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Abstract 
Studies had proved that acquiring wide range of English vocabularies is essential to be 
proficient English users. For ESL learners, there are various learning strategies that can be 
used to learn vocabularies and ESL teachers play significant part in this matter. One of the 
efficient ways is to integrate technology in the learning process. Even though computers are 
being used widely in the educational field, the role of mobile phones and mobile applications 
are becoming more prominent these days. This paper reflects the use of mobile applications 
(mobile apps) as strategies in teaching vocabularies among English teachers. Many studies 
show that the use of mobile applications in teaching can attract students’ interest and 
increase their engagement in the learning. As a result, students can acquire more vocabularies 
compared to the traditional teaching method. Nevertheless, teachers and educators must be 
equipped with ample knowledge to conduct the learning using mobile apps efficiently and 
must take account students’ social and economic background. Future research is 
recommended to empirically prove this finding as well as to identify potential gaps that might 
exist.  
Keywords: ESL, Mobile Apps, Mobile Phones, Vocabularies, Technology Acceptance Model 
(TAM) 
 
Introduction 
Communication is one part of humans’ life because in order to survive, we must live in 
communities. People communicate for many purposes such as for leisure activities and work 
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based purposes. There are two types of communication; verbal and non-verbal. Language is 
comprised of vocabularies and it is the key for verbal communication. Language has given 
human being the ability to communicate with each other, forming a complex system of 
communication, and within each language vocabulary stands as the basis for the language 
(Ismail et al., 2017). Therefore, for us to be good language users and to communicate 
effectively, we have to acquire abundant vocabularies.  
 Moving up to the new era, people have varieties medium of communication and it all 
thanks to the progress in technology. There was a time where using facsimile machine and 
house phone / landline telephone were considered as advance means of communicating with 
each other. On the other hand, nowadays mobile phones have positioned themselves as one 
of the greatest things that had been invented. It is because, mobile phones are not just ‘a 
phone’ but it is like a mini computer with the connection to the internet. In this 21st century, 
we can see a massive development in technologies and ICTs contributing toward the changing 
in many sectors and education field is not excluded.  
 Mobile phones have proliferated our daily lives to an extent that many confess to not 
being able to live without them (Makoe & Shandu, 2018).  Mobile applications (mobile apps) 
are easily downloaded from the apps market and are being used broadly by many groups of 
society including teachers and pupils. The creation of mobile applications (mobile apps) have 
added extra values to mobile phones. Recently, smart phones are less expensive, lighter and 
more powerful and they have been trying to find its way into language learning (Lei, 2018). 
Each day, we can witness that developers will come out with the latest mobile apps for social 
networking, business and educational field.  Gangaiamaran & Pasupathi (2017) agreed that 
countless apps can be downloaded easily through the internet. 
 In the process of growing up, people will pick up the first language (L1) in informal 
situations such as at their home or while communicating with the family members. Moving 
up to the 1st grade or kindergarten level, the task of educating people with 1st and 2nd 
occasionally will be handed to the teachers.  For English teachers, it is challenging for them to 
teach English to those who are non-native speakers. Thus, English teachers must use varieties 
approaches to teach vocabularies as it is a fundamental in mastering a language. Listening, 
speaking, reading and writing are four main skills for students have to master. Still, to practice 
those skills proficiently, students have to be equipped with vocabularies. Shen (2003) agreed 
that without vocabulary, it is difficult to communicate. As we concern, many scholars had 
proposed various teaching and learning strategies to suit the students and teachers’ needs 
and situations. While teaching listening, speaking, reading and writing skills, ESL teachers 
usually will not neglect the importance of teaching vocabulary to the pupils as those skills are 
interrelated  
  
 The studies of vocabulary are categorized into two directions which are vocabulary 
learning strategies and learning assisted with technologies (Lei, 2018). Therefore, by following 
the current trend, teachers have started to take advantage of the modernization in mobile 
phones and mobile apps to assist the teaching and learning process. Vocabulary teaching is 
at the heart of developing proficiency and achieving competence in the target language (Basal 
et al., 2020). Conventionally, ESL teachers teach vocabulary using flashcards, textbooks, 
pictures and dictionary. Without sufficient vocabulary, people cannot communicate and write 
effectively. In fact, we need vocabularies not just for the purpose of mastering English 
language only but also to secure input from other fields. We need to know the language, so 
to speak, not simply in the sense of learning a first or second language but also in the sense 
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of learning the vocabulary that characterizes some field of study, such as biology or the law 
(Bjork and Kroll, 2018). As one of the most important language in the world, people ought to 
be good in English for us to excel in any field of study.  For the non-native speakers of English 
who face problems relating to the meanings of new words, spelling, pronunciation, correct 
use of words, guessing meaning through the context and so on, vocabulary learning can be 
tough (Afzal, 2019). For most Malaysian, English is not their L1 but as L2 and some are L3. 
Malaysians are like other non-native English users who are facing difficulties in learning 
English. Educators must prepare the students with language skills and adequate vocabularies. 
Hence, good teaching and learning strategies are demanded for the ESL learners to acquire a 
good range of vocabularies. 
 With the massive development of technology and mobile apps, there are teachers 
who opt out to use mobile apps as one of their teaching strategies. In addition, mobile apps 
offer wide range of selections to teachers as according to Wang (2017), for the past two 
decades, there are a lot of applications of educational activities on the Internet. There are 
many studies that had been done to review the benefits of using mobile phones in ESL from 
the students’ perspective.  For example, Basal et al., (2016): Effectiveness of Mobile 
Applications in Vocabulary Teaching, Deris & Shukor (2019): Vocabulary Learning Through 
Mobile Apps: A Phenomenological Inquiry of Student Acceptance and Desired Apps Features 
and Kacetl & Klímová (2019): Use of Smartphone Applications in English Language Learning—
A Challenge for Foreign Language Education. Conversely, there are limited researches that 
discuss how this approach is viewed from teachers’ point of view and perspectives. Hence, 
this paper will review studies done on how mobile apps benefit and improve teachers’ 
strategies in the teaching of vocabularies.  
 
Literature Review 
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) 
When we discussed on people’s acceptance towards new technology and information system, 
there is one important theory that will definitely come across our trail which is Technology 
acceptance model (TAM). Basically, Tam was developed based on theory of reasoned action 
(TRA).  However, according to Lee et al., (2003), the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is 
considered to be the most influential among all theories and it is commonly employed for 
describing and predicting an individual’s acceptance of information systems. This theory was 
proposed by Davis in 1989 and mainly argued on two major factors that influence people’s 
acceptance on technological innovation. These internal variables are; perceived usefulness 
(PU) and perceived ease of use (PEOU).  
 Davis defines perceived usefulness as the prospective user’s subjective probability 
that using a specific application system will enhance his or her job or life performance 
(Surendran, 2012). PU depends on the user’s belief whereby if the new technology can benefit 
him or her either in daily life or career or both. If it does, the user will definitely use the 
technology. For perceived ease of use (PEOU), it lingers on the user’s belief that the use of 
the system can make his or her tasks become effortless and less difficult. Perceived ease of 
use is a belief that a user expects to not put much effort into making use of a particular system 
(Chang et al., 2012). External variables which are social factors, cultural factors and political 
factors also have great influences on PU and PEOU. Political state in a country might affect 
the use of technology in that country. If the state is in a crisis, for sure much fund will be 
channelled in order to maintain the peace and balance. According to Surendran (2012), social 
factors include language, skills and facilitating condition. To use the new technology 
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efficiently, a user must possess adequate skills and language level as well as environment that 
can facilitate the user.   
 
 
 
 
 
            
            
  Technology Acceptance Model (Davis et al., 1989) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
Mobile Apps and Language Learning 
Hashim et al., (2016) claimed that mobile devices can be incorporated in learning to support 
the learners’ ESL to improve their language competence. Due to the vast development in 
technology, mobile phones have becoming more affordable to us. It is common situations to 
see people especially the young generation to use mobile phones and mobile apps these days.  
Mobile phones and mobile apps are important because they help us to be multitasking in 
doing our chores.  According to Kacetl & Klímová (2019), “ At present, hardly any younger 
person can imagine life without mobile technologies”. They use them on a daily basis, 
including in language learning. Their research on the use of smartphone applications in English 
language learning showed m-learning offers great opportunity and a huge step forward in the 
learning field. However, they suggested that this method should be conducted with cares in 
order to create the authentic ESL learning environment.  
 Wang (2017) had conducted a pilot study in designing mobile apps for English 
vocabulary learning. It is due to the situation where English interface are used in most of the 
mobile apps for English learning purposes in Taiwan. It is not a problem with high achiever to 
use English interface but the problem is with the users who possess minimum English 
proficiency. Hence, the researcher had design the application with bilingual interface in 
English and Chinese language. Sample sentences, words and activities were specially designed 
for the apps. The results of the study showed positive feedbacks such as increased students’ 
use of educational apps, cultivated students’ self-learning habit and developed students’ 
confidence in language learning. 
 Another study that is interesting to look into was done in 2019 by Pindeh and Mohd 
Suki. The study took a sight on user acceptance in using mobile apps as to learn Kadazandusun 
language. They believed that there was no study been conducted on this topic before. Hence, 
the conceptual paper which was guided by the Technology Acceptance Model aimed to 
contribute to the limited literature on the use of mobile technology for language learning 
particularly in learning Kadazandusun language (Pindeh et al., 2016). The variables are 
Content Richness, User Satisfaction, Perceived Usefulness and Perceived Ease of Use. The 
study claimed that Kadazandusun language contains high perceptions of rich and new sources 
content that can influence the users to use the mobile apps (perceive usefulness). In addition, 
their perceived ease in using mobile apps influences their attitude towards mobile app usage 
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and purpose to use mobile apps. However, in the end the researcher proposed that future 
research must be done to test the proposed conceptual model and acquire empirical data. 
 
Vocabularies Acquisition in L2 
To become a proficient English language user, one must possess varieties of quality and one 
of the important aspects is wide range of vocabularies. Based on Teng (2014), vocabularies 
are consisted of 5,000 to 8,000 word families. It is challenging for learners with a limited 
vocabulary level to understand the texts and acquire words incidentally as native speakers. 
Many students realize the importance of vocabularies in learning English as a 2nd language 
(L2) but it is tough for them to pick up the words because of many factors especially due to 
the complexity of English language which has different language system compared to their 
mother tongue.   
  Shen (2003) stated that when students learn a foreign language, many think that 
learning vocabulary is fundamental, important, but difficult. This shows that students and 
teachers are well aware to learn vocabularies but they must be exposed to the right and 
efficient teaching and learning strategies. This can be supported by the research done by Basal 
et al., (2020) which stated that vocabulary teaching is at the heart of developing proficiency 
and achieving competence in the target language. Consequently, scholars and academicians 
are putting more efforts in finding and developing the best approaches for teachers to teach 
and for students to acquire vocabularies.  
 
Behaviorism Theory 
In Behavioral theory, human behaviour is the result of learning, so it can be changed by 
manipulating and creating learning conditions (Budiman, 2017). This theory argued on 
imitation and repetition of people toward certain habit or condition that they have 
experienced before. As for the condition in the classroom, the teacher will strategize the 
lesson and use mobile apps as one of the tools in teaching vocabularies. Students will perform 
the task and activities in the classroom with teacher’s guidance using the mobile apps. 
Through enough practice, students can imitate the same activities using their own mobile 
apps independently because the actions have become their habit. Vocabulary learning is not 
just acquiring new words but also the correct pronunciation as well as how they function in 
sentences. As a result, students can acquire more vocabularies by their own by imitating the 
activities done in the classroom.  In the first place, in terms of the advantage, through the 
process of stimulus, response and reinforcement, the right behaviour can be strengthened 
and the incorrect behaviour will be corrected in time by the teacher (Xuelian, 2018). Students 
can always come back to their teachers for reference and guidance to reinforce the practice.    
 
Pedagogical Implication 
Language learning is evolving through times with the impact of advancement in technology, 
political stability and other factors. This will leave certain implications on pedagogical of ESL 
which this paper categorized it in three aspects; increase in students’ engagement, promote 
creativity development and flexibility in teaching and learning.  Krashen (1985) came out with 
his theory named The Affective Filter Hypothesis in which the affective filter, like a mental 
block, can control the access of comprehensible input to the Language Acquisition Device 
(LAD) for acquisition (Liu, 2015) .  He argued on the affective filter of learners and how it can 
affect the intake of new input. According to him, people acquire second languages only if they 
obtain comprehensible input and if their affective filters are low enough to allow the input 



International Journal of Academic Research in Progressive Education and 

Development 

Vol. 1 0 , No. 3, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021 HRMARS 
 

271 

‘in’. Since mobile apps come in variations and with interesting features, this will make the 
process of teaching and learning more interesting and attract students’ attention. This will 
lower down the students’ affective filter and allow them to absorb more content of the 
learning. Mobile devices which are popular among students are motivational tools to be used 
in education as well as various learning activities (Hashim et al., 2017). The students will be 
more focus in their learning and the inputs are more meaningful. Hence, they will acquire 
more vocabularies while carrying out the tasks using mobile apps. One example of mobile 
apps that has interesting features named Talking Photos where we can edit any photos to 
make it talk. This can capture the students’ interest and then lower down their affective 
filters. Abilene Christian University conducted another research and found that the kids were 
highly motivated to complete their lessons on mobile devices than the learning they have 
done through traditional textbooks and workbooks (Rao, 2018)    
 Other benefits of using mobile apps and its pedagogical impact is teaching and 
learning become more flexible and independent without neglecting the role of the teacher. 
Vocabulary acquisition depends not only on how learners learn, but also how they are taught 
(Ismail et al., 2017). Teachers are still needed for guidance purpose but students are given 
more room to participate in the learning process because students can use mobile apps 
outside of the classroom. For example, teacher can demonstrate on the steps to use the 
mobile apps in the classroom with relevant example. Later, students can practice the new 
input or repeat the same process outside of the classroom. Education is not only restricted to 
classroom learning (Rafiq et al., 2020). As in Malaysia context, most schools are still prohibited 
their students to bring mobile phones to classrooms due to certain reasons. Yet, this is not a 
barrier because the students can still utilize mobile apps outside of the school. The key 
features of m-learning, such as personalized learning, independent on time and place, 
collaboration with peers and teachers in both formal and informal settings, ubiquity and 
interactivity of mobile devices, make m-learning efficient (Kacetl & Klímová, 2019).  Online 
training can cater the needs of each individual and allow them to learn at their own pace 
(Rafiq et al., 2019). This will encourage self-learning among the students. By doing this, 
students are more exposed to the learning content and will boost their memorization of the 
new vocabularies.   
 Creativity is subjective where different people possess different level of creativity. 
People with good level of creativity can think out of the box and can produce something 
unusual. Some people need more stimuli to provoke their spirit of creativity. Even so, by using 
mobile apps, teachers and students’ creativity can be enhanced because mobile apps come 
with different preface, functions, setting, sound / music and etc. Therefore, this will increase 
students’ engagement in conducting or taking part in the lesson. The more they engage with 
the productive use of a word (say or write it, and create grammatical and collocational 
comparisons), the more likely that he/she is to master it (Schmitt, 2010). Students’ maximum 
engagement in the lesson will help them to memorize and learn the new vocabularies better 
because the learning is more meaningful to them.  
 
Conclusion 
Teaching and learning are always evolving in times to keep up with the latest technology 
advancement as well as to fulfil the demands in educational fields. As the number of English 
learners is increasing, many different teaching methods have been implemented to assess the 
effectiveness of the teaching process (Pazilah et al., 2019). Besides, the new generations are 
much exposed to the current technology compared to the older generations. Young 
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generations expect to be engaged in their learning and they do not do well being passive 
learners (Hashim, 2018). Therefore, the used of mobile apps can create active learning 
because the contents are more interesting and students are more motivated to learn. In 
addition, students are given more rooms and sources to be explored. Above all, teachers and 
educators must be equipped with ample knowledge to conduct the learning using mobile 
apps efficiently. Plus, teachers must consider the students’ social, economic and family 
background because some students might have limitations to own and utilize mobile phones 
at home. It is suggested to conduct future research to have empirical findings and to identify 
potential gaps that might exist in implementing this learning strategy.  
 
Research Contribution 
Studies on the use of mobile apps in language learning can shift the dimensions in language 
acquisition from various perspectives. Initially, this research can create awareness among ESL 
teachers that there are unlimited sources to help them in constructing effective teaching 
strategies. Rao, P.S. (2019) claimed that teachers use mobile phones to get the information 
instantly in the classroom and also to visualize the learners some videos related to the topic. 
Teachers can download varieties of mobile apps to enhance their content richness and go 
beyond the scope while teaching the pupils. Information can be accessed faster and easier 
than before. On the other hand, pupils can be more independent learners with the help of 
mobile apps and technology. Majority of young generations are well exposed and smart with 
technology compared to previous one. Hashim, H. (2018) agreed that this generation is tech-
savvy and prefers to communicate using social media over direct contact with people. In 
addition, the use of mobile apps in learning can help students to cope with their busy life 
especially for tertiary and university level.  For university students, the availability, 
convenience and low cost of mobile applications (apps) present new opportunities to fit 
learning into their busy lives outside class (Steel, 2012). According to Jones R. G. (2011), app 
development is currently progressing at a feverish pace, and app developers are in high 
demand.  Thus, this paper also can give some insights to mobile applications developers in 
building mobile apps that are more user friendly, interactive but at the same time will not 
neglect the importance of social skill development. Learning English is mainly an attempt to 
communicate with individuals (Yang & Chen, 2007). Hence, language based mobile apps 
should assist the learners in practicing English language and be better in communication.  
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