treatment. 

  After administrating the WAT and UVLT as pre-tests, the treatment procedure began.  A 

list of vocabulary words from their coursebook and also the number of words from the updated 

vocabulary level test appropriate for pre-intermediate learners were selected and delivered to them 

via SMS, six items in an SMS three times a week. They received SMSs containing vocabulary 

items for 18 sessions over six consecutive weeks. Each word was used in one short sentence, with 

a synonym and a single-word Persian translation at the end of the sentence in parentheses. The 

SMSs were delivered to a group of 37 learners at once.  

  At the end of the experiment, the WAT and the UVLT tests were given as post-tests to see 

the effect of text messaging on the depth and breadth of their lexical knowledge, and the scores of 

pre-test and post-test were compared employing the nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. 

 

Data Analysis and Findings 

In this section, the analysis and the interpretation of data collected over a period of six weeks at 

the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch are presented. After collecting the required data 

from the research instruments, descriptive analysis, focusing on the basic features of the data, and 

inferential analysis, the researched attempted to reach conclusions that extended beyond the 

immediate data. 

  To have a homogenized population based on the English proficiency level, the OPT was 

conducted. A number of 37 students received similar OPT scores, ranging from 28 to 36 (pre-

intermediate level). Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the homogenized participants in 

which the mean and the standard deviation of the homogenized participants were 31.66 and 2.22, 

respectively. The standard deviation means that most of the scores are close to the average; 

therefore, the participants' scores show that they had a homogenous general English proficiency 

level. Since the participants of this study were participating in another study, 74 of them were 

selected primarily, but later on, for the purpose of the current study, 37 pre-intermediate students 

were selected as the sample.  
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Table 2 

The Descriptive Statistics of the Oxford Placement Test 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

OPT Homogenized 37 28.00 36.00 31.35 2.54 

    

Valid N (listwise) 37     

          The first research question investigated whether text messaging via m-learning could have 

any statistically significant effect on the learners' vocabulary depth. Before testing this research 

hypothesis, it was necessary to check whether the data were normally distributed. Therefore, a 

One-Sample Shapiro-Wilk test was run. Table 3 below displays the results of the One-Sample 

Shapiro-Wilk test.  

Table 3 

One- Sample Shapiro-Wilk Test of Normality 

 

Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. 

Depth_Pre                               .900 37 .003 

Depth_Post .903 37 .004 

As indicated in Table 3, the normality of data distribution was not confirmed (P< .05). It 

means that the data were not normally distributed; therefore, a nonparametric test should be used. 

As a result, the nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used for mean comparison. Table 4 

shows the result. 

Table 4 

Analysis of the Pre-test/Post-test based on Depth Scores 

 N Min Max Mean SD 

Depth_Pre 37 64.00 87.00 73.189 7.615 

Depth_Post 37 64.00 88.00 73.243 7.646 

Valid N (listwise) 37     
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Table 4 reveals that mean of the post-test was higher than the mean score of the pre-test 

(Mpost= 73.24>Mpre= 73.18).  Table 5 below reveals the analysis of the Wilcoxon signed-rank 

test.  

Table 5 

Analysis of Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test Based on the Depth Scores 

 Depth_Post - Depth_Pre 

Z -1.000b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .317 

The Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed no statistically meaningful discrepancy between 

the pre-test and post-test of the depth scores (Z = -1, p = 0.317). Thus, text messaging via m-

learning did not have any statistically significant effect on learners' vocabulary depth. 

The second question of this study sought to investigate whether text messaging via m-

learning could have any statistically significant effect on learners' vocabulary breadth. Before 

testing this research hypothesis, it was necessary to check whether there was a normality of the 

data distribution for the pre-/post-test scores. To do this, the researchers conducted a One-Sample 

Shapiro-Wilk test. Table 6 below displays the results. 

Table 6  

One- Sample Shapiro-Wilk Test of Normality 

 

Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. 

Breadth_Pre .940 37 .048 

Breadth_Post .875 37 .001 

As indicated in Table 6, the normality of data distribution was not confirmed (P< .05). It 

means that the sample data was not drawn from a normally distributed population. Therefore, the 

nonparametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used for mean comparison. Table 7 below shows 

the results. 
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Table 7 

Analysis of the Pre-test/Post-test of the Breadth Scores 

 N Min Max Mean SD 

Breadth_Pre 37 66.00 84.00 74.135 5.266 

Breadth_Post 37 69.00 92.00 76.108 6.393 

Valid N (listwise) 37     

According to Table 7 above, the mean score of the post-test was higher than the mean score 

of the pre-test (Mpost= 76.10>Mpre= 74.13). To analyze further, a Wilcoxon signed-rank test was 

conducted. 

Table 8 

Analysis of the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test Based on the Breadth Scores 

 Breadth_Post - Breadth_Pre 

Z -5.005b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

The test showed a statistically meaningful difference between the pre-test and post-test on 

the learners` vocabulary breadth scores (Z = -5, p < .05). Therefore, the results enabled the 

researchers to claim that text messaging via m-learning had a statistically significant effect on the 

learners' vocabulary breadth. This means that the use of text messaging increased the learners' 

vocabulary size. 

Discussion 

Since the process of learning vocabulary is one of the substantial features of language teaching, 

the present study addressed Iranian EFL learners' breadth and depth of lexical knowledge via the 

use of m-learning text messages.  

The findings of this study revealed the effects of text messaging via m-learning on EFL 

learners' lexical knowledge in general, and breadth in particular. Based on the results related to the 

first research question, no significant differences were found between the learners' pre-test and 

post-test scores on the WAT. This may lead to the conclusion that text messaging via m-learning 
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did not improve learners' depth of lexical knowledge. The Iranian EFL learners’ lack of 

improvement in vocabulary depth may have several causes, which will be discussed below. 

Remembering vocabulary items sent via SMS may be possible for a short period of time, but the 

effects may not be long lasting, so the post-test employed after the six-week treatment did not 

reveal encouraging results in this sense. In contrast, if weekly tests were to be collected, better 

results and performance may be expected in a shorter term. Additionally, we believe that more 

practice exercises related to the vocabulary items in communicative situations should have been 

employed in order for the learners to acquire them more efficiently. In this sense, the SMS tool 

was used as a one-way form of communication, which is coming from the teacher side only. As 

there were no activities to foster teacher-student or student-student communication, the results did 

not reveal visible improvement in the learners’ vocabulary quality of understanding. The words 

and the definitions that can be sent by SMSs are limited, and this might be problematic for students 

who have lower proficiency levels (beginner, elementary, and pre-intermediate levels) in the EFL 

context because they would need further support to develop their lexical knowledge. 

As mentioned earlier, this study is a part of a larger one. The findings of the previous study 

carried out by Behforouz and Frumuselu (2021) showed that vocabulary learning via short 

messages did not affect Iranian EFL learners` ability to comprehend pre-intermediate-level texts. 

This is in line with the studies carried out by Li and Kirby (2014) and Rahman, Iqbh, and Zanal 

(2019) which stated that vocabulary depth can contribute to and predict reading comprehension 

improvement. 

Thus, the findings of this study based on the results of vocabulary depth are consistent with 

Alemi et al. (2012), who examined the impact of texting on Iranian learners' vocabulary detainment 

and learning. They found no significant difference between the groups on the pre- and post-tests. 

However, the results are not in line with the findings of several research studies (Lu, 2008; Saran 

& Seferoglu, 2010; Zhang et al., 2011) in which the experimental groups received the materials 

by MMS or SMS, while the control group continued with a traditional style of material delivery 

and they reported substantial benefits and gains in terms of vocabulary acquisition. Therefore, 

further investigation is needed in order to elaborate on this aspect and find the appropriate 

methodology and types of materials to foster interactions and enhance learners’ vocabulary deep 

learning. Analyzing this tool in a different context with different types of students coming from 
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other backgrounds could lead to contrasting findings, so employing a variety of methods and 

analyzing learners’ reactions and vocabulary acquisition should be vital for using SMSs as an 

educational tool effectively. 

The second research question sought to investigate whether text messaging via m-learning 

had any statistically significant effect on the learners' vocabulary breadth. The results of the 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test for the breadth scores show a statistically meaningful discrepancy 

between the breadth scores on the pre- and post-tests. It means that the learners' vocabulary size 

improved significantly after the treatment. Indeed, using SMS as an educational tool has had a 

positive impact  on  the learners’ lexical  knowledge.  The difference suggests that there was an 

improvement in the performance of the participants in terms of their vocabulary breadth before 

and after the treatment. Although there are different perspectives on the proper threshold level, 

Sutarsyah, Nation, and Kennedy (1994) suggested a level of 4,000-5,000 word families, while 

Coady et al. (1993) proposed an explicit understanding of the words at the level of 3,000 word 

families. The current results are encouraging and show positive effects in this sense.   

The findings related to the second research question based on vocabulary size are in line 

with many previous research studies. Motallebzadeh and Ganjali (2011) conducted a study in a 

university context in which the experimental group received some vocabulary through short 

messages, while the control group received paper-based instruction. The results of the study 

revealed that the participants of the experimental group showed better performance on the 

vocabulary test. Some other research studies were conducted by Başoğlu and Akdemir (2010), Liu 

& Chen (2014), Lu (2008), Rahimi & Miri (2014), Saran et al. (2012), Wu (2015), and Zhang et 

al. (2011) that are in line with the findings of this study. They investigated the role of mobile 

applications, SMS, and mobile systems in vocabulary learning, and the performance of the 

experimental groups showed that participants who received vocabulary through electronic 

platforms outperformed those who received the instructions on paper. Basoglu and Akdemir 

(2010) also showed that using mobile phones to teach vocabulary can have more positive impact 

on the learners than teaching them using flashcards. In another study, Suwantarathip and 

Orawiwatnakul (2015) stated that students in the experimental group receiving mobile-assisted 

vocabulary activities performed better than the students of the control group who received paper-

based exercises. Saricoban and Ozturan (2013) conducted a study to measure the effect of mobile 
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phone on teaching technical words and sentences. The findings of the study showed that those 

students who received the treatment by means of mobile phones were motivated and learned the 

vocabulary efficiently. Thus, the findings of our study are in line with the aforementioned studies 

and using SMSs as an educational tool in the EFL context could lead to vocabulary size 

improvement and foster their acquisition over the long term. It should also be mentioned that the 

positive results could be explained in terms of learners’ motivation and openness to experience 

learning outside the so-called ‘traditional’ environment and receiving vocabulary items in context 

via their mobile phones helped them gain knowledge after the six-week treatment. However, 

additional investigations should be carried out in order to reach definitive conclusions with learners 

coming from different backgrounds and proficiency levels, as this could have influenced the results 

of the current study. 

Although this study achieved its aims, there were some unavoidable limitations. First, 

because of the small size of the sample, the results might not be generalizable to other types of 

populations. Second, the post-tests were administered immediately after finishing the treatment. A 

further study can be carried out with delayed post-tests to check learners' vocabulary retention. 

Third, the focus of the present study is vocabulary depth and breadth; therefore, more research 

studies should be carried out on the interaction of breadth and depth of lexical knowledge and 

reading performance. Fourth, only pre-intermediate level learners took part in this study, so 

another study could be carried out with language learners of other proficiency levels in order to 

corroborate the current results. Fifth, the focus of the study was limited to sending SMS text 

messages to improve learners' lexical knowledge; so additional goals could be added in order to 

have a more in-depth view of the learners’ tendencies when they are in contact with this type of 

educational tool. Sixth, in this study, text messaging via m-learning was the medium of instruction, 

so other studies could be carried out with different m-learning applications. Additionally, more 

qualitative analyses are required in these types of studies in order to grasp not only the learners' 

performance but also their response to the implementation of text messaging as an educational 

medium in the EFL classrooms. 

In general, the use of text messaging through mobile phones has been used successfully in 

a variety of ways in the learning language process, as stated in the results of the current paper. As 
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a result, policymakers and school administrators should consider text messaging via m-learning as 

another educational instrument that has many latent benefits for foreign language learning.  

Conclusion 

Considering the rapid improvement of technology, mobile devices can be considered motivational 

learning tools. Teachers and learners are tired of the old-fashioned methods of vocabulary learning, 

like memorization and repetition. Using various kinds of applications facilitates learning and it 

also generates variation and excitement. The current study was undertaken to measure the 

usefulness of mobile phone text messaging when introducing vocabulary items to EFL university 

learners in Iran. The basic assumptions were that text messaging through m-learning improves 

learners' breadth and depth of lexical knowledge. The findings of the present study indicated that 

using text messaging via m-learning was effective for learners' vocabulary breadth, and there was 

a meaningful difference between the post-test scores of the study group in terms of vocabulary 

breadth. The data concerning vocabulary depth showed a slight but not statistically remarkable 

discrepancy at the end of the study. The findings of this study showed the treatment process used 

in this study affected learners' breadth of lexical knowledge rather than their depth. The findings 

also showed that vocabulary learning through SMS text messaging has a positive effect on learners' 

lexical knowledge in general and the size of their vocabulary in particular.  

The results of this study can have instructional implications for teachers and learners and 

help them use mobile learning more appropriately for effective vocabulary learning. Designing 

and planning these type of vocabulary activities should be considered by educators and teachers 

in order to foster learners’ lexical knowledge.  Learners' awareness of the depth of lexical 

knowledge can be raised by teachers in a variety of ways. Activities and tasks proposed by Schmitt 

and Schmitt's (1995), such as vocabulary notebooks could be useful in this case. Learners can 

improve their lexical knowledge using mobile learning at any point in time. In conclusion, the use 

of mobile phones as a pedagogical instrument will surely improve the process of learning and 

teaching. 

Despite the encouraging findings of the current study, text messaging positively affects L2 

lexical learning, some limitations were found. With a small sample of pre-intermediate English 

students at one university, the results of this study may not be completely generalized. The 
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treatment process lasted only six weeks. A longer time allocated for the treatment might have 

resulted in different findings. Observing individual learners would be meaningful for finding how 

and when they checked the text messages for vocabulary learning on their mobile phones. 
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5.1. Overview  

 

The last chapter of this dissertation summarizes the primary purposes of the study and draws the 

main conclusions based on the empirical data collected and analyzed. A brief summary of the main 

findings from the three studies is introduced and discussed in relation to the existing literature on 

the current topic. The limitations of the study are mentioned in order to give a clear idea of the 

topic for future studies. Recommendations for further research are stated for those researchers who 

are interested in doing research based on educational SMSs or similar academic backgrounds; and 

finally, the pedagogical implications are mentioned for those people who are working closely with 

the educational development systems.  

 

5.2. Discussion 

The first study aimed to check whether there were any significant vocabulary gains through the 

use of the educational SMSs in an EFL learning context. Additionally, it sought to measure the 

effectiveness of this type of vocabulary learning strategy on 74 Iranian EFL learner’s reading 

comprehension ability of pre-intermediate texts. The study was a quantitative study and the data 

that were gathered through the implementation of a pre-post-test were analyzed with the SPSS 

software. The results of the study revealed better performance in reading comprehension within 

the experimental group; however, the statistics were not significant, so it can be concluded that 

learning vocabulary through SMSs did not have any sign of significant effects on the reading 

ability of Iranian EFL learners.  

 The study has similar results with the existing literature like the one carried out by Plester et 

al.  (2008), who states that sending too many SMSs will result in lower scores rather than 

improvements. They have assumed that sending text messages might not be beneficial for some 

qualifications. They also could not state evidently that more frequency in sending SMSs will help 

the students, but they have stated that there are some intervening factors, like the cultural ones, 

that are effective in getting such results. Powell and Dixon (2011) revealed a negative relation 

between sending SMSs and spelling the words. They have stated that exposing students to 

misspelling of the words by texting had negative effects on their real abilities. Further studies by 
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some other scholars showed the non-effectiveness of SMSs in education (Tayebinika & Puteh, 

2012; Verheijen, 2013; Kibona & Mgaya, 2015; Yavuz, 2016). On the contrary, some studies 

carried out by Han & Gürlüyer (2017; Lu (2008); Saran et al.  (2008); Cavus & Ibrahim (2009); 

and Hulstijn & Laufer (2001) revealed that the implementation of smart phones to learn and teach 

the vocabulary is very motivating among the participants of their studies, and it dramatically 

improved the vocabulary of the learners, and finally, the learners showed very positive attitudes 

toward the function of smart phones during the learning process. 

 The second study measured the level of Iranian EFL learner`s autonomy after being exposed 

to the treatment, which was vocabulary learning through educational SMSs, and it elicited the 

perceptions of learners regarding the implementation of mobile learning in educational contexts. 

37 students formed the experimental group who were interviewed by the researcher after the 

experiment (a semi-structured interview).  Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected 

for this study. It was revealed that gender is not a practical variable in the determination of the 

autonomy level. The perceptions of the Iranian EFL learners were investigated towards MALL, 

and they have stated that implementing the mobile phone in the learning and teaching contexts can 

provide better, exciting, incentive, diverse and practical experience during the process.  

  The results of this study are consistent with the contemporary existing literature. Nasr and 

Abbas (2018) reported an increase in their learners’ autonomy after implementing MALL among 

EFL learners in a reading module. Hazaea and Alzubi (2018) also state that MALL could function 

as a motivational factor in the ELT context, consequently increasing the autonomy among the 

learners. In other studies, (Farangi et al., 2017; Leis et al., 2015) the effects of the SMSs were 

measured on EFL learners, and the results have represented an increase in the autonomy level of 

participants as well as an improvement in the awareness of using mobile phones in educational 

environments. Finally, the findings of this study align with the finding of an investigation carried 

out by Ali et al. (2019), saying that learners tended to use MALL inside the classroom and this 

could represent an incentive for practitioners and EFL teachers to further exploit creative ways of 

introducing it in their regular teaching practices. 

 The third study measured the vocabulary breadth or size of words and the vocabulary depth 

or knowledge of words among 37 Iranian EFL learners in the experimental group who received 

106 words through educational SMSs by means of using a mobile phone. The results of the study 
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showed that the performance of the Iranian EFL learners’ vocabulary depth in both the pre-test 

and the post-test were the same, therefore, it can be concluded that using the SMS as an 

instructional tool to implement vocabulary items does not have any significant effect on learners’ 

vocabulary knowledge. On the contrary, it was proven that the vocabulary size of the same students 

had a significant difference in the post-test, which leads to the conclusion that using the SMS to 

teach vocabulary will positively increase the vocabulary size of the Iranian EFL learners.  

 Various studies have reported similar results, and some reported opposite findings. For 

example, Alemi et al. (2012) stated that the usage of SMS on Iranian vocabulary learning and 

retention is not effective; while on the other hand, some other studies (Lu, 2008; Saran & 

Seferoglu, 2010; Zhang et al., 2011) revealed that the implementation of SMS was substantially 

beneficial during the process of vocabulary acquisition. Basoglu and Akdemir (2010), Lu (2008), 

and Suwantarathip and Orawiwatnakul (2015) stated that those learners who received the 

instructions which are related to the vocabulary learning through SMSs performed better than those 

who followed the traditional way of instruction through printed materials and flashcards.  

 

5.3. Pedagogical Implications 

Based on the discussions and the findings, the current paper provides various implications for the 

academic context. Firstly, syllabus designers and teachers need to find out new strategies and 

techniques to redesign the syllabus since most of the classes in the Iranian EFL context lack the 

essential technological devices or the lack of stable or high-speed Internet can interrupt some 

technological processes of teaching and learning. In addition, using MALL in the learning and 

teaching contexts provides cost-effective but productive results for the students. The 

implementation of technological tools, especially mobile phones, will facilitate the learning out of 

the limitations of time and place. Furthermore, MALL in educational contexts will help the 

students to be more comfortable during their performance. Finally, as it is evident these days, 

students that are young generation of each society are mostly dependent on their mobile phones 

for the purposes of gaming, and communicating, so in this case using the mobile phone for teaching 

and learning processes can be considered an easy and comfortable access tool to manage the 

learning.  
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5.4. Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 

Like any research study, this doctoral investigation, which is fundamentally based on the three 

related papers, has some limitations. 

 This dissertation focused mainly on the role of the SMS as an instructional tool to measure 

learners’ ability in reading comprehension, their autonomy, the size of their vocabulary 

acquisition, and the knowledge of new words acquired by sending new vocabulary items through 

SMSs using a mobile phone. Further studies can be suggested to implement other features of a 

mobile phone such as MMS or the related existing and accessible applications such as Instagram, 

WhatsApp, Facebook, etc. to measure their effectiveness on foreign language learning skills as 

grammar, writing, and speaking. 

 The other limitation of this study was the small size of population, 74 Iranian EFL students 

were selected for the study; therefore, the findings cannot be generalized to the entire population. 

To gain more knowledge about the use of SMS and MALL and its benefits, more studies can be 

carried out with a larger number of population from Iran in order to generalize the findings. Similar 

studies can be done with the ESL/EFL students from other countries to measure the differences in 

a comparative study based on the potential cultural differences in English language learning and 

teaching. 

 Thirdly, in the current research study, parameters such as learner’s motivation, aptitude, and 

attitude were not considered as measurable variables. It can be suggested that some researchers 

could focus on the aforementioned variables, which were mentioned earlier in order to gain 

extensive knowledge regarding the population of the study, and the efficiency of the instruments 

used. 

 Fourthly, according to OPT, the participants of the study were pre-intermediate English 

students, and it may not be appropriate to generalize the findings based on the proficiency level of 

the participants. To be able to design better studies on the implementation of MALL in an academic 

context, the needs, motivation, and perceptions of students with all English language proficiency 

levels must be the taken into consideration.  
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 The other limitation of this dissertation is that all the posttests were administered 

immediately after the end of the treatment, so the use of delayed posttests could have been 

appropriate to measure the long-term vocabulary retention of the participants. 

 The age restrictions can be considered as one of the significant limitations of this study. The 

population of this dissertation had an age range of 21 to 26, while it can be observed that young 

people are more dependent on their mobile phones. So, further research studies can be conducted 

to measure the effect of age in a similar research design.  

 This study was conducted in the capital of Iran, where people have access to modern 

technological devices, smart phones and the Internet, however sometimes the electricity shuts 

down, there is low speed connection, and other unseen problems. It seems that students in the 

capital cities are considering the SMS as a traditional way of communication, but not as an 

educational tool. It seems that a study, which looks after the poor and remote areas, can reveal a 

more evident viewpoint towards the usage of the mobile phone and the SMS in educational 

contexts.  

 Finally, the focus of this study was to send the vocabulary items through SMS, while further 

studies can be suggested to send grammatical structures or some teaching and learning tips through 

SMSs or other related mobile applications. 
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Appendix A:  

Oxford Placement Test (OPT) 

Oxford University Press and University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate 

Name:                                                                                                                   Date:  

This test is divided into two parts: 

Part One (Questions 1 – 40) 

Part Two (Questions 41 – 60) 

Do not start this part unless told to do so by your test supervisor. 

Time: 55 minutes 

Part 1 

Questions 1 – 5 

Where can you see these notices? 

For questions 1 to 5, mark one letter A, B or C on your Answer Sheet. 

 1. Please leave your room  key at reception 

A. in a shop                            B. in a hotel                     C. in a taxi 

 

 

 2. Foreign money changed here 

A. in a library                         B. in a bank                       C. in a police station 

 3. Afternoon show begins at 2 pm 

A. outside a theatre                B. outside a supermarket   C. outside a restaurant 

 

 

 4. Closed for holidays  

A. at a travel agent’s               B. at a music school            C. at a restaurant 

5. Lessons start again  on the 8th January 

A. at a cinema                          B. in a hotel                        C. on a camp-site 
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Questions 6 – 10 

• In this section you must choose the word which best fits each space in the text below. 

• For questions 6 to 10, mark one letter A, B or C on your Answer Sheet. 

Scotland 

Scotland is the north part of the island of Great Britain. The Atlantic Ocean is on the west and the 

North Sea on the east. Some people (6) .................. Scotland speak a different language called 

Gaelic. 

There are (7) .................. five million people in Scotland, and Edinburgh is (8) .................. most 

famous city. 

Scotland has many mountains; the highest one is called ‘Ben Nevis’. In the south of Scotland, there 

are a lot of sheep. A long time ago, there (9) .................. many forests, but now there are only a 

(10) ................... . Scotland is only a small country, but it is quite beautiful. 

6.  A. on        B. in    C. at 

7.  A. about       B. between               C. among 

8.  A. his        B. your               C. its 

9.  A. is       B. were               C. was 

10.  A. few                  B. little                      C. lot 

Questions 11 – 20 

• In this section you must choose the word which best fits each space in the texts. 

• For questions 11 to 20, mark one letter A, B, C or D on your Answer Sheet. 

Alice Guy Blaché 

Alice Guy Blaché was the first female film director. She first became involved in cinema whilst 

working for the Gaumont Film Company in the late 1890s. This was a period of great change in 

the cinema and Alice was the first to use many new inventions, (11) .................. sound and color. 

In 1907 Alice (12) ................... to New York where she started her own film company. She was 

(13) .................. successful, but, when Hollywood became the centre of the film world, the best 

days of the independent New York film companies were (14) ................... . When Alice died in 

1968, hardly anybody (15) .................. her name. 

11.  A. bringing   B. including     C. containing  D. supporting 

12.  A. moved   B. ran      C. entered   D. transported 

13.  A. next   B. once     C. immediately D. recently 
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14.  A.  after   B. down     C. behind   D. over 

15.  A. remembered  B. realized     C. reminded   D. repeated 

 

UFOs – do they exist? 

UFO is short for ‘unidentified flying object’. UFOs are popularly known as flying saucers, (16) 

................. that is often the (17) ................. they are reported to be. The (18) .................. "flying 

saucers" were seen in 1947 by an American pilot, but experts who studied his claim decided it had 

been a trick of the light. 

Even people experienced at watching the sky, (19) ................. as pilots, report seeing UFOs. In 

1978 a pilot reported a collection of UFOs off the coast of New Zealand. A television   (20) 

................. went up with the pilot and filmed the UFOs. Scientists studying this phenomenon later 

discovered that in this case they were simply lights on boats out fishing. 

16. A. because  B. therefore  C. although  D. so 

17. A. look  B. shape  C. size  D. type 

18. A. last  B. next C. first  D. oldest 

19. A. like B. that   C. so D. such 

20. A. cameraman B. director C. actor D. announcer 

Questions 21 – 40 

• In this section you must choose the word or phrase which best completes each sentence. 

• For questions 21 to 40, mark one letter A, B, C or D on your Answer Sheet. 

21. The teacher encouraged her students .................... to an English pen-friend. 

A. should write                                             C. wrote 

B. write                D. to write 

22. They spent a lot of time .................... at the pictures in the museum. 

     A. looking                                                 C. to look 

     B. for looking                          D. to looking 
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23. Shirley enjoys science lessons, but all her experiments seem to .................... wrong. 

A. turn                                                 C. end 

B. come             D. go 

24. .................... from Michael, all the group arrived on time. 

A. Except                                                  C. Besides   

B. Other                            D. Apart 

25. She .................... her neighbor’s children for the broken window. 

A. accused                                                       C. blamed 

B. complained                                        D. denied 

26. As I had missed the history lesson, my friend went ................. the homework with me. 

A. by                                                     C. over 

B. after                    D. on 

27.Whether she’s a good actress or not is a .................... of opinion. 

 A. matter                                                 C. point 

B. subject                               D. case 

28. The decorated roof of the ancient palace was .................... up by four thin columns. 

A. built                                                                C. held            

B. carried                                                      D. supported 

29. Would it .................... you if we came on Thursday? 

A. agree                                                       C. like 

B. suit                                                       D. fit 

30. This form .................... be handed in until the end of the week. 

A. doesn’t need                                            C. needn’t 

B. doesn’t have                                         D. hasn’t got 
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31. If you make a mistake when you are writing, just .................. it out with your pen. 

A. cross                                           C. do   

B. clear                     D. wipe 

32. Although our opinions on many things .................... , we’re good friends. 

A. differ                                       C. disagree 

B. oppose                                                  D. divide 

33. This product must be eaten .................... two days of purchase. 

A. by                                                   C. within 

B. before                            D. under 

34. The newspaper report contained .................... important information. 

A. many                                       C. an    

B. another                             D. a lot of 

35. Have you considered .................... to London? 

A. move                                                   C. to be moving 

B. to move                                        D. moving 

36. It can be a good idea for people who lead an active life to increase their ....................  of 

vitamins. 

A. upturn                                         C. upkeep 

B. input                                        D. intake 

37. I thought there was a ..................... of jealousy in his reaction to my good fortune. 

A. piece                                        C. shadow              

B. part                                                               D. touch 

38. Why didn’t you ..................... that you were feeling ill? 

A. advise                                                         C. remark 

B. mention                                               D. tell 
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39. James was not sure exactly where his best interests ..................... . 

A. stood                                                            C. lay   

B. rested                              D. centered 

40. He’s still getting .................... the shock of losing his job. 

A. across                                                   C. over 

B. by                              D. through 

Part 2 

Do not start this part unless told to do so by your test supervisor. 

Questions 41 – 50 

• In this section you must choose the word or phrase which best fits each space in the texts. 

• For questions 41 to 50, mark one letter A, B, C or D on your Answer Sheet. 

 

The tallest buildings – SKYSCRAPERS 

Nowadays, skyscrapers can be found in most major cities of the world. A building which was 

many (41) ……………….. high was first called a skyscraper in the United States at the end of the 

19th century, and New York has perhaps the (42) …………….. skyscraper of them all, the Empire 

State Building. The (43) ……………….. beneath the streets of New York is rock, (44) 

……………….. enough to take the heaviest load without sinking, and is therefore well-suited to 

bearing the (45) ……………….. of tall buildings. 

41. A. stages   B. steps   C. stories   D. levels 

42. A. first-rate  B. top-class  C. well-built  D. best-known 

43. A. dirt   B. field   C. ground   D. soil 

44. A. hard   B. stiff   C. forceful   D. powerful 

45. A. weight             B. height   C. size   D. scale 

 

SCRABBLE 

Scrabble is the world’s most popular word game. For its origins, we have to go back to the 1930s 

in the USA, when Alfred Butts, an architect, found himself out of (46) ……………….. . He 

decided that there was a (47) ………………. for a board game based on words and (48) 

………………. to design one. Eventually he made a (49) ………………. from it, in spite of the 

fact that his original (50) ………………. was only three cents a game.  
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46. A. earning B. work C. income D. job 

47. A. market B. purchase C. commerce D. sale 

48. A. took up B. set out C. made for D. got round 

49. A. wealth B. fund C. cash   D. fortune 

50. A. receipt B. benefit C. profit D. allowance 

Questions 51 – 60 

• In this section you must choose the word or phrase which best completes each sentence. 

• For questions 51 to 60, mark one letter A, B, C or D on your Answer Sheet. 

51. Roger’s manager ................... to make him stay late if he hadn’t finished the work. 

A. insisted                                             C. threatened 

B. warned                                  D. announced 

52. By the time he has finished his week’s work, John has hardly ................... energy left for the 

weekend. 

A. any                                                         C. no   

B. much            D. same 

53. As the game .................... to a close, disappointed spectators started to leave. 

A. led                                              C. approached 

B. neared                                             D. drew 

54. I don’t remember .................... the front door when I left home this morning. 

A. to lock                                             C. locked      

B. locking                                  D. to have locked 

55. I .............. to other people borrowing my books: they always forget to return them. 

A. disagree                                                 C. dislike 

B. avoid                                                     D. object 
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56. Andrew’s attempts to get into the swimming team have not .................... with much success. 

A. associated                                             C. joined 

B. concluded                                            D. met 

57. Although Harry had obviously read the newspaper article carefully, he didn’t seem to 

have.................... the main point. 

A. grasped                                                  C. clasped 

B. clutched                        D. gripped 

58. A lot of the views put forward in the documentary were open to .................... . 

A. enquiry                                              C. question 

B. query                        D. wonder 

59. The new college .................... for the needs of students with a variety of learning backgrounds. 

A. deals                                                      C. furnishes   

B. supplies                        D. caters 

60. I find the times of English meals very strange – I’m not used ................ dinner at 6pm. 

A. to have                                    C. having 

B. to having                         D. have 
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Appendix B:  

Preliminary English Test (PET) 
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Appendix C:  

Sample Educational Short Messages 
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Appendix D:  

Questionnaire to Investigate the Learner Autonomy of the Subjects (Original Questionnaire) 

Direction: In order to investigate the Learner autonomy, will you please circle the one closest 

answer to the following questions according to your true cases. Thank you very much for your 

help and patience! 

(A. never         B. rarely               C. sometimes             D. often                 E. always) 

Part I: 

Questionnaire Statements A B C D E 

1. I think I have the ability to learn English well.      

2. I make good use of my free time in English study.      

3. I preview before the class.      

4. I find I can finish my task in time      

5. I keep a record of my study, such as keeping a diary, 

writing review etc. 
     

6. I make self-exam with the exam papers chosen by myself.      

7. I reward myself such as going shopping, playing etc. when 

I progress. 
     

8. I attend out-class activities to practice and learn the 

language. 
     

9. During the class, I try to catch chances to take part in 

activities such as pair/group discussion, role-play, etc. 
     

10. I know my strengths and weaknesses in my English study.      

11. I choose books, exercises which suit me, neither 

too difficult nor too easy 

     

Part II 

12. I study English here due to: 

A. my parents' demand 

B. curiosity 

C. getting a good job, help to my major 

D. interest of English culture, such as film, sports, music, etc. 

E. 3 and 4 

13. I think the learner-teacher relationship is that of: 

A. receiver and giver 

B. raw material and maker 

C. customer and shopkeeper 

D. children and partners 

E. explorer and director 
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14. I think my success or failure in English study is mainly due to: 

A. luck or fate 

B. English studying environment 

C. studying facilities(aids) 

D. teachers 

E. myself 

15. Whether students should design the teaching plan together with teachers or not, my opinion is: 

A. strongly agree 

B. agree 

C. neutral 

D. oppose 

E. strongly oppose 

16. When the teacher asks questions for us to answer, I would mostly like to: 

A. wait for others' answers 

B. think and ready to answer 

C. look up books, dictionaries 

D. clarify questions with teachers 

E. join a pair/group discussion 

17. When I meet a word I don't know, I mainly: 

A. let it go 

B. ask others 

C. guess the meaning 

D. 2 and 5 

E. look up the dictionary 

18. When I make mistakes in study, I'd usually like the following ones to correct them: 

A. let them be 

B. teachers 

C. Classmates 

D. Others 

E. books or dictionaries 

19. When I am asked to use technologies that I haven't used before(e. g. internet discussion), 
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A. I usually try to learn new skills 

B. I learn them following others 

C. I feel worried, but anyway 

D. I put it off or try to avoid it 

E. I resist using them 

20. 1 think the following way is most useful in my English study: 

A. taking notes 

B. mechanic memory 

C. doing exercises of grammar, translation, words etc. 

D. classifying or grouping or comparing 

E. group discussion 

21. I usually use materials selected: 

A. only by teachers 

B. mostly by teachers 

C. by teachers and by myself 

D. mostly by myself 

E. only by myself 

 

Scoring 

In order to measure the degree of participants’ autonomy in learning, the researcher utilized the 

questionnaire designed by Zhang and Li (2004, p. 23) which includes 21 items. Participants had 

to answer each item on a five-point Likert scale (1=never, 2=seldom, 3=occasionally, 4=often, 

5=always). The questionnaire has proved to have high content validity and high reliability. The 

questions were divided by O’Malley and Chamot (1990), Wenden (1998, p. 34-35), and Oxford 

(1990, p. 17). The standard time allocated to this test is 40 minutes, but participants answered it in 

15 minutes. In order to turn the participants’ selected choices into scores, the choices are marked 

one, two, three, four and five, respectively. The total score turned out to be 105. 
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Appendix E 

Researcher-made questions to elicit EFL learners` perceptions towards MALL 

1. Have you had any previous Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) experience 

in EFL studies? 

2. How do you feel about text messaging in English vocabulary learning? 

3. Do you think that the usage of text messaging in EFL classes is useful? 

4. What is your idea about the future use of text messaging for English learning? 

5. In your ideas, do you think classes that are using MALL are more enjoyable than 

those without? 

6. Do you think classes that use MALL are more productive than those without? 

7. Is there any problem with using text messaging in EFL classes? 
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Appendix F 

Word Associate Test (WAT) 
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Appendix G 

The Updated Vocabulary Levels Test (UVLT) (Webb, Sasao, & Ballance, 2017)  

This is test that looks at how well you know useful English words. Put a check under the word that 

goes with each meaning. Here is an example.  

  game  island  mouth  movie  song  yard  

land with water all around it              

part of your body used for eating and 

talking  
  

          

piece of music              

 

It should be answered in the following way.  

  game  island  mouth  movie  song  yard  

land with water all around it              

part of your body used for eating and 

talking  
  

  
  

      

piece of music              

 

1000 Word Level  

  choice  computer  garden  photograph  price  week  

cost              

picture              

place where things grow 

outside  
            

  

  eye  father  night  van  voice  year  

body part that sees              

parent who is a man              

part of the day with no sun              

  

  center  note  state  tomorrow  uncle  winter  

brother of your mother or 

father  
            

middle              

short piece of writing              
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  box  brother  horse  hour  house  plan  

family member              

sixty minutes              

way of doing things              

  

  

  animal  bath  crime  grass  law  shoulder  

green leaves that cover the 

ground              

place to wash              
top end of your arm              

  

  drink  educate  forget  laugh  prepare  suit  

get ready              

make a happy sound              

not remember              

  

  check  fight  return  tell  work  write  

do things to get money              

go back again              

make sure              

  

  bring  can  reply  stare  understand  wish  

say or write an answer to 

somebody              

carry to another place              

look at for a long time              

  

  alone  bad  cold  green  loud  main  

most important              

not good              

not hot              

  

  awful  definite  exciting  general  mad  sweet  

certain              

usual              

very bad              
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2000 

  coach  customer  feature  pie  vehicle  weed  

important part of 

something  
            

person who trains members 

of sports teams              

unwanted plant              

  

  average  discipline  knowledge  pocket  trap  vegetable  

food grown in gardens              

information which a person 

has  
            

middle number              

  

  circle  justice  knife  onion  partner  pension  

round shape              

something used to cut food              

using laws fairly              

  

  cable  section  sheet  site  staff  tank  

part              

place              

something to cover a bed              

  

  apartment  cap  envelope  lawyer  speed  union  

cover for letters              

kind of hat              

place to live inside a tall 

building              

  

  argue  contribute  quit  seek  vote  wrap  

cover tightly and completely              

give to              

look for              

  

  avoid  contain  murder  search  switch  trade  

have something inside              

look for              

try not to do              
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  bump  complicate  include  organize  receive  warn  

get something              

hit gently              

have as part of something              

  

  available  constant  electrical  medical  proud  super  

feeling good about what you 

have done              

great              
happening all the time              

  

  environmental  junior  pure  rotten  smooth  wise  

bad              

not rough              

younger in position              

  

3000 

  angle  apology  behavior  bible  celebration  portion  

actions              

happy occasion              

statement saying you are 

sorry  
            

  

  anxiety  athlete  counsel  foundation  phrase  wealth  

combination of words              

guidance              

large amount of money              

  

  agriculture  conference  frequency  liquid  regime  volunteer  

farming              

government              

person who helps without 

payment              
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  asset  heritage  novel  poverty  prosecution  suburb  

having little money              

history              

useful thing              

  

  audience  crystal  intelligence  outcome  pit  welfare  

ability to learn              

deep place              

people who watch and listen              

  

  consent  enforce  exhibit  retain  specify  target  

agree              

say clearly              

show in public              

  

  accomplish  capture  debate  impose  proceed  prohibit  

catch              

go on              

talk about what is correct              

  

  absorb  decline  exceed  link  nod  persist  

continue to happen              

goes beyond the limit              

take in              

  

  approximate  frequent  graphic  pale  prior  vital  

almost exact              

earlier              

happening often              

  

  consistent  enthusiastic  former  logical  marginal  mutual  

not changing              

occurring earlier in time              

shared              
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4000 

  cave  scenario  sergeant  stitch  vitamin  wax  

healthy supplement              

opening in the ground or in 

the side of a hill              

situation              

  

  candle  diamond  gulf  salmon  soap  tutor  

something used for cleaning              

teacher              

valuable stone              

  

  agony  kilogram  orchestra  scrap  slot  soccer  

group of people who play 

music  
            

long, thin opening              

small unwanted piece              

  

  crust  incidence  ram  senator  venue  verdict  

hard outside part              

judgment              

place              

  

  alley  embassy  hardware  nutrition  threshold  tobacco  

government building              

plant that is smoked in 

cigarettes  
            

small street between 

buildings  
            

  

  fling  forbid  harvest  shrink  simulate  vibrate  

do not allow              

make smaller              

throw              
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  activate  disclose  hug  intimidate  plunge  weep  

cry              

tell              

turn on              

  

  diminish  exaggerate  explode  penetrate  transplant  verify  

break into pieces violently              

get smaller              

move something to another 

place  
            

  

  adjacent  crude  fond  sane  spherical  swift  

beside              

not crazy              

quick              

  

  abnormal  bulky  credible  greasy  magnificent  optical  

believable              

oily              

unusual              

5000 

  gown  maid  mustache  paradise  pastry  vinegar  

hair on your upper lip              

perfect place              

small baked food              

  

  asthma  chord  jockey  monk  rectangle  vase  

container for cut flowers              

group of musical notes that 

are played at the same time              

shape with two long and two 

short sides              
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  batch  dentist  hum  lime  pork  scripture  

green fruit              

low, constant sound              

meat from pigs              

  

  amnesty  claw  earthquake  perfume  sanctuary  wizard  

liquid that is made to smell 

nice  
            

man who has magical 

powers  
            

safe place              

  

  altitude  diversion  hemisphere  pirate  robe  socket  

height              

kind of clothing              

person who attacks ships              

  

  applaud  erase  jog  intrude  notify  wrestle  

announce              

enter without permission              

remove              

  

  bribe  expire  immerse  meditate  persecute  shred  

cut or tear into small pieces              

end              

think deeply              

  

  commemorate  growl  ignite  pierce  renovate  swap  

catch fire              

exchange              

go into or through something              

  

  bald  eternal  imperative  lavish  moist  tranquil  

calm and quiet              

having no hair              

slightly wet              
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  diesel  incidental  mandatory  prudent  superficial  tame  

not dangerous              

required              

using good judgment              
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