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Exploring Learner Perception, Experience 
and Motivation of Using a Mobile 
App in L2 Vocabulary Acquisition
Lucas Kohnke, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hung Hom, Hong Kong

ABSTRACT

Inrecentyears,thewidespreadgrowthofmobile-assistedlanguagelearningusingappshasmade
Englishvocabularylearningincreasinglyaccessible.Thisstudyinvestigatedstudents’perceptionsofa
vocabularylearningappdevelopedbytheresearcherasatooltohelpthemtoimprovetheirL2receptive
vocabulary.Theapp,containing20levels,workswithbothiOSandAndroid.Theparticipantswere
14undergraduatestudentsatanEnglish-mediumuniversityinHongKong.Aqualitativemethodology
ofsemi-structuredinterviewscapturedaholisticoverviewandrevealedstudents’perceptionsofthe
app.TheresultssuggestedthatHongKonguniversitystudentshaveastrongmotivationforacquiring
anL2vocabulary.Participantsalsoindicatedapreferenceformobileapplicationsusinggamified
features.ThestudyhighlightsdirectionsforfutureresearchintoappsforEnglishlanguagelearning.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Today,nearlyalllanguageteachersandlearnersusedigitaltechnologies(Healey,2018),providing
excitingopportunitiesforeffective,authenticlanguageteachingwhichcanmotivatestudents(Kessler,
2018).Theseopportunitiesincluderich,real-timeandconvenientmobile-assistedlanguagelearning
(MALL),particularlythroughmobileapplications(apps)thatallowstudyanytimeandanywhere
(Dumanetal.,2015;Godwin-Jones,2017).However,therehavebeenfewrecentstudiesintothe
successofMALLforL2development(Burston,2015;Shadievetal.,2017).

Vocabularylearningisamajorchallengewhenlearningasecondlanguage,anditisthemost
frequentlyexploredskill incurrentMALLstudies (Burston,2015).Mobile technologiescanaid
learnersinlearningalargenumberofvocabulary(I.S.P.Nation,2001).Specifically,mobilelearning
allowsL2learnerstolearninsmallbites(Sungetal.,2016)attheirownpace,andtoadjustthedifficulty
tomatchtheirproficiency(Rosell-Aguilar,2018).Consequently,educatorsneedtoincorporateMALL
intolanguageteachingandlearning(Burston,2015).Itisthereforevitaltoevaluatethedesignand
perceptionsofsuchtechnologyforL2learning.Thisstudyexploresstudents’perceptionsofone
languagelearningapp:Alphabet vs Aliens @PolyU.
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LITERATURE REVIEw

InHongKongandbeyond,thereareincreasingcallstoincorporateindependentlearningusingonline
platformsinteaching(Kessler,2018).Appshavecreatedmanynewavenuesforstudentstodevelop
theirEnglishproficiency(Chenetal.,2017).Chinesestudentswanttoutilisemobiletechnologies
todeveloptheirEnglishcompetency(Zou&Yan,2014).Thus,educatorsarenaturallyconsidering
howtoincorporateMALLinteaching(Wongetal.,2015).Appsnowplayasignificantroleinthe
effectivenessoflanguagelearningandclassroominstruction(Rosell-Aguilar,2018;Vurdien,2017).
However,thedesignoftheappsandtheiruseinsideandoutsidetheclassroommaybequitedifferent.
MALLfostersindependenceandubiquitouslearningininformalsettings(Burston,2015),butthere
arestillfewstudiesofhowL2learnersuseappsoutsidetheclassroom(Stockwell&Liu,2015).
MasonandZhang(2017)revealedthat94%oftheirChineseparticipantsusedappsindependentlyand
recognisedtheirimportanceforL2,butthatlearnersonlyusedafewofthefeaturesavailable.Thus,
itisimportanttodeterminethefeatureslearnerspreferandtotailortheappdesignappropriately.

Vocabulary acquisition is a focus of many studies, as it is essential to language acquisition
(Dumanetal.,2015),and recently, severalvocabulary-learningappshaveemerged (Chenetal.,
2019).Effectivevocabulary learning requires instruction that isversatile and systematic enough
toencouragepositiveuptake(Nation,2008).Moreover,teachingL2vocabularyusingMALLcan
improvelearners’motivation(Zouetal.,2018).Educationaltechnologistsarethereforefocusingon
vocabularyappdevelopment(Godwin-Jones,2017)andthewaysappscanfacilitatevocabularyuptake
(Burston,2015;Dumanetal.,2015).Thisisparticularlyimportantinsettingswherelearnerscannot
easilypracticethetargetlanguage,andthustheystruggletoretainthevocabulary(I.S.P.Nation,
2001).Sincethereisnosinglewayofbecomingproficientinorlearningalanguage,developers
needtoconsidertheneedsoftargetlearners,assomemightpreferdrillingand/orcommunicative
practices,whereasothersonlywanttolearnvocabulary.Moreover,certainappactivitiesareeasier
thanotherstodesign,suchasvocabularyrecallandgrammardrilling(Rosell-Aguilar,2018).Kim
andKwon(2012)establishedthatmostappsfocusonrecallandcomprehension,andfewinvolve
collaborativelearning.ReindersandPegrum(2016)arguedthateducatorsshouldconsiderbothL2
acquisitionandpedagogywhenevaluatingapps.Consequently,itisvitaltokeeptheintendedtarget
usersinmindwhiledevelopingactivities.

However,pedagogicalandtechnicalqualitiesmaybemismatchedinapps(Pareja-Loraetal.,
2013),andsomeappssimplyreplicatewhatisalreadyavailable(Burston,2015).Despitethis,students
tendtouseappsforlearning,andappscancertainlyprovideafoundationforacquisitionandregular
input,becomingapotentialmotivator(Godwin-Jones,2017).

SomeL2learnersmaybereluctanttouseappsaslearningtoolsbecausetheynormallyusetheir
mobilephonesforpersonalandsocialpurposesonly(Wongetal.,2015).Otherproblemsinclude
difficultyinconcentratingwhenmobile,andinadequatenumbersofsamplesentencesforeachtarget
word(Lu,2008).Appwritersmustaddresstheseissuestoovercomestudents’reluctancetousetheir
mobilephonesforlanguagelearning.

SongandFox(2008)establishedthatstudentsataHongKonguniversityweremotivatedto
acquireEnglishvocabularyincidentally,collaboratively,anddeliberatively.Ma(2017)foundthat
mostL2studentsactivelybuildvocabulary,mainlyoutsidetheclassroom.However,fewstudies,
ifany,haveinvestigatedHongKongstudents’perceptionsofanin-houseappspecificallyforthis
context.UnderstandingL2students’perceptionsofavocabularyappisessential,astechnologyis
indispensableinhighereducation.

Accordingly, this study explored students’ perceptions of a new vocabulary app for L2
development.Thereweretworesearchquestions:

RQ1.Whatarestudents’attitudestowardsusingmobileapps,suchastheAlphabet vs Aliens @PolyU
app,forvocabularylearning?
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