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Abstract 

The ubiquitous nature of mobile devices and the expanding array of mobile learning 

applications enable the foreign language acquisition to take place outside the traditional 

classroom environment. This study conducted a mobile-assisted instructional experiment 

where the design and development of a mobile application were accomplished to serve 

students with diverse learning needs in a business English communication class, and with 

special emphasis on the practice and improvement of listening skills. The instruments used in 

this study include two tests, weekly quizzes and an attitude survey. The findings 

demonstrated positive effects of the mobile learning on ESP students with regards to their 

listening comprehension. Most of the students enjoyed having access to the mobile materials 

specifically designed to improve their learning performance. They perceived such 

technology-enhanced learning as a practical method for acquiring foreign language skills, 

because it provided them with an opportunity to accomplish learning tasks anywhere and at 

any time. 

Keywords: mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), mobile apps; English for specific 

purposes (ESP), ubiquitous learning, listening comprehension 
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1. Introduction 

Listening is a critical receptive skill to develop in terms of foreign language acquisition. 

Without listening skills, language learning is impossible. This is because listening is 

important for effective communication and interpersonal interactions, and it was found that 

most people receive messages more quickly and efficiently via listening than reading (Luo, 

2008). In spite of its importance in language learning, foreign language learners often regard 

listening as the most difficult communication skill to learn. As noted by Chen (2007), 

students study English as a foreign language (EFL) primarily through formal instruction in 

the classroom, with very little exposure to practical English education beyond formal study. 

This has forced them to contend with many challenges such as limited exposure to 

vocabularies, strange and foreign accents, and rapid speech. Thornton and Houser (2005) 

indicated that EFL students must constantly listen to and practice the language to become 

proficient in their learning performance. However, listening skills are not often specifically 

taught in schools. These skills are less focused and, so, have received less explicit attention 

(Moyer, 2006).The wide and accelerating use of multimedia technologies has made it both 

possible and easy to utilize mobile technology for providing students with flexible learning 

alternatives and interactive enhancements outside the classroom setting (Kukulska-Hulme & 

Shield, 2008). In Taiwan, as in most EFL settings, many students do not seem to take 

advantage of the opportunities for practice being afforded by mobile devices and there is a 

general reluctance to seek out ways of learning the English language outside the formal 

classroom environment. Many college graduates still have difficulties understanding spoken 

English in a variety of business situations. Thus, the purpose of this study was to assess the 

utility of mobile devices in improving the listening comprehension of English for specific 

purposes (ESP) undergraduate students, especially in informal settings outside of the 

classroom. 

2. Literature Review 

Listening as a Language Skill 

Listening is recognized as a critical skill in language learning and communication (Rubin, 

1994), and occupies over 50 percent of the time a language learner spends functioning in a 

foreign language (Nunan, 1998). Many researchers believe that listening is a primary means 

of acquiring a second language (Nation & Newton, 2009) because it provides input for the 

learner. Without comprehending input clearly, any language learning simply cannot begin 

(Rost, 1994). Although the importance of aural skills has been acknowledged, listening 

remains the least researched skill in language learning literature (Nation & Newton, 2009). 

There are two distinct processes involved in listening comprehension. The top-down 

processing model refers to that the listener actively reconstructs the original meaning of the 

speaker using prior knowledge as clues (Richards & Renandya, 2002) whereas the bottom-up 

processing assumes that the listener uses linguistic knowledge to understand the meaning of a 

message (Nunan, 2002). Recent research views listening as an active process requiring 

conscious attention and involvement (Rost, 2001). Lynch & Mendelsohn (2002) revealed that 

the listener interprets and constructs meaning based on context and through interaction with 
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interlocutors. Rubin (1994) suggested that for listening to be learned successfully, the 

following components should be integrated within a relevant context; learners’ interaction 

with oral input, interlocutor, task listener, and process. When reviewing more specific 

features of listening material design, consideration should be also given to the issue of 

listeners’ control of the speech rate as well as the affective factors including listeners’ anxiety 

and self-confidence levels. For effective listening comprehension to ensure, the learner must 

not feel anxious or threatened by the situation (Krashen, 1981). 

Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) 

Mobile technologies are spreading quickly, providing increasing capacity, and thus enabling 

more sophisticated use. This influences cultural practices and opens up new avenues for 

learning (Reinders, 2010). Mobile learning is a method of delivering learning materials 

through the use of mobile technologies such as mobile devices and wireless networks (Wang, 

Wu, & Wang, 2009). The characteristics of mobile learning include convenience, spontaneity, 

social interactivity, and portability (Peng et al., 2009). Valk, Rashid, and Elder (2010) found 

mobile learning to be a competent method of enhancing educational outcomes, because it 

improves access to information resources, promotes independent learning, and develops 

professional skills. According to Chinnery (2006), mobile learning can also be personalized, 

situational, and collaborative. It also offers students increased flexibility and new 

opportunities for ubiquitous learning. Although mobile learning provides many advantages, 

there are also drawbacks that need to be considered. For example, its dependence on 

networks may not always assure a high transmission capacity and may experience 

interruptions. Furthermore, mobile handheld devices have small screen sizes, which limit the 

presentation of information (Lan, Sung, & Chang, 2007). Despite these drawbacks, Chen 

(2013) demonstrated that mobile technologies could be effective tools in delivering materials 

to students. His study showed that using mobile devices assists students by producing 

improved engagement with the learning and better interactions. As a subarea of the expanding 

field of mobile learning research, mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) has 

increasingly attracted the attention of scholars. MALL is described as an approach to 

language learning that is assisted by handheld mobile devices (Lan, Sung, & Chang, 2007). It 

is also a computer-assisted language learning subset, which aids students in accessing 

language learning materials and in interacting with their teachers and fellow students, 

anywhere and at any time (Hsu et al., 2013). The recent study by Miangah and Nezarat (2012) 

revealed that learners can apply MALL to learn listening comprehension, reading 

comprehension, pronunciation, vocabulary, and grammar. Through mobile participation in 

short exercises and tasks, the students were able to retain their linguistic skills. 

MALL in Foreign Language Acquisition  

Over the past decade, a rising numbers of MALL studies have been devoted to the acquisition 

of foreign languages. The results of such learning have been remarkable (Chang & Hsu, 2011; 

Chen & Chung, 2008; Wang, Zou, & Xing, 2014). One study illustrated how students were 

encouraged to use mobile phones to access video clips explaining English idioms (Thornton 

& Houser, 2005). This is one obvious example in the new trend that students are spending 
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more time using mobile devices to perform learning activities. Another study found that those 

learning languages expressed positive attitudes towards the utilization of mobile phones for 

this purpose, and the results indicated that such activities had a positive effect on 

student-centered learning, as well as being an effective way of developing listening skills 

(Nah, White, & Sussex, 2008). Moreover, Lan et al. (2007) found that using a 

mobile-device-supported peer-assisted learning system to aid EFL learning activities 

improved the collaboration among elementary school students and promoted their reading 

motivation. Baleghizadeh and Oladrostam (2010) also found that students who had benefited 

from mobile-assisted learning achieved higher levels of grammatical competence than did 

those who learned grammar without the support of mobile devices. Using PDAs as a support 

tool, Chen and Chung (2008) designed a personalized English vocabulary learning system. 

The system was anchored on item response theory and the learning memory cycle. The study 

showed that using a mobile adaptive English vocabulary learning system significantly 

improved students’ vocabulary achievements. Additionally, Thornton and Houser (2005) 

investigated the use of email via mobile phones for learning English vocabulary. They found 

that using mobile phones to send English vocabulary to students effectively helped them to 

acquire knowledge. It can therefore be concluded that mobile learning can effectively 

accelerate vocabulary acquisition and provide motivation for learning the English language. 

Mobile Apps for Language Learning  

Application software, also known as apps, is computer software designed to help the users to 

perform singular or multiple related specific tasks (Franklin, 2011). A mobile application (app) 

is application software designed to run on smartphones, tablet computers or other mobile 

devices. Mobile apps were originally offered for general productivity and information 

retrieval including e-mail, calendars, contacts, stock market, and weather information. 

However, public demand and ease of app development has resulted in a variety of mobile app 

categories. According to Statista (2013), educational apps are the second most popular app 

category in the Apple Store. The data indicates that apps provide learning opportunities for 

users. Educational apps allow learners to have more interactions during the learning process. 

Falloon (2013) indicated that app design and content may influence students’ learning 

pathways. They are important elements when considering the use of apps in education. 

Moreover, apps can encourage learners to engage in the learning process and motivate 

learning interest. For instance, Li and Hegelheimer (2013) applied MALL in second language 

undergraduate writing class and developed a mobile app called “Grammar Clinic” that 

included 15 common grammatical error types. Students were required to identify the 

grammar error, selecting an error type from four options, correct it, and then the system 

would provide student scores and feedback. The result showed that the percentage of 

identified and correct grammar errors increased. Students held positive attitudes toward using 

apps and considered the MALL App to be a convenient and easy to operate tool for language 

learning. These studies suggested that MALL has great potential for providing students with 

real-time interactive and shared media-rich experiences, both in and outside the classroom. 

However, the focus of MALL is primarily on reading (Chang & Hsu, 2011; Lan et al., 2007), 

vocabulary (Chen & Chung, 2008; Zhang, Song, & Huang, 2014), and grammar 
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(Baleghizadeh & Oladrostam, 2010), rather than listening skills. Considering the limited 

number of MALL studies focused on ESP listening-skills training, this study conducted a 

MALL instructional experiment, in which a MALL App was designed and developed to assist 

EFL students in acquiring listening skills. The aim was to develop a better instrument for 

business English instruction. 

3. Materials and Methods 

Design of the MALL App 

A MALL App called “Business English Conversation: Essential Practices” was designed and 

developed through collaboration between university research and an educational technology 

development company to serve students with diverse learning needs in a business English 

communication class. It is available from the Apple App Store as a download on all Apple 

iOS devices. The MALL App includes a wide variety of business dialogues, translation 

support tool, vocabularies with definitions, and practical tips related to the topics listed. The 

conversation was recorded by native English speakers, where the learner could practice his or 

her accent and speaking speed as if talking to real foreigners. As the learner listens to the 

conversation, he or she can also read the bilingual script to understand the content. The 

vocabulary part provides pronunciation, phonetic, speech, a glossary, and sentences for the 

learners. At the end of each section, the learner can check their level of understanding using 

the practice tests. By learning through this App, students can prepare for an interview in 

English and determine how to communicate with bosses, colleagues or customers and how to 

solve problems that are encountered in real life. The learning materials were primarily drawn 

from the course text book, Communicating in Business, Second Edition. Figures 1–3 are 

depictions of the content and activities inside the MALL App. 

 

Figure 1. Topics covered in the MALL App 
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Figure 2. Business English dialogues with Chinese translation 

 

Figure 3. Vocabulary and practical tips 

Research Questions 

To find the potential value of mobile devices for improving Taiwanese students’ business 

English listening skills, this study addressed the following questions: 

1. Does the language learning environment afforded by mobile media have any effect 

on the improvement of EFL students’ business listening skills? 
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2. What are EFL students’ experiences, attitudes and perceptions regarding learning 

business listening skills through the MALL App? 

Context and Participants 

The participants in this study were 39 third-year college students (20 males and 19 females 

aged between 20 and 22 years) from a business English communication course. These 

students had little or no exposure to spoken English outside their classroom environment. The 

course aimed to equip the students with the essential English competence needed for business 

communication. The emphasis was on practicing and improving their listening 

comprehension skills. Among the students who participated, 17 students with iPhones or 

iPads were placed in the experimental group, while the remaining 22 students were assigned 

to the control group. 

Instruments 

In this study, research data were collected from pre- and post-tests, weekly quizzes, and an 

attitude survey. Two listening comprehension tests, designed in parallel, were administered as 

the pre-test and post-test. Both tests consisted of 25 multiple-choice items for evaluating the 

students’ listening comprehension. Each of the listening comprehension tests was in the form 

of an audio broadcast. The students were asked to listen to the audio test questions and write 

their answers down on the answer sheets provided. An experienced English teacher who had 

previously taught students of the same level verified both tests for content validity. In 

addition, weekly quizzes covering topics involved in the class materials were distributed to 

the students over four weeks to examine the learning progress made by the students in 

listening comprehension. According to Sharples (2009), a useful method for assessing MALL 

technology is to address its usability, effectiveness, and user satisfaction. Following 

Sharples’s suggestions, an attitude survey questionnaire with a five point Likert-type scale 

was composed to address the students’ perceptions regarding MALL, with a particular focus 

on the way it was being used, how effective it was, and the level of satisfaction derived. The 

survey consisted of 25 questions and was reviewed by an English teacher and an information 

technology expert to ensure the questions were properly phrased and relevant to the study. 

Procedures 

The study began with the administration of the pre-test. Subsequently, the participants in the 

experimental group were given instructions on how to access the MALL App. The instructor 

was the researcher who developed the MALL App for the project. During the treatment 

period, students were asked to perform additional listening practices related to the following 

topics covered in the MALL App: (1) Job Hunting (2) Office Life (3) In a Meeting (4) 

Business & Management (5) Reeling in a Deal. The students in the experimental group 

engaged themselves in a mobile learning environment, where they were allowed to make use 

of their mobile devices (iPhones and iPads) to practice their listening skills. This allowed 

them to develop their business English listening capabilities in a more suitable and flexible 

environment. In contrast with the experimental group, the students in the control group used 

identical business listening materials, but they were only given computer-assisted language 
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learning. They used a PC, either in the computer lab or at home, to perform the same learning 

tasks. Chen (2007) indicated that successful listening skills are acquired over time and with a 

great deal of practice. For this reason, all students were encouraged to listen to the business 

English dialogues during their spare time. These dialogues focus on various business 

scenarios in a role-playing format. Each dialogue is followed by a comprehension exercise 

(see Figure 4), which was designed to build vocabulary, provide listening practice and check 

understanding. In addition, a weekly quiz on listening was distributed to each of the 

participating students to examine their learning progress. After five weeks, the participants in 

both the control and experimental groups took the same post-test to make comparisons 

between them regarding the improvement in their business English listening comprehension. 

At the end of the experiment, a survey was conducted to gather feedback from the students 

who had used the MALL App. Through this survey, the students reported on their attitudes 

with regards to the mobile learning experience. 

 

Figure 4. Listening comprehension exercises 

4. Results 

One of the objectives of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of mobile learning on 

ESP students’ listening performance. It was therefore first necessary to ensure that the 

students in the control group and the students in the experimental group had comparable 

listening comprehension levels before beginning the treatment. An independent t-test was 

used to test the similarity of the two groups based on their pre-test performances. The results, 

as shown in table 1, indicated that that there was no significant difference in the average 

scores of the students in the control and experimental groups (t = -0.11, p = 0.935). This is an 

indication that both groups were at the same competence level in English listening 

comprehension prior to the learning activities. 
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Table 1. Mean scores on the pretest 

Group N Mean SD t Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

Control 22 65.12 5.58 
-0.11 0.935 

Experiment 17 64.56 5.22 

**p < 0.01 

Research Question 1 - Does the language learning environment afforded by mobile media 

have any effect on the improvement of EFL students’ business listening skills? 

In determining whether there was any significant improvement made in the students’ business 

English listening comprehension, a paired sample t-test was used to compare the pre-test and 

post-test mean scores of both groups. Table 2 shows the results for the control group. The 

results demonstrated that the mean score on the post-test was significantly higher than that 

obtained on the pre-test (p < 0.01). Table 3 shows the paired sample t-test results for the 

experimental group. It can be seen that during the four weeks, the experimental group made 

remarkable progress in listening comprehension (p < 0.01). 

Table 2. Mean scores on the pretest and posttest for the control group 

 N Mean SD t Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

Pretest 22 65.12 4.83 
-9.45 0.000** 

Posttest 17 73.01 5.07 

**p < 0.01 

Table 3. Mean scores on the pretest and posttest for the experimental group 

 N Mean SD t Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

Pretest 22 64.56 5.58 
-10.99 0.000** 

Posttest 17 80.37 6.04 

**p < 0.01 

The results from both groups showed that students significantly improved their business 

English listening skills over time. However, the treatment effects were investigated by an 

analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) on the post-test scores of both groups (see Table 4), which 

indicated that the experimental group achieved a greater improvement in their business 

listening comprehension than did the control group. This significant difference can be 

attributed to the use of mobile devices for the learning tasks. 

Table 4. ANCOVA of the posttest results 

 Group N Mean SD F Sig. (2-tailed) 

Posttest 
Control 22 73.01 5.07 

49.68 0.000** 
Experimental 17 80.37 6.04 

**p < 0.01 

In addition, this study also examined the learning progress of students with regards to their 

listening comprehension skills during the four weeks. The average test scores of both groups 

over a one month period are shown in Figure 5. Both groups made progress every week, but 
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the experimental group had significantly better results for the tests than the control group, 

specifically starting at the third week. 

 

Figure 5. Students’ progress in listening improvement 

Research Question 2 - What are EFL students’ experiences, attitudes and perceptions 

regarding learning business listening skills through the MALL App? 

At the end of the study, the students in the experimental group were asked to express their 

attitude with regards to the usability and effectiveness of and satisfaction with the MALL 

instruction. The overall experiences and attitudes, as well as perceptions with regards to the 

learning method were positive (X = 4.05), as shown in Table 5. This indicates that the students 

had a positive attitude and perception regarding their mobile learning experience, as well as 

expressing a high acceptance level for this learning approach. 

Table 5. Students’ attitudes towards the usability, effectiveness, and satisfaction of the MALL 

App 

Statement Mean S.D.  

Usability   

1. Learning to use the MALL App is easy for me. 4.01 0.57 

2. The MALL App interface design is simple and user-friendly. 3.97 0.52 

3. My interaction with the MALL App is clear and understandable. 3.89 0.63 

4. It is easy for me to perform learning tasks when using mobile 4.22 0.71 
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devices. 

5. Overall, I find the MALL App easy to use. 4.05 0.66 

Effectiveness   

6. Using the MALL App allows me to take charge of my own 

learning. 

4.12 0.50 

7. Mobile devices enable me to accomplish learning tasks anywhere 

and at any time. 

4.30 0.74 

8. Using the MALL App improves my business English-listening 

performance. 

4.06 0.68 

9. Using the MALL App enhances my English vocabulary for 

business. 

4.13 0.79 

10. The Chinese translation helps me understand the language better 

and makes listening comprehension easier. 

3.82 0.75 

11. The MALL App provides adequate support for business 

English-listening practice. 

4.06 0.63 

12. The MALL instruction allows more self-directed learning than 

traditional classroom instruction. 

3.91 0.52 

13. The multimedia effects such as images and audio offer a 

favorable environment for learning English. 

4.23 0.70 

14. The MALL App provides useful exercises to improve my 

listening skills. 

3.94 0.66 

15. Overall, I find this mobile technology to be a useful tool to 

support my ESP study. 

4.15 0.65 

Satisfaction   

16. I find it interesting to perform learning tasks on the mobile 

devices. 

4.08 0.72 

17. I am satisfied with the content and materials offered by the 

MALL App. 

4.06 0.54 

18. I’m willing to continue using mobile devices for foreign 

language learning. 

3.79 0.62 

19. I enjoyed the convenience of practicing English on my own 

time. 

3.96 0.69 

20. The design and layout of the MALL App is relevant to ESP 

learning. 

4.18 0.57 

21. The MALL App is sufficiently helpful to improve my listening 

skills for business. 

4.23 0.56 

22. The translation support helps reduce language-learning anxiety. 4.05 0.78 

23. Participation in the MALL lessons promotes my motivation to 

learn English. 

4.11 0.61 

24. Using mobile devices as a language tool helps me to cultivate a 

positive attitude towards MALL. 

3.83 0.73 

25. Overall, I am satisfied with using mobile devices for learning a 

foreign language. 

4.03 0.62 

Average  4.05 0.65 
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5. Discussion 

This study showed that students who were engaged in the mobile learning environment 

outperformed those who participated in business English listening tasks without the use of 

mobile devices. The results indicated that MALL benefited ESP students in the following 

aspects: 

- Increasing confidence and self-motivation  

Convenience is an important factor in motivating students to learn. In this study, students 

were encouraged to utilize their spare time to participate in ESP-learning tasks. The results 

showed that students could also learn well outside the classroom setting. Most of the students 

thought that the MALL App was easy to use and were satisfied with the mobile learning 

experience. They also perceived such mobile technology-enhanced learning as a useful means 

of acquiring foreign language knowledge, because it provided them with an opportunity to 

practice anytime and anywhere, hence learning the English-listening content seemed to be 

easier and more convenient. This is an interesting finding, because it suggests that regular 

exposure to authentic listening texts with appropriate tasks can help increase student 

confidence and make very fast progress. 

- Improving student interest and participation 

The students also exhibited a keen interest in learning business English with the aid of their 

mobile devices and were highly motivated by the unique experience of the educational 

content, which contains multimedia objects such as images, audio, and texts in podcasts to 

improve listening skills. For instance, the pronunciation of indigenous words and their 

Chinese translation can be obtained by just a touch of the screen during the learning activities. 

These features considerably increased the students’ interest in MALL and provided them with 

a personalized learning experience.  

- Enhancing listening abilities 

The results indicated that students in the experimental group demonstrated greater 

improvement in their listening tests than students in the control group. The significant 

difference is contributed to the use of mobile devices in the business English listening 

activities. There are many technological advantages to using mobile devices for listening 

practices. For example, students always carry their mobile devices so they can review and 

listen to the materials as many times as they want. Adequate listening practice could give the 

learners essential contacts with handy input that might trigger their listening performances.  

- Increasing vocabulary knowledge 

One other benefit derived from the use of the MALL App was the students’ increasing 

vocabulary knowledge through their participation in the independent listening exercises. The 

data from this study suggests that successful listening comprehension may be of help in the 

acquisition of new vocabulary. To successfully communicate in the business environment, the 

ability to be concise and get straight to the point is greatly appreciated. Having a wide range 

of vocabulary and the ability to select the right word to describe ideas is an indispensable 
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skill set in business English. Indeed, a thorough examination of the relationship between 

vocabulary knowledge and students’ listening comprehension ability will be necessary in 

future MALL studies. 

- Reducing foreign language learning anxiety 

In addition to the opportunities to study various contents, authentic listening materials will 

raise student awareness of diverse accents of English. By faced with various forms and accent 

of listening inputs, students will eliminate their frustration on the genuine spoken English. In 

this study, many of the students indicated that the mobile learning helped reduce the anxiety 

and frustration they had previously experienced while learning a foreign language. Acquiring 

listening skills may be frustrating to some students because there are no rules as in grammar 

teaching (Chen, 2007).With the mobile technology, students were able to learn in their own 

ways and at the same time, enjoy learning.  

- Enabling autonomous learning   

The positive opinion (X = 4.05) regarding this type of instruction supported the MALL App 

design used in this study, which aimed at developing a fast and user-friendly learning 

environment that could promote autonomous motivation for learning the English language. 

The data showed that students enjoyed having access to the mobile materials specifically 

designed to improve their learning performance. Nowadays, EFL learners can easily access 

language learning environment through the internet and other multimedia. It is necessary for 

teachers to design programs that enable students to continue learning after instruction has 

finished. Through mobile learning, students were able to become more involved and take 

charge of their own learning.  

6. Conclusions 

Listening comprehension is a prerequisite for language acquisition. It requires students to 

continue learning informally. As students in the non-English speaking countries generally 

lack exposure to authentic listening contexts, it is important that they are assisted properly in 

the practice of English listening. This study provided evidence that a mobile 

device-supported program can provide students with a portable solution that is adaptable and 

effective to support their ESP listening activities. It also suggested that MALL instruction can 

reduce listening anxiety and enable students to become autonomous learners.  

Although the findings demonstrated an improvement in the listening performance of the 

participants after four weeks of MALL instruction, there were some limitations that should be 

addressed in future studies. First, the time period used for the study was too short. It is worth 

conducting extended studies with a longer trial period. Second, it would be interesting to 

compare the learning performance of the experimental group with that of students who learn 

business English with other handheld devices, especially as there is a trend for mobile 

devices to become a common learning tool in the near future (Norris, Hossain, & Soloway, 

2011). 
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