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Abstract

This paper focuses on the exploitation of mobilenghtechnology for the
learning of foreign languages. It begins by consitg the obstacles
facing the effective use of mobile phone techndlmggnguage learning.
In doing so, the paper describes four challengastiave to be overcome
for mobile phone technology to become an effe@edagogical tool.
Specifically: Intrusiveness, Cost, Practical teclugical constraints and
Pedagogical methodologies. Having defined the sshat need to be
addressed, the paper then proceeds to describétese challenges have
been met in the design of MobLang, an EU fundeeldrify Learning
project.

M OBILE LANGUAGE LEARNING

For as long as people have been learning, therbdesan interest in freeing the
process from the constraints of time and placay Glblets, scrolls, then much later
printed books where the first technologies empldgetieet this challenge.

Language learning is arguably one of the mostadiffiareas for mobile learning
to accommodate, most especially when the spokguéage is involved. In modern
times, the earliest application of audio recordaghnology to support independent
language learning were wax cylinders produced mgluaphone in 1901. These
gave way to phonograph records in the 1920’s, #yain by magnetic tape in the
1960’s and eventually by digital technology in 1880’s.
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The advent of laptop computers in the 1990’'s brougbbile computing, and
thus mobile language learning, one step closety partable learning applications,
however, had to wait a decade for the introduabicthe Portable Digital Assistant
(PDA) and the i-Pod. The introduction of these desigave rise to what has come
to be called Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MAL

The PDA, however, was a businessman’s tool anévienreally penetrated
academia, so its application to mobile learningrof kind was very limited. The i-
pod, and other mp3 media players it spawned, hanesl fbetter. Podcasting has
proven a useful out-of-class pedagogical adjund¢amguage learning, though it
must be said that the use of podcasting for langleayning remains very much
more the exception than the rule.

Mobile Phone Applications

Compared to the PDA, and to even the i-pod andrctimeilar devices, mobile
phones have had far greater market penetratias.efitimated that by the start of
2011 there were 4.2 billion mobile phones in useldwide (Brightside of the
News). That's nearly four times the number of peesacomputers. The actual
number of mobile phone owners is put at 3.7 billios, about 55% of the global
population.

As mobile phone features have increased, while tost decreased, attention
has increasingly focused on them as an ultra-plertabguage learning tool. Above
all, what has attracted interest in the use of tegtiones as learning devices is
their potential to support anywhere, anytime, asces

The first attempts to use mobile phones for languagrning go back to 2001
(Houser, Thornton, Yokoi & Yasuda). Given thestaitthe technology at the time,
this was necessarily restricted to the exploitadb8MS, i.e., text messaging. Since
then a number of researchers have explored thefusebile phones in language
learning, again mostly involving SMS (Andrews, R03; Horstmanshof, L. 2004;
Kiernan, P.J., & Aizawa, K. 2004; Levy, M., & Kerthg C. 2005; Kennedy, C., &
Levy, M. 2008; Mellow, P. 2005; Stockwell, G. 2003tockwell, G. 2010;
Thornton, P., & Houser, C. 2005).

OBSTACLE TO MOBILE PHONE USAGE

Those attempting to exploit the portability of mieljphones for language learning
have consistently encountered a number of obstacles

Vol. 41 (2) 2011 57



Potential of Mobile Phone Technology...

I ntrusiveness

Firstly, there is a psychological factor. Evenubb students typically carry
their phones with them all the time and are proliisers of SMS, they have proven
rather intolerant of pedagogical messages invadirag they regard as their private
space. For many students, even one such messagmyeested the limits of
tolerance (Kennedy, C., & Levy, M. 2008).

Above all, “pushed” resources is what has turnedlestts away from the
pedagogical use of mobile phones. For practicdlemonomic reasons, most SMS
language applications have been based on mess#gesasically sent out in bulk
from a central server at fixed intervals. Even wheamguage learners agreed in
advance upon the frequency and timing of theseagesstheir arrival quickly wore
out its welcome. Once the pedagogical messageseaateretrieving them from the
dozens of personal messages in storage proved #orbal nuisance. Personal
messages often had to be deleted in order foretthegngical material to be retained.
Where storage space was really limited, older pegiagl messages had to deleted
to make room for new ones.

The lesson here is clear, the pedagogical exghmitat mobile phones must not
use pushed technology. However, the alternativbe'g’ technology is not without
its problems either. Even with simple SMS, whegioating from a central server,
the requesting of resources requires a more sagdtEt response system. Unless
the only thing that can be downloaded is the masséthe day, a mechanism for
determining what is wanted and delivering it netedse put in place. Anyone who
has experienced the frustration of having to dét Ypush 1 for this”, “push 2 for
that” menu options will instantly recognize thefglis of pulling pedagogical
resources from an automated phone system.

Costs

A second inhibiting factor is cost. As long asyaeixt messaging has been involved
and SMS charges were covered by flat rate confretcidents have not complained.
However, the prospect of making students pay flepteone services has been a
matter of concern and hesitation (Kennedy, C., &/1.&1. 2008). In contrast to the
use of mobile phones for personal usage, wherngustion of cost is demonstrably
not an issue, it cannot be taken for granted thdests will willingly accept to pay
phone charges incurred by the use of pedagogigdicapons.

Pulling pedagogical resources, in particular, carmry with it substantial
expenses. Firstly, there is an additional user aoslved in contacting the
distributing source. And if media other than tdst involved, significant
transmission charges as well. Smart phones cancoanect to the Internet and,
through a web interface, allow users to browsetlierresources they want. But
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again, phone-based Internet connections comerateatpat many learners may be
unable, or at least unwilling, to pay. So, too, fe@phones which offer Internet
connectivity are among the most costly. Also a@éf large metropolitan areas,
phone-based Internet access may simply not beateiil

Practical Technological Constraints

Very practical constraints have also dogged thegegical exploitation of mobile
phones.

Mobile phones are small. That's what makes thempostable. By definition,
they must have small screens and keyboards. Theaty$10 x 260 pixel phone
screen is Lilliputian compared to that of a computenitor. However, even more
than small screen size, it is the keyboard of neoplones that constitute the
greatest obstacle to language learning applications

Unlike the personal use of SMS, where spellingisdusly ignored and cryptic
abbreviations abound, when used for language legpurposes text inputting has
to be precise. Given the typical, multi-click, témput method used on mobile
phones, this is an intrinsically laborious process& which distracts from learning
objectives. Even phones which, exceptionally, usgalar qwerty keyboard are of
no real avail. Like any other text-input methadorder to be used for language
learning purposes, keys have to be remapped w fdteign characters to be typed.
Remapping, of course, does not change what is gdifysimprinted on the keys, so
some way has to be found to indicate which keys typich foreign characters.
One way around keyboard remapping problems is & ars on-screen virtual
keyboard. This works fine on computer monitorg, \aas for critically limited
space on a mobile phone screen. In reality, sineesaist majority of studies has
involved English as a foreign language, no attentias been paid to keyboard
inputting problems. All languages involved havediaeoman alphabet and, where
they existed, diacritics have simply been ignored.

Ironically, for an oral communication device, umétently mobile phones have
not supported audio playback or recording. So, neahile phones have had very
restricted programmability and limited memory. Thes markedly improved in
most recent models, with more sophisticated opegatystems and the advent of
micro SD memory cards capable of storing Gigabytiedata. There remains
nonetheless a critical lack of standardization andesulting high degree of
incompatibility between the various platforms. Resgming for a wide target
audience thus remains problematic.
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Theoretical & Pedagogical Foundations

Lastly, the experimental use of mobile phones doglage learning has suffered
from serious pedagogical limitations. The applmatto date of mobile phone
technology to language learning has been basieditigoretical. Though never
made explicit, the methods used have typicallyofedld behaviorist principles of
repetition and rote memorization. Almost withoutegtion, the programs have
been restricted to the learning of isolated wordkgrammar rules, with no context
and no communicative activity, no feedback on pentce, no visuals, no audio.
Largely because of previous technological condsa@xposure to language has also
been essentially limited to text. Whether pusheputled, SMS just does not lend
itself well to online language usage activitiederdback on performance. In the
rare case where mobile phone programs includeditagegapplication activities,
these where done in class on the basis of vocaboitasther information that was
transmitted over the phone (Kennedy & Levy 2008).

The Way Forward

On the basis of past experience, it is clear thatabile phone technology is to
provide an effective language learning platformyilt need to meet the following
criteria:

* Its use cannot be intrusive.

* Its cost must be minimal.

» lts practical technological constraints must beuoed to a minimum.

» Its learning programs must be based on pedagogmehodologies
grounded in second language acquisition research.

These were the primary considerations behind teydef the MobLang project.

THE MOBLANG PROJECT

MobLang is an EU funded project whose mission igrtavide majority language

speakers with basic communicative competency iguages that have minority
status in their country: Basque in Spain, IrisiNiorthern Ireland, Albanian and
Turkish in Greece, Turkish in the southern pa@gprus and Greek in the Turkish
occupied north. The MobLang project set out thilfits mission through the use of
mobile phone technology. The design of MobLang eskks the challenges of
making effective use of mobile phone technologyaimumber of innovative

technical and pedagogical ways.

I ntrusiveness
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All MobLang resources are immediately availableetrners through an on-screen
menu system. Users browse the system as they woull computer. They are
entirely free to choose what they want to learnemvthey want to learn it. This is
genuinely anywhere, anytime learning.

Cost

All MobLang programs are stored locally on a mi&id memory card. Since the
smallest such cards can hold 2GB of data, andtine &oblLang package requires
less than 100MB, most phones with a memory carthlied should have no
difficulty accommodating the program. Even if a noeyncard has to be purchased,
the cost to users would typically be less than $l€sson content is provided for
free as part of the project. This can be downloadadan Internet link to any
computer and transferred to an SD card eitherttijrecthrough a USB connection
to a phone.

Since the program is installed on a memory caetgthre never any phone or
data transmission charges to access it. Moreoeequse the SD card operates
independently of any telephone connections, MobLeang even run on a dead
mobile phone, i.e., one without a SIM card. It'tget any cheaper than this.

Practical Technical Constraints

Although small screen size is a sine qua non ofilmghone usage, the full color
and high resolution of most screens is now realltecgood. They are even capable
of displaying crisp video images. Used judiciousiie quality of these screens can
largely overcome their size constraints.

On the other hand, mobile phone keyboards, espegihén foreign language
scripts are involved, remain a major obstacle i it@put in language learning
applications. MobLang lessons, therefore, simplyadiouse text input. They make
extensive use of text for presentation of materdald for activity prompts, but
learners never type in text responses. They camever, manipulate on-screen
words by rearranging them to form responses.

Accessibility

These days, programmers are able to squeeze amgraazount of functionality
out of mobile phone processors, at least thosedfaurihe most recent phones.
However, the most advanced phones are also theaxjpshsive and thus have the
smallest market penetration.

While, understandably, programmers have a preferéoc top-end “smart
phones” like the i-phone and its android competijtthre need for MobLang to reach
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as large a target audience as possible dictatéatingprogramming platform be
based on mass market mobile phones.

According to a survey taken among the targetedsusieMobLang, between
them three brands accounted for 84% of all moHilengs in use (Table 1).

Table 1: Mobile Phone Brandsin Use

B Nokia (44%)
M Samsung (22%)
m Sony Ericsson (18%)
B LG (5%)
m Blackberry (3%)
m Apple (2%)
Others (6%)

These results correspond fairly closely to theldwade market share of mass
market phones, which is put at about 82% of thilesl base (Brightside of the
News). Approximately half of these phones run Javayide a multimedia player,
and support a micro SD memory card, i.e. 41% ofralbile phones worldwide.
Among the targeted MobLang users, the number ai@hwith these characteristics
is estimated to be about 65%.

Though despairingly referred to as “dumb phoneasthie hands of a smart
programmer, such Java-enabled, multimedia, menmingreeed devices are capable
of a great deal more functionality than is gengradktognized.

Given the MobLang target audience, the choice dfilrphone platform fairly
well imposed itself. Although our pilot testing tiestricted to Nokia (6303i),
MobLang lessons have the potential to run on amg-éaabled phone equipped
with a mico-SD memory card and capable of audionding.

THEORETICAL & PEDAGOGICAL FOUNDATIONS

Unlike nearly all previous uses of mobile phonéntextogy for language learning,
the MobLang program is not part of an institutiocakriculum. Only in one
language (Irish), where it is being used with st¢lobdldren, is it even indirectly
associated with an academic environment. Soundadelbgy grounded in second
language acquisition research is thus an abso@dessity for its effectiveness. It
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cannot rely on outside teachers and classroomsrpensate for pedagogical
shortcomings.

Notional/Functional Syllabus

It needs to be emphasized that our target audienget learning Irish, Basque,

Turkish, etc. in the traditional sense of beingasqul to formal lessons, grammar
explanations, reading texts and doing writing eilsec The pedagogical intent of
MobLang is to provide sufficient oral communicato@mpetence to allow majority

language speakers to socially interact with migolitnguage speakers in the
minority language. The syllabus is thus notional¢tional in nature with emphasis

on oral comprehension and production. The writtergliage serves essentially to
provide visual support to aid memory retention eewhll.

Lexical Approach

A large body of research on vocabulary acquisif@owie, A. 1998; Ellis, N. 2003;
Lewis, M. 1993, 1997, 2000; Meunier F. & Granger(E2ls.) 2008; Nattinger, J. &
DeCarrico, J. 1992; Peters 1983; Pawley & SydeB1S8honell, Meddleton &
Shaw 1956; Wray, A. 2000) concurs on the centrld i lexical chunks in
linguistic competence. It is claimed (Altenberg,1898) that as much as 80% of
native speaker utterances consist of collocatioms$ fmrmulaic expressions.
Moreover, a great deal of the grammatical constrastof a language are embodied
in these lexical strings. For these reasons, #tagogy underlying MobLang
lessons is based on lexical phrases from whichégaican acquire basic underlying
grammatical patterns.

M OBL ANG L ESSONS

In collaboration with Anspear (http://www.anspean), a software programming
company specializing in pedagogical applicatiomg&va-enabled mobile phones,
a common lesson core was developed for applicaionhe various L1/L2
combinations.

The MobLang program is accessed from a graphi¢atface Applications
menu which comprises a main Lessons module plusafoillary modules: Lesson
Search, Flashcards, and two Dictionaries (L2-L1lahdl2). Lesson Search gives
access to all lesson materials via an alphabédistimg.
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Figure 1. MobLang Graphical Interface

L essons

>ear ch L2-L1 Dictionary

ards L1-L2 Dictionary

Flashcards allow useto practice simple bilirectional L1/L2 word and phra:
correspondences.

Figure 2: MobLang Dictionary I nterface

£ ) T
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Cips

Cuma
Cumartesi
CDOzdan

avanveuoTipac
avanveuoTikd mpofARuara
AvTiBlotikd

Avtianmuxe

Dd AgBevng
Deviet memuru acBevopopo
Greek-Turkish Turkish- Greek

Lesson Structure

The heart of the MobLang program are the themasisdns MobLang lessons ai
organized into seven thematic categories, as fal 1) Getting Started; =
Greetings; 3) Time & Weather; 4) Food & Drink; 5)r&tion & Location; 6,
Shopping; 7) Personal Relatic

Thematic lessons are accessible from -down horzontal “carousel” men
options, each of which gives access to its ownfsstl-menus. Because it scro
horizontally, the carousel menu structure can acgodate any number of lessc
while occupying only about a third of the screeacg
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Figure 3: MobLang Greek-Turkish Lesson Themes

-~
( =)
Zekumpa XalpeTiopoL” Kalpég kat wpa ®aynto Kat noté
o o 9>
Getting Started Greetings Time & Weather Food & Drink

The Getting Started module consists of three-components: the Alphabt
Numbers, and Calendar (fsons, Months, Days).Each of the other thema
categories contain a Phrase component consistatgpoft 25 formulaic expression
These are combined to form about a dozen-dialogues (23 phrases) in th
Dialogue component of the thematic catec

Figure 4: Phrase and Dialog L essons

Ppdoeig Awdhoyol
o [
Phrase L esson Dialogue L esson

In all, Mol_ang lessons comprise a total of about 150 phi@s@30 dialogue
in each of the five L1/L2 language pairs. The whadel constituents of the:
phrases provide the contents of tli-lingual Dictionary modules.
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Tutorial Exercises

The Phrase and Dialog components of each themeagoess to another carou
submenu structure, which consists of four tutorial gtitnents: 1) Vocabulary, :
Listening, 3) Speaking, 4) Reading & Wng.

Figure 5: Phrase and Dialog Component Submenu

.

NeEINSyL0 Akpoaocn Opta Avdyvwan Kat ypagrj
Vocabulary Listening Speaking Reading & Writing

The Vocabulary items present L1/L2 correspondewttesaccompanying audi
recordings and, whewgpropriate, graphics images. The Listening, Speglinc
Reading & Writing components provide a varietyafduage exercises that fos
active (L1-> L2) and receptive (L-> L1) activities designed to support mem
retrieval and vocabulary acquisiti These exercises utilize text, audio, and gray
combined in a halflozen formats (Table :

Table 2: MobLang Activity Types

PHRASES

Listening

Hear L2/ Select multip-choice L1 text equivalent

Hear L2/ Unscramble L2 text equival

Speaking

See image / Record L2 wc

See L1 text / Record L2 equival

Reading & Writing

See L1 text / Select multif-choice L2 text equivalent

See L1 text / Unscramble L2 text equiva
DIALOGUES

Listening
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Hear L2 dialogue prompt / Unscramble L2 text resgon

Speaking

See L2 text dialogue prompt / Record L2 text respon

Hear L2 text dialogue prompt / Record L2 text remsm

Reading & Writing

See L2 text dialogue prompt / Unscramble L2 texiivajent

Record Keeping

Within exercise sets, items are presented in randater. Moreover, MobLang
language exercises operate on the basis of thedreaiystem of spaced repetition.
In effect this means that, when learners retakesxarcise, items that have
previously been answered incorrectly get presemi@e frequently than items that
have been answered correctly.

In addition, MobLang lessons keep track of theofwlhg user parameters:

* lessons viewed

» time of day used

e duration of learning sessions
* lesson scores

* |earner evaluations

This data is stored on the user’s telephone mgeand and is retrievable. At
present, data harvesting has to be done manuatiyhé potential exists to collect
user data remotely and store it on a central sefmeranalysis (or student
monitoring).

CONCLUSION

The long history of freeing learning from the caeastts of time and place leads
naturally today to efforts to exploit mobile phaeehnology, with its promise of
anytime, anywhere access. Early attempts to udailenphones for foreign
language learning, however, suffered from techrnioldgconstraints as well as
serious pedagogical shortcomings. The advent afraromable phones equipped
with memory cards and capable of graphics and vitlsplay as well as audio
playback and recording, now provide a platform tizett support language learning
activities hitherto reserved for computer applizas. And this can be done using
relatively inexpensive mass market phones withoeuriring telephone, Internet or
data transmission charges. The only remaining isedaibstacle is that of the text
inputting. Notwithstanding, there are ways arowed inputting and, in any event,
the use of text for the presentation of learningemals is not at all problematic.
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Pedagogically, at least at elementary levels whemghasis can be placed on a
notional/functional syllabus and the acquisitionfaimulaic vocabulary, mobile
phone technology can be effectively exploited fanduage learning. The
programming capacity of modern mobile phones cawige a rich mix of text,
audio, graphics and even video to support langexgecises designed to foster
receptive and productive memory retention thate@rgoasic communicative
competence. It can also provide learners withliaekl on performance, support
record keeping and algorithms that make intelliges# of spaced repetition of
exercises. In sum, mobile phone technology hasreaehed a point where, guided
by sound pedagogy, it can realize the promisetcdlortable language learning.
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