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Abstract

Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) has emerged as a promising method

to address challenges in oral English learning. While most existing studies have
focused on its quantitative effects, limited attention has been given to understand-
ing the learner experience with using mobile technologies for oral English practice. To
bridge this gap, this study employs a mixed-methods design with a multi-app treat-
ment involving thirty Chinese undergraduates. Data were collected through a ques-
tionnaire and a focus group interview to explore the perceived impact of mobile-
assisted oral English learning (MAQE) and students'learner experience (LX). Findings
indicate that students reported perceived growth in complexity, accuracy, and flu-
ency. The study also highlights the dynamic interplay between learners'experiences
and their engagement with MAOE in different contexts. Furthermore, it underscores
the potential of integrating mobile applications into formal and informal learning set-
tings by offering practical implications for educators seeking to improve oral English
education through mobile learning.

Keywords: Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), Mobile-assisted oral English
learning (MAOE), Perceived impact, Learner experience (LX)

Introduction

English is vital globally, with its speaking skills recognized as key elements of academic
and career success for ESL and EFL learners (Kukulska-Hulme et al., 2023; Zhang, 2022).
China emphasizes English education greatly at every level, with college English educa-
tion being the final opportunity for many young individuals to systematically acquire
English skills in a classroom environment (Liu et al.,, 2023). However, despite years of
learning, many students remain “silent speakers” who can read and write but are para-
lyzed when speaking English due to limited vocabulary and fluency, weak grammar,
poor pronunciation, low confidence, anxiety, shyness, fear, or embarrassment (Mai
et al., 2024; Murad & Jalambo, 2019; Wu & Ekstam, 2021). With the widespread use of
smartphones and other mobile devices, mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) has
emerged as a promising strategy to promote oral English development and enrich learn-

ing experiences.

©The Author(s) 2026. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits
use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the mate-
rial. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40862-026-00402-y&domain=pdf

Zhao et al. Asian. J. Second. Foreign. Lang. Educ. (2026) 11:27 Page 2 of 23

MALL is valued for portability, accessibility, flexibility, and individuality, allowing
learners to access extensive materials and engage in interactive communications anytime
and anywhere (Sherine et al., 2020; Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme, 2016). It supplements
the computer-assisted language learning (CALL) and serves as a bridge between formal
and informal, personal and social learning environments (Luo & Watts, 2022). Addi-
tionally, MALL contributes to students’ cognitive, practical, and affective growth while
promoting pedagogical innovation, educational transformation, and community engage-
ment (Kukulska-Hulme et al., 2023). Thus, it has a bright future in language education
(Kukulska-Hulme, 2024).

An increasing number of studies demonstrate that MALL enhances English-speaking
skills through repeated practice, real-time feedback, and communicative interactions. It
benefits overall speaking performance and specific aspects such as pronunciation, lexical
choices, fluency, and accuracy (Asratie et al., 2023; Benlaghrissi & Ouahidi, 2024; Hwang
et al., 2024; Jia & Lu, 2025; Ma et al., 2025). However, there are three gaps. First, findings
on oral complexity, accuracy, and fluency remain inconsistent across studies. Second,
most research examines only one or two mobile tools, such as the social networking
apps (e.g., WhatsApp, WeChat, and Facebook) or specific English-learning apps (e.g.,
Liulishuo, Keke English, and Duolingo) (Zhao et al., 2025), focusing narrowly on mobile
communications (Hwang et al.,, 2024), giving and receiving feedback (Gokgoz-Kurt,
2023; Zeng et al.,, 2020), or repetitive practices like “dubbing” with instant corrections of
pronunciation (Shadiev et al., 2023; Wang & Han, 2021; Wu & Ekstam, 2021). Few stud-
ies have explored how learners coordinate multiple apps to support different aspects of
speaking. Third, the dominance of quantitative methodologies (Elaish et al., 2022; Zhao
et al,, 2025) suggests that there is a limited understanding of learners’ qualitative experi-
ences and how they actively adapt their smartphone use to support educational activities
(Luo & Watts, 2022; Shadiev, 2020; Yildiz, 2020).

Therefore, to close these gaps, this study employs a mixed-methods design, combin-
ing questionnaire data and a focus group interview, to investigate the perceived impact
of mobile-assisted oral English learning (MAOE) on Chinese university students’ speak-
ing development and their learning experience. Specifically, it investigates the integrated
use of three apps, Liulishuo, Keke English, and Newsay, across formal classroom and
informal after-class learning settings. This study aims to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how learners appropriate mobile applications to support oral English
development.

Accordingly, the research is guided by the following questions:

RQ1: How do Chinese university students perceive MAOE’s impact on their oral
English in terms of complexity, accuracy, and fluency?
RQ2: What is the students’ learner experience of MAOE?

Literature review
MALL in oral English
To address the issue of “silent English’, educators and researchers have increasingly
turned to mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), which refers to the use of mobile
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devices to support language learning by offering convenient access to learning resources,
interactive activities, and communicative opportunities without the limitations of time
and physical location (Kukulska-Hulme et al., 2017; Luo & Shi, 2022; Rajendran &
Yunus, 2021).

One major aspect of MAOE focuses on social networking apps, such as WhatsApp
and WeChat. They allow learners to practice speaking through instant messaging, voice
recording, material sharing, and providing feedback. Studies across various contexts,
including Saudi Arabia, Iran, Colombia, India, and China, report improvement in speak-
ing skills when these apps are used for oral English teaching and learning (Albogami &
Algethami, 2022; Aliakbari & Mardani, 2022; Chen & Chew, 2021; Duran-Bautista &
Huertas-Malagén, 2021; Lei & Liu, 2020; Sherine et al., 2020; Zou et al., 2023).

Another important strand explores the effectiveness of educational mobile apps,
which are better equipped to meet students’ needs and align with specific pedagogical
objectives (Chen et al., 2020). Applications such as Fun Dubbing, Duolingo, Liulishuo,
Moodle, HE, and VoiceThread are found to be effective in enhancing learners’ speak-
ing performance through dubbing, shadowing, Al-powered feedback, pronunciation
assessment, and course management (Ahmed et al., 2022; Benlaghrissi & Ouahidi, 2024;
Hwang et al., 2024; Ma et al., 2025; Tang et al., 2020; Woldetsadik et al., 2022; Wu & Eks-
tam, 2021). However, relying on a single app may limit the potential benefits of mobile
learning, which should support social contact and collaborative learning, and consider
learners’ personal needs (Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008).

Research has also explored the effects of MALL on sub-aspects of oral English skills.
Pronunciation and fluency generally show consistent improvement across studies (Chen
& Chew, 2021; Hwang et al,, 2024; Woldetsadik et al., 2022; Zou et al., 2023), whereas
findings on vocabulary, grammatical accuracy, and syntactic complexity remain mixed.
Wang and Han (2021), using Liulishuo, identify significant progress in complexity, gram-
mar accuracy, and speech rate, while Zhou et al. (2025), using ChatGPT 4.0, report no
significant improvement in accuracy or complexity. Ma et al. (2025) find significant
development in pronunciation and fluency, but not in grammar and vocabulary.

Overall, most previous studies demonstrate significant effects of MAOE on pronun-
ciation, fluency, and general oral English performance. In contrast, its effects on vocabu-

lary, complexity, and accuracy are less conclusive.

Learner experience

Learner experience (LX) is a context-specific phenomenon shaped by interactions
between learners and their educational ecosystems. It can be summarized as learners’
perspectives, attitudes, and feelings as well as behaviors toward instructions, resources,
technologies, social background, and institutional forms that ultimately reflect on learn-
ing outcomes, including knowledge acquisition, skill development, and motivation
(Dos Santos et al., 2025; Liu et al.,, 2023a, 2023b; Schmidt & Huang, 2021). LX research
explores how experiential and perceptual factors influence learning effectiveness and
performance (Schmidt & Huang, 2021; Schmidt et al., 2020). Therefore, analyzing LX
along with performance outcomes provides a more holistic view of the role of MAOE in
overcoming the “silent English” problem, and explores why and how mobile technologies
influence the oral English learning process.
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Prior studies primarily focus on the quantitative effectiveness of mobile devices in var-
ious aspects of language learning, leaving ample room for a qualitative understanding
of mobile learning (Luo & Watts, 2022; Yildiz, 2020; Zhao et al., 2025). In MAOE, most
qualitative studies on LX are embedded within mixed-methods research that includes
detailed quantitative analysis. These studies report improved speaking skills and posi-
tive attitudes among learners (Benlaghrissi & Ouahidi, 2024; Dong et al., 2023; Huang
et al., 2025; Mykytiuk et al., 2022; Zou et al.,, 2023). The convenience, ease of use, acces-
sibility, and flexibility of mobile applications are valued (Benlaghrissi & Ouahidi, 2024;
Gokgoz-Kurt, 2023; Hwang et al., 2024; Jia & Lu, 2025; Zhou et al., 2025) because these
affordances provide more opportunities for speaking, real-time feedback, greater learner
autonomy, and more authentic language use (Hwang et al., 2024; Jia & Lu, 2025). Besides,
learners report reduced anxiety, greater confidence, and enhanced learning motivation
(Benlaghrissi & Ouahidi, 2024; Huang et al., 2025; Jia & Lu, 2025). In addition, “fun”
and “interesting” are mentioned by learners to describe their experience (Benlaghrissi
& Ouahidi, 2024; Hwang et al., 2024), and many express willingness to continue using
mobile technologies for future learning (Zhou et al., 2025). Thus, existing research on
LX has revealed that MAOE is well-received by learners.

Despite these promising findings, existing studies on LX in MAOE provide only brief
descriptions, lacking the depth to fully capture its nuanced, context-dependent aspects.
Core elements of LX, including learners’ perceptions, attitudes, behavioral engagement,
and interactions between learners and mobile apps, are not fully explored (Dos Santos
et al,, 2025; Schmidt & Huang, 2021). To address this gap, the present study conceptual-
izes LX in three interrelated dimensions: affective—attitudinal (motivation, confidence,
and anxiety), cognitive—behavioral (learners’ autonomy, strategies, and actual behavior),
and sociocultural-contextual (influences from surrounding environments).

Moreover, most existing research tends to focus on a single mobile application. This
design cannot fully reflect learners’ real-life learning practices. In reality, students often
use multiple apps for various learning purposes. Therefore, little is known about how
learners coordinate multiple educational apps, what strategies they use, and how this
multi-app engagement affects their oral English development. These gaps highlight the
need for a comprehensive investigation into the behavioral, emotional, and sociocultural
dimensions of MAOE.

In summary, to address these research gaps, the present study employs a mixed-
methods design. It examines the impact of three English learning apps (Liulishuo, Keke
English, and Newsay) on Chinese university students’ oral English learning, as well as
the learner experience with the usage of the three tools. By situating MAOE in a multi-
app context, the study aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of mobile
learning in oral English development.

Theoretical framework

From the sociocultural perspective, language development is not an isolated process; it
reflects the quality of social interaction and mediation with cultural artifacts, and learn-
ers’ involvement within their Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (van Compernolle
& Williams, 2013; Vygotsky, 1978). In the ZPD, more knowledgeable others (MKOs),
such as teachers, peers, and technology tools, provide scaffolded support for learners
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to accomplish more than they can on their own, helping them internalize new skills and
knowledge (Almziad, 2021; Stojanov, 2023). Accordingly, Luo and Watts (2022) propose
that smartphone-assisted English language learning is a learner-centered cognitive pro-
cess that begins with the learner agency. Various factors, including the broader context,
cultural practices, and interactions with other individuals, influence this process.

Grounded in the sociocultural theory and adapted from Luo and Watts (2022), the
current study conceptualizes that MAOE is a socially situated and culturally mediated
activity, in which learner agency plays a central role. Through interaction with MKOs,
learners engage in speaking practice across both formal and informal learning contexts.
This dynamic process is shown in Fig. 1, which illustrates the mutual influences among
learner agency, social and cultural activities, and MKOs (adapted from Luo & Watts,
2022).

In this framework, learner agency refers to a complex and dynamic system that “helps
learners decide and manage what and how to learn” (Wang et al., 2025, p. 1). It encom-
passes learners’ attitudes, thoughts, motivation, and self-regulation, encouraging indi-
viduals to control and take constructive actions in their learning process (Luo & Watts,
2022; Mameli et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2025).

MKOs are teachers, classmates, and mobile applications that have more expertise or
experience in oral English learning and can offer scaffolded support (Stojanov, 2023).
Learners’ interactions with MKOs take place in both formal and informal learning envi-
ronments, and are mediated by the surrounding social and cultural contexts. In this
study, the three mobile apps serve as digital MKOs through various interactive activities.
Liulishuo provides real-time pronunciation feedback, helping learners refine their oral
output. Keke English offers authentic learning materials that support the internaliza-
tion of linguistic structures through contextualized exposure. Newsay enables Al-driven
conversational practice through a wide range of topics and situational contexts, provid-
ing interactional scaffolding for the oral English development in varied communicative
settings.

Importantly, as is shown in this framework, learners’ oral English performance is
not a direct outcome of any single factor. Instead, it is a cumulative result of mediated

Learner
agency

culturally\

mediated

/ socially

situated

Learner Interaction

MKOs A i
experience activities

formal informal

learning learning
& _

Oral English
performance

Fig.1 The theoretical framework for MAOE
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interactions among learner agency, MKOs’ scaffolds, and participation in specific social
and cultural environments. In turn, learner experience is co-constructed through these

interrelated components.

Methods

Research design

Based on the research objectives and questions, this study employs a mixed-methods
approach to gain a comprehensive understanding of students’ perceived effects of
MAGOE and the learner experience of using it, both in formal and informal settings. Par-
ticipants were asked to use three mobile apps: Liulishuo, Keke English, and Newsay, both
in class and after class (as shown in Fig. 2).

The teacher played a guiding role, and the multi-app intervention was implemented
with careful consideration of the specific functions of each application.

Keke English, offering authentic English listening and reading resources, was used
before class. The teacher assigned reading and listening tasks on Keke English for stu-
dents to preview the lesson.

Liulishuo, which offers short-duration dubbing activities and real-time pronunciation
feedback, was used during class as a light in-class speaking activity. Students completed
two or three topic-related dubbing exercises on Liulishuo, typically lasting around one
to two minutes each, depending on their personal learning pace. Newsay, an Al-pow-
ered interactive oral English practice app, was employed in class for higher-level activi-
ties, allowing students to practice topic-related dialogues and discussions. This generally
lasted five to ten minutes per session, although the actual duration varied according to

Before class In-class
Keke English Liulishuo & Newsay
teacher | students teacher | students
Tasks: Informal Lecturing Formal
Preview learning »| Organize learning
Autonomous mobile-based
+ audio learning activities
+ video <
di study the + Dubbing |Complete the
* reading material & + Role play in-class
finish the with Al activities
tasks After-class partners
Three Apps
teacher | students
Assignment Informal
learning
* Dubbing
« Discussion
. « Complete
WHILA homework
partners
Reading |+ Autonomous
and learning
listening

Fig.2 MAOE teaching process
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individual engagement and progress. During this stage, the teacher circulated through-
out the classroom to provide guidance and facilitate student participation.

Following the class, students engaged in self-directed learning, which was highly flex-
ible, with no fixed time constraints. Students could engage with the mobile apps at any
time according to their individual schedules and learning preferences. Evidence of stu-
dents’ participation was collected through in-class discussions, questionnaire responses,
and reflective comments during the interview. In addition, students submitted screen-
shots documenting their app-based learning records, such as the automated dubbing
scores generated after completing Liulishuo exercises and screenshots of completed AI-
based dialogues in Newsay.

Overall, the three apps were integrated into every weekly class session throughout the
16-week semester. Each lesson adhered to a consistent pedagogical cycle: pre-class mul-
timodal input (Keke English), guided in-class speaking practice (Liulishuo and Newsay),
and after-class app-based consolidation.

Quantitative data were collected from a questionnaire to examine the perceived use-
fulness of MAOE and their usage patterns. Complementarily, qualitative data were gath-
ered from a focus group interview to explore learners’ in-depth experiences, including
attitudes, perceptions, feelings, learning behaviors, and the sociocultural factors that
influence their engagement with MAOE.

Participants

Thirty undergraduate English majors aged 18—19 from a university in Anhui Province,
China, were recruited for the study. Their average college entrance exam score was
114.4, which was the upper-middle level. All participants were enrolled in a 16-week
Oral English Course-1, had mobile language learning experience, owned smartphones,
and engaged in varied English learning contexts. From this group, eight students were
selected through snowball sampling for the focus group interview.

Instruments

A five-point Likert scale questionnaire (1 =strongly agree, 5=strongly disagree), adapted
from Saidouni (2019), Zhang (2020), and Zou et al. (2023), was employed. The question-
naire contained thirty items and was conceptually divided into three parts based on item
content. Given the small sample, we did not conduct factor analysis, and subscales are
reported as content-based groupings.

The first part focused on students’ perceived learning outcomes, covering listening
comprehension, pronunciation, syntactic complexity, lexical diversity, grammatical accu-
racy, self-repairs, fluency, and overall English performance. The second part captured
learners’ attitudes toward MAOE, including motivation, engagement, and perceived
usefulness. The third part concerned learning behavior, including app usage frequency,
task completion, and self-directed learning.

Two experts reviewed the questionnaire for clarity and reliability. The reliability of the
questionnaire was assessed using Cronbach’s a, with values of 0.905, 0.822, and 0.759
for each of the three parts, respectively, and an overall Cronbach’s a of 0.922, indicating
excellent internal consistency. The questionnaire was delivered through Wenjuanxing, a
professional online platform for questionnaire distribution, collection, and analysis.
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Table 1 Perceived learning outcomes

Item N Mean SD

1. Mobile apps improve my listening, understanding, and comprehension 30 1467 0.681
2. Mobile apps improve my speaking skills in general 30 1.533 0.730
3. Mobile apps improve my pronunciation 30 1.533 0.681
4. Mobile apps help me use more complex sentence patterns 30 1467 0.681
5. Mobile apps improve my vocabulary diversity 30 1.600 0.724
6. Mobile apps improve the accuracy of grammar 30 1.567 0.679
7. Mobile apps improve the accuracy of vocabulary 30 1.500 0.572
8. Mobile apps reduce the frequency of self-repairs 30 2333 0.959
9. Mobile apps enhance my speaking rate in English 30 1.533 0.571
10. Mobile apps reduce pauses (including verbal pauses and silent pauses) in 30 1.700 0.651
my spoken English

11. Mobile devices have a negative impact on my speaking performance 30 213 0.900
Overall 1.578 0.712

Table 2 Learner attitude of MAOE

Item N Mean SD

12. Mobile apps help me save time 30 1433 0.568
13. Mobile apps help me save efforts 30 1367 0556
14. Mobile apps help me learn oral english at anytime, anywhere 30 1.200 0407
15. Mobile apps provide me with more opportunities to speak english 30 1.233 0430
16. Mobile apps are an easy way to get feedback and notifications 30 1.300 0466
17. Mobile apps increase the flexibility of access to resources 30 1.233 0504
18. Mobile apps provide me with rich resources 30 1167 0379
19. Mobile apps provide me with authentic learning material 30 1333 0547
20. Mobile apps increase my interests in learning oral English 30 1567 0728
21. Mobile apps help me speak English with more confidence 30 1500 0630
22. Mobile apps help me feel less anxious about speaking English in front of other people 30 1.633  0.809
23. Using mobile apps in class to learn oral English is not necessary 30 2030 1159
24. Using mobile apps after class to learn oral English is not necessary 30 1.730 0907
25. Using mobile apps after class to learn oral English is beneficial and exciting 30 1400 0563
Overall 1366 0.654

The second instrument was a focus group interview to gain a deeper understanding
of the learner experience with MAOE. Conducted via Tencent Meeting in Mandarin,
the interview followed eight open-ended questions and lasted 73 min until no new ideas
emerged.

Data analysis

Given the small sample size, the quantitative data from the questionnaire were inter-
preted as exploratory and descriptive, with means, standard deviations, and percentages
reported. Items 11, 23, and 24 were negatively phrased for validity purposes and reverse-
coded to ensure scoring consistency. The mean scores reported for these items reflect
the reverse-coded values, so lower scores indicate a more positive attitude toward using
mobile apps for oral English learning, consistent with the coding direction of all other
items. Overall values in Tables 1, 2, and 3 represent the mean of participants” averaged
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Table 3 Learning behavior

Item N Mean SD
26. 1 can seriously complete the oral tasks assigned by the teacher on the mobile apps 30 1.300 0.535
27.1 can practice oral English by learning other content on the mobile apps indepen- 30 1867 0937
dently after completing the tasks assigned by the teacher

28.1 will continue using the mobile apps to practice oral English in my future study 30 1467 0629
Overall 1.545 0.721

item scores within each section. Qualitative data from the focus group interview were
transcribed verbatim and analyzed thematically using the NVivo software and manual
coding to ensure the depth and accuracy.

Ethics

This study was conducted in accordance with established ethical research practices. All
participants were informed of the research purpose, the voluntary nature of their par-
ticipation, and their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Informed consent
was obtained at the beginning of the first lecture. Confidentiality and anonymity were
strictly maintained. The research protocol was reviewed and approved by the relevant
institutional ethics committee in February 2024.

Results, Findings, and Discussion
The questionnaire

Learning outcomes

Results

Addressing RQ], the first part of the questionnaire focused on students’ perceptions
of how effectively these apps supported the development of oral English (as described in
Table 1).

The overall mean score, 1.578 (SD=0.712), showed that students generally held posi-
tive attitudes toward the usefulness of MALL in developing oral English proficiency.
Specifically, low mean scores were reported for listening comprehension, pronunciation,
vocabulary accuracy, grammatical accuracy, speaking rate, and reduced pauses, with the
means ranging from 1.467 to 1.7. Students also perceived improvements in syntactic and
lexical complexity (items 4 and 5; Means=1.467, 1.6). However, the highest mean score
was observed for item 8, which focused on reducing self-repairs (M =2.333, SD=0.959).
Nonetheless, the general trend indicated overall perceived improvements in complexity,
accuracy, and fluency of oral English.

Discussion

According to the results, perceived improvements are observed in oral complex-
ity (items 4 and 5), accuracy (items 6 to 8), and fluency (items 9 and 10), as well as in
listening, pronunciation, and overall speaking skills (items 1 to 3). These perceived
improvements in pronunciation, accuracy, and fluency are broadly consistent with prior
studies, such as Woldetsadik et al. (2022), Zou et al. (2023), and Hwang et al. (2024).
One possible reason for this consistency is that learners across different contexts share
similar mobile learning activities, including voice recording, dubbing, and feedback on
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pronunciation, fluency, and accuracy, which may help explain why participants reported
improvements in these areas. Furthermore, given that participants in this and previous
studies are university EFL learners with clear learning goals, it is reasonable that the
findings are broadly aligned.

Notably, the reported enhancement in accuracy and in using more complex sentence
structures and diverse vocabulary contrasts with the findings of Ma et al. (2025), Wang
et al. (2024), and Zhou et al. (2025), with the first study reporting no significant improve-
ment in grammar and vocabulary, while the latter two stated no notable progress in
accuracy and complexity. The treatment design may have contributed to participants’
perceptions of growth in this study. The three studies each used a single app: Fun Dub-
bing, Liulishuo, and ChatGPT, respectively. In contrast, the current study employed
three complementary apps. This multi-app design is consistent with both the Input
Hypothesis (Krashen, 1982) and the Output Hypothesis (Swain, 1985), which together
suggest that learners may benefit when they receive comprehensible input and produce
meaningful output.

Nonetheless, the comparatively higher score for self-repairs suggests that students
may still face challenges in reducing self-corrections. It could indicate students’ lower
confidence in this sub-aspect of oral accuracy compared to other subskills. The tendency
to correct their speech may reflect influences of the Chinese sociocultural background.
Through years of high-stakes assessments, students are accustomed to prioritizing cor-
rectness to achieve higher scores. The strong emphasis on accuracy and avoidance of
errors in Chinese EFL contexts may contribute to learners’ greater focus on grammatical
correctness (Yi et al., 2013). However, this result should not be viewed as a pure weak-
ness, as it also reflects learners’ awareness of content accuracy and their ability to moni-
tor and regulate their language production (Levelt, 1983; Lilliati, 2013; Zhang & Song,
2019). Such self-monitoring behaviors highlight the importance of learner agency in
developing oral English skills.

Learner attitude
Results

This section addressed RQ 2 and evaluated the affective—attitudinal dimension of LX.
Items 23 and 24 were negatively worded and reverse-coded so that lower scores consist-
ently reflect a more positive attitude. The mean scores reported for these two items also
reflect the reverse-coded values.

As shown in Table 2, the overall mean score was around 1.366 (SD=0.654), indicat-
ing a generally positive attitude. Items 12—14 (M =1.433, 1.367, and 1.2) showed general
agreement that mobile apps can save time and effort while allowing learners to practice
oral English anytime, anywhere.

Items 15-19 (M =1.167-1.333) highlighted the value of interaction activities. Students
gained more chances to speak English, received instant feedback, and accessed abundant
authentic resources, fostering rich language input and meaningful output. For items
20-22 (M=1.5-1.633), participants reported experiencing positive emotional effects,
such as increased interest in learning, greater confidence, and decreased speaking anxi-
ety. Items 23-25 addressed students’ attitudes toward the necessity of using mobile tech-
nologies in different learning settings. While students showed varied opinions toward
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the usage of mobile apps in formal contexts (M =2.030, SD=1.159), there was a stronger
consensus on the value and engagement with MAOE in informal contexts.

Discussion

The results in this section provide a partial answer to RQ 2 by focusing on the affec-
tive—attitudinal dimension of LX with MAOE, which reflects learners’ attitudes and
emotional responses toward the use of mobile applications. Students generally agreed
that the three mobile apps help them regulate and personalize their oral English practice,
making oral English learning more flexible and enjoyable. The self-reported increases in
interest and confidence, along with the reduction in anxiety, may help explain why stu-
dents reported greater autonomy and more active participation in oral communication.
Similar results are found in Hwang et al. (2024), Nguyen (2024), Shen (2024), and Jia
and Lu (2025). A possible explanation for these encouraging results may lie in Vygot-
sky’s concept of MKOs and ZPD. By providing immediate, AI-powered feedback, abun-
dant authentic resources, and increased opportunities for spoken interactions, mobile
apps function effectively as MKOs that scaffold learners’ development within their ZPD.
This perspective may help explain why participants reported greater motivation and
persistence.

The difference between formal and informal learning environments, regarding items
23-25, highlights a sociocultural tension. The slightly higher score on item 23 reveals
that some students feel more comfortable and motivated to engage with MAOE in infor-
mal, self-guided settings. Similarly, Wu (2019) found that the proportion of students
using MALL in informal contexts, such as dormitories and commuting, is much higher
than in classrooms. This aligns with Calabrich (2016), who noted that students from East
or Southeast Asia always held conservative attitudes toward the usage of MALL in class.
These findings can be interpreted within the Chinese sociocultural context, where the
classroom is traditionally viewed as a formal, authoritative learning space influenced by
Confucian educational values (Chiang et al., 2020). In this light, the distinctive format
and engaging features of mobile applications distinguish themselves from the formal,
rigorous classroom instruction. This may help explain why some students may prefer to
use MAOE after class rather than in class.

At the same time, the generally positive attitudes toward MAOE in both contexts
indicate the potential of blending mobile technologies across settings. For teachers
and administrators, the current study highlights the importance of balancing the fun-
oriented features of mobile applications with the traditional expectations of classroom
learning. Effective integration may require ensuring that MAOE complements the
established norms of face-to-face instruction, thereby enhancing both acceptance and
effectiveness.

Learning behavior
Results

The third section addressed RQ 2 by exploring the cognitive-behavioral dimension of
LX (as shown in Table 3 and Figs. 3 and 4). The overall mean score, 1.545 (SD=0.721),
indicated a generally high level of autonomy in MAOE. Item 26 (M =1.300, SD=0.535)
revealed that students completed the assigned homework conscientiously and seriously
on mobile apps. Item 27, however, demonstrated a slightly higher score (M=1.867,
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SD=0.937). This indicated that while students were often engaged in self-directed oral
English practice beyond assigned tasks, the degree of this autonomy varied among indi-
viduals. Encouragingly, item 28 reported students’ overall intention to continue using
MAOE, indicating strong potential for the long-term integration of MAOE.

The final two questions examined the frequency and duration of students’ oral English
practice. As shown in Fig. 3, most students (63.33%) practiced oral English with mobile
apps 3—4 times per week, 16.67% practiced 5-6 times, and 6.67% practiced daily. No
students chose “never’, indicating a high motivation to use these mobile apps in speak-
ing practice. Similarly, in Fig. 4, half of the participants engaged in 15-30 min of prac-
tice, making it the most common learning duration. 30% students practiced speaking for
longer durations (more than 30 min), while only around 7% reported practicing for less
than 15 min. Additionally, 13.33% were unsure of their practice time.

Discussion

According to the results, there is a high level of task completion and independent
learning. Approximately 80% of students used mobile technology to practice oral Eng-
lish more than four times a week, with each session lasting over 15 min. These results
suggest that students not only complete the required tasks but also engage in additional
self-initiated oral English practice. A similar pattern was observed among Vietnamese
students in Nguyen (2024) and Tran and Vuong (2024). They found learners frequently
used mobile devices for English learning, with many spending over 40 min or over 60%
of their study time on them. These findings resonate with the present study, which
focuses more specifically on oral English learning.

These learning behavioral patterns may be interpreted as reflecting a certain degree of
learner agency and learning autonomy, as they demonstrate a sense of self-discipline and
self-regulation in actively managing their learning with reasonable frequency and dura-
tion. This underscores the potential of mobile apps to enhance autonomy and sustained
self-directed oral English learning (Nguyen, 2024; Roy & Gandhimathi, 2025). However,
the marginally higher score for item 27 suggests that although most students engage

Page 12 of 23
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in MAOE practice beyond teacher-assigned work, some still passively rely on teacher-
assigned work. This points to room for further enhancing learner agency, as also sup-
ported by Xu and Li (2024).

The interview

Complementary to the questionnaire, the group interview addresses RQ 2 by providing
a more in-depth understanding of students’ LX with MAOE across all three dimensions.
After transcription (in which the interviewer was assigned Number 1 and the eight stu-
dent participants were numbered sequentially from 2 to 9), the qualitative data were
analyzed using NVivo, with manual coding employed to ensure thorough understanding
and accurate analysis.

The first author acted as a single coder, conducting the coding of all interview tran-
scripts using N'Vivo while maintaining analytic memos. Codes were iteratively compared
and clustered into preliminary categories, which were then refined into main themes
through repeated review of both coded extracts and full transcripts to ensure that each
theme was internally coherent and clearly distinguishable from others. To strengthen
credibility and analytic rigor, the evolving codebook, theme boundaries, and labels
were reviewed and discussed with the fourth author acting as a critical peer through
peer debriefing. Revisions were made through consensus. Table 4 provides a transparent
mapping between the final themes and illustrative excerpts.

Findings
Theme 1: Perceived impact of MAOE and goal-directed learner agency
The first theme highlights the perceived impact of the three mobile apps as MKOs and
how students demonstrated goal-directed learner agency. Participants identified distinct
functional strengths in each app, and regulated their learning process based on the apps’
functions and their personal learning goals.

Liulishuo was appreciated for its structured, user-friendly activities and instant scor-
ing with pronunciation-focused feedback, helping learners identify and correct mistakes
and promoting pronunciation, fluency, and clarity. As Students 4 and 9 noted,

“It allows for shadowing, repetition, and retelling exercises. With its instant scoring
feedback, I can keep practicing and make ongoing improvements.”

“If you mispronounce something, the system gives you a score; this makes you want
to keep practicing until you get it right”

These comments suggest that Liulishuo was believed to not only improve learners’
pronunciation but also motivate them to practice repeatedly and independently.

Keke English distinguishes itself for its timely and authentic reading and listening
resources, including news, film/TV clips, and songs. Students used these materials to
expand vocabulary, deepen topical knowledge, and practice authentic expressions. Fea-
tures such as sentence looping and playback speed control allowed learners to tailor their
pace and focus, reflecting strategic resource management. As Student 3 commented,

“In class, we discussed the Canada Goose incident. Keke English promptly followed
up with this event. I found it to be quite timely and a valuable source of listening
material. It helped me practice both listening and speaking skills”
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Newsay was valued for its Al-driven conversation practices, grammar corrections, and
stylistic feedback. Students reported intentional involvement in repeated conversations
to improve grammatical accuracy, syntactic complexity, and fluency. For example, stu-
dent 5 shared,

“I love how Newsay lets me talk to different Al characters! They don’t just correct my
English; they adapt feedback for British, American, or professional Business English.
I could only say a few words at first, but now I can speak in complete sentences.”

This shows that students set clear goals to improve both linguistic accuracy and the
ability to adapt in different communicative contexts. Additionally, students used these
apps according to their interests, proficiency levels, and learning goals. As Student 9

explained,

“Teachers can’t really pay attention to everyone in class, but when you learn on your
own using a mobile device, it can be more accurate. Like, in Keke English, the level—
whether it’'s CET-4 or CET-6—you can pick the one that suits you best.

Similarly, Student 8 described a staged learning process,

“I started with Liulishuo because its exercises are relatively simple. Then, when I
need to find what to talk about, I turn to Keke English to learn the up-to-date mate-
rials. Last, I tried to talk with my Al partner in Newsay. Each of these three apps
supported me at different stages.”

This strategic use of different apps shows learners’ ability to make flexible use of
mobile apps according to their learning proficiency and goals. It reflects a high level of

self-motivation, self-regulation, and goal-directed agency.

Theme 2: Sociocultural factors and learner preference
The second theme underscores the sociocultural factors that mediate MAOE and the
resulting learner preferences.

Due to the flexibility, ubiquity, and informality of MALL, participants noted that they
could make use of fragmented time during the day. As Student 7 explained,

“We can effectively utilize fragmented time, which not only fosters greater autonomy

and accessibility in learning but also enables personalized learning experiences”

Additionally, since participants rarely have opportunities to interact directly with
Western cultures or native English speakers at the university or in their hometown,
their interest in learning was strongly driven by the variety and authenticity of resources
provided by the three apps. For example, Student 4 praised Keke English for its wide
selection of American TV shows, movies, and songs, noting that they helped practice
authentic expressions, pronunciation, and intonation.

Participants also situated MALL within the evolution of technological progress in Chi-

nese education. As Student 8 noted,

“Since primary school, we've experienced technological progress—from projectors to
smart boards, and now to smartphones and different apps. I think all of these reflect
the benefits brought by technological advancement”
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Crucially, he contrasted mobile learning with traditional classroom pair work, which
often lacked teacher feedback and could turn into off-task chatter. Mobile apps, on the
contrary, can offer instant responses, facilitating real-time self-reflection.

Unlike other aspects of English learning, speaking inevitably requires producing
sound, which may attract public attention. This often causes discomfort for some learn-
ers. For instance, Student 4 admitted,

“I can practice at any time on any topic. However, I still prefer practicing when I'm
alone. Having too many people around makes me feel somewhat embarrassed.

This preference highlights a sociocultural factor within the Chinese learning environ-
ment, where concerns about “mianzi (face)” and peer judgment can increase speaking
anxiety. Consequently, learners might need to find specific times and places to practice
so that they feel more comfortable and less exposed.

Theme 3: Learner attitudes across formal and informal learning contexts
The third theme explores students’ perceptions of learning oral English with mobile
assistance in both formal and informal learning settings. Consistent with the question-
naire results, interview data showed that students valued the advantages of using mobile
apps for speaking practice both in and out of the classroom, while also revealing signifi-
cant disadvantages that complement and extend the quantitative results.

Regarding the use of mobile apps inside the classroom, many students praised the
accessibility, innovation, communication, and personalization of MAOE. As Student 3

mentioned,

“Mobile devices are relatively novel and don’t have the dull and boring features of
traditional teaching methods. They can enhance our interest in learning and make
the classroom lively and engaging”

Student 7 added, “With many animated clips as well as other materials, mobile learning
makes oral English learning more engaging and vivid, and facilitates speaking practice.”

Regarding drawbacks, interviewees mentioned distractions, technical dependence,
and interruptions caused by peers speaking too loudly. Some students might lack self-
discipline and play games on their phones during class. Additionally, dead batteries
made participation impossible. Interestingly, Student 8 observed that distraction was not
specific to mobile learning, because.

“Students in traditional classroom activities such as drills, pair work, or role-play

could also be distracted, and group work can turn into group chat”

He then proposed using brief, time-restricted activities lasting one or two minutes
to help students remain focused. This suggestion underscores the role of task design in
maximizing MAOE'’s effectiveness in formal classroom teaching.

In informal learning settings, students appreciated the affordability, accessibility, flex-
ibility, and individuality of mobile learning, which helps them practice at convenient
times and places and to select content that interests them. However, they also encoun-
tered challenges such as low self-discipline, overreliance on app prompts, and a lack of
communicative authenticity. As Student 7 explained,
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“Mobile interactions lack visual and non-verbal cues like facial expressions and ges-
tures, making them less similar to real-life interactions. The communicative adapt-
ability in oral communication needs to be more authentic”

This gap proves that while mobile tools may have a positive impact on the complexity,
accuracy, and fluency of oral English, they may be less effective in developing pragmatic
competence.

Overall, this theme reveals a paradox that MALL offers flexibility, individuality, and
interactivity, yet these same qualities may contribute to self-discipline challenges and
a less authentic communicative experience. Rather than replacing traditional methods,
MALL should complement them through structured support, authentic interaction
opportunities, and clear pedagogical guidance.

Discussion

Altogether, the interview data, which complement the questionnaire results, offer a
detailed view of LX with MAOE and illustrate how the three mobile apps serve as both
technological and sociocultural mediators in oral English learning.

Theme 1 illustrates the cognitive-behavioral dimension of LX. Questionnaire results
indicated that students perceived the three apps as beneficial for improving oral Eng-
lish, particularly in terms of pronunciation, complexity, accuracy, and fluency. Extending
these findings, interview data reveal the possible reasons for this perceived improve-
ment. The pursuit of higher scores clearly demonstrates how MAOE encourages per-
sistence and self-improvement. This finding aligns with Saito (2021), who stated that
immediate corrective feedback plays a significant role in enhancing pronunciation
accuracy and maintaining learner engagement. Moreover, within the context of Chi-
nese education, where test scores carry considerable weight (Cai, 2020), feedback that
includes scoring may stimulate students to practice and elevate their motivation to learn.
However, this phenomenon is not exclusive to China; it is also prominent in East Asian
countries such as Singapore, where emphasis on scores is a key aspect of educational
culture (Jordania, 2023). Additionally, learners in this study engaged in self-directed
learning behaviors, such as exploring app features, selecting appropriate proficiency lev-
els, setting goals, choosing which apps to use, and monitoring their own progress. These
behaviors reflect both self-regulation and metacognitive awareness, key indicators of
autonomous learning (Alm, 2024; Nguyen, 2024; Roy & Gandhimathi, 2025).

The findings point to a mutually reinforcing relationship between learner agency, oral
performance, and technological affordances. Students actively select apps in line with
their goals, progress, and interests, while the varied functions of these apps enhance
learners’ oral English skills, learning autonomy, and sustained engagement in oral Eng-
lish practice. This conforms to Connectivism Learning Theory, which views learning as
forming and navigating knowledge networks across digital platforms (Alam, 2023; Sie-
mens, 2004). In this study, the three mobile apps serve as interconnected nodes, allowing
real-time access to language resources and activities. Therefore, effective MAOE imple-
mentation should encourage the complementary use of multiple mobile platforms.

Addressing RQ 2, theme 2 explores the sociocultural dimension of LX and its influence
on Chinese university students’ engagement with MAOE. The flexibility, ubiquity, and
informality of mobile learning enable learners to use fragmented time, access authentic
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resources, and develop greater learner autonomy. This shows that students prefer effi-
cient methods that yield visible progress. Furthermore, mobile learning is also seen as
part of educational modernization in China, offering advantages such as immediate
feedback and instant self-reflection that support self-monitoring and self-regulation (O’
Malley & Chamot, 2012) and enhance competence and motivation (Legault, 2017).

Nonetheless, unlike receptive skills such as reading or listening, oral English requires
sound production. Thus, some students felt embarrassed to practice English-speaking
in public. This finding is consistent with Luo and Watts (2022), who noted that students
were more willing to use MALL to develop receptive skills. This reluctance is closely
tied to the Chinese sociocultural environment, where the concept of “saving face’, which
involves maintaining social dignity and prestige, discourages making mistakes publicly
(Chey, 2021). Additionally, in many Asian cultures, individuality is understood through
social connections, highlighting that a person’s identity is mainly linked to relationships
with others (Li, 2024; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). This suggests that, despite the ubiq-
uitous learning opportunities provided by mobile apps, learners’ MAOE engagement,
especially among introverted Asian students, remains shaped by cultural norms and the
social contexts.

To maximize the portability and accessibility of MAOE while reducing social anxi-
ety, instructors could adopt a gradual, low-pressure approach. For instance, students
might begin practicing in private or semi-private spaces, such as their dorm room with
one or two roommates, then progress to small, supportive groups before engaging in
larger classroom settings. Additionally, instructors could encourage students to use brief
moments before or during class for practice. Such measures may help learners gradually
adapt to public speaking while making fuller use of mobile learning opportunities.

Theme 3 addresses RQ 2 by examining the affective—attitudinal dimension of LX, fur-
ther emphasizing the interaction among context, culture, and LX. In the formal class-
room setting, students generally regarded MAOE as a creative and interesting approach.
However, it also causes distractions due to the sound of speech and the gamified features
of mobile phones. In informal contexts, mobile apps significantly expand opportunities
for oral English practice, allowing learners to make use of fragmented time and choose
learning resources based on their interests and goals. However, AI-mediated commu-
nication was perceived as less authentic, given the absence of non-verbal cues that are
important in actual communication.

Overall, students’ general positive attitudes show that, on the one hand, it is necessary
to implement mobile technologies in both formal and informal learning contexts, which
aligns with previous research (Li, Fan, & Wang, 2022; Roy & Gandhimathi, 2025; Zhao
et al., 2025). On the other hand, realizing the full potential of MAOE requires activi-
ties that not only facilitate learning objectives but also address challenges of distraction,
authenticity, and sustained learner engagement.

To mitigate excessive classroom noise while maintaining engagement, instructors may
prioritize low-volume oral tasks such as shadowing and dubbing with apps like Liul-
ishuo, or short, goal-oriented role-plays with apps like Newsay. Additionally, to reduce
the risk of distraction, in-class MAOE activities should be brief so learners can stay
focused on the target task. As for more complex and time-consuming activities, such as
topic-based communication, they can be completed after class. Regarding authenticity,
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MAOE should be combined with in-person conversations. Integrating structured class-
room tasks with culturally sensitive informal practice can bridge the gap between tech-
nological affordances and learners’ social realities.

Conclusion

This study examined the use of three functionally complementary mobile applications,
Liulishuo, Keke English, and Newsay, across formal and informal learning settings to
investigate the perceived impact of MAOE and students’ learner experience.

Findings indicate that students perceived that MAOE can enhance multiple dimen-
sions of speaking competence, including listening, pronunciation, complexity, accuracy,
and fluency. Moreover, students exhibited strong learner agency during the process. It
shows that while autonomous learners used different apps strategically to meet their
goals, the apps’ specific features and activities may have contributed to participants’ per-
ceptions of enhanced agency. However, some students still relied on teacher-assigned
tasks. Thus, how to enhance students’ agency in using mobile apps for oral English learn-
ing after class remains necessary for further research.

Qualitative data further reveal that students tailored their app use to their learning
stages, goals, proficiency levels, and interests. They valued the flexibility and individual-
ity of MAOE, but were also concerned about speaking with other people around due to
cultural reasons. Learners noticed the drawbacks of attention distractions, but providing
structured support, authentic interaction, and clear guidance can help reduce these dis-
tractions and improve learning effectiveness.

Nevertheless, since these findings are derived from self-reported data, they may be
influenced by memory errors, subjective bias, and inconsistencies between perceived
and actual learning behaviors. In addition, the relatively small sample size may limit
the representativeness of the results and reduce the generalizability of the conclusions
to broader learner populations or educational levels. Therefore, future research could
address these limitations by including larger and more diverse samples and triangulating
self-reports with classroom observations, usage records from mobile applications, such
as log data, duration, task completion, and performance scores, to obtain more objective
and comprehensive insights.

All in all, this study suggests that the integration of MAOE into both formal and
informal learning contexts should employ a multi-app design. In addition, instructors
should take into account students’ learner agency and their sociocultural background
while carefully designing activities that foster learner autonomy and incorporate cultur-
ally sensitive strategies. Such an approach can help bridge the gap between technological
affordances and authentic communicative practice.
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