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Abstract 

This paper investigates the use of smartphones as a powerful language learning tool. Making a study of ESL 

(English as a Second Language) learning at the level of higher education in India, it designs a technologically 

stimulated learning environment in the universities, based on the telecommunication facilities available in 

smartphones. By using various features of a phone, like Notes, Text-messaging, Camera, Voice-Memo recorder, 

Memory, Games and the Internet, language learning can be done quite effectively. Considering the large 

number of smartphone users, and mobile network infrastructure in the country, the study proposes a second 

language learning method, by making smartphones as an educational device which can help the user interface 

and learning strategy adaptable to the learners as well as to the teachers. The proposed method of mobile 

learning can be implemented at the higher education level depending on the academic arrangement and 

organizational management by the institution. Enabling mobility and facilitating a greater flexibility in time and 

space, such e-learning would lead to a path of ‘global village’ (Laurillard 2002, Evans and Nation 2000, Inglis et 

al. 2002). The study envisages that across cultures and across languages, smartphones could be used as a 

powerful educational tool for language learning. 

 

Keywords: educational technology, second language learning, smartphones, e-learning, higher education 

 

Introduction 

To keep up with the hi-tech world, technology needs to be accumulated by the educational 

system. Today, when mobile phones have become an indispensable part of human life, helping 

communication among people, and hence, conquering time and distance, why not use that for 

language learning purposes as well, which would transform the present teacher-student based 

educational system. In addition, like Computer-Assisted Language Learning, Smartphone-Assisted 

Language Learning would pursue the e-learning movement forward. 

 

1.1. Language Learning Through Technology 

Although smartphones were not designed for language learning purposes, they can collect vast 

amounts of linguistically valid data, and can be used in this sense. In the present days, products like 

multimedia cellular phones, MP3 players, DVD players, and digital dictionaries, are very well 

integrated with the language learning processes. Portable devices like mobiles or smartphones play a 

highly prominent role for the e-learning movement. They are not just new communication 

technologies, they can also be used as excellent sources for language learning. Although rare, still to 

some extent, the use of mobile phones as a language-learning tool has been documented in the 

specialized literature (Kiernan and Aizawa 2004, Schwienhorst 2000, Appel 1999). However, no work 

has been done to show the explicit use of smartphones in Second Language Learning. This paper 

discusses mobile learning of English as a Second Language through cellular-phone technology, 

especially through smartphones, in India, at the higher secondary level. It outlines how smartphones 

can be used for language learning purposes quite effectively. 

As far as smartphones are concerned, they are intimate, computationally powerful, and remotely 

accessible friends of language learners. They offer huge potential to gather precise, linguistically 

valid data on the real-world communications in society. The interest in the use of smartphones for 

language learning has arisen from the fact that mobile phones are comparatively more portable than 

computers, also more economical. As Chinnery (2006), Kukulska-Hulme and Traxler (2005) note, 

smartphones can be used as a language learning tool, as they are comparatively economical and 

increasingly powerful, too. Another reason is that a lot more people are more often familiar with 
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phones, than with computers. Moreover, smartphones are technologically more powerful, including 

high-resolution touch screens, high-speed data access via Wi-Fi and mobile broadband. Inputs like 

digital video cameras, media players, GPS navigation units, make it an all-in-one device. There are 

many applications, which are more compatible with a smartphone than with a computer. 

 

1.2. Use of Smartphone – the Indian Situation 

Considering the mobile phone situation in India, we can say that mobile phones are very popular 

here. According to the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (www.trai.gov.in), by December 15, 

2011, India had 893,843,534 cellular phones, that is, about 74.15 percent of the total population of 

the country, and especially in a university situation, one can find almost 100 percent students having 

access to mobile phones. Of course, from a smartphone point of view, urban users outnumber the 

rural users. The following map shows the increasing number of smartphone users in India (Digital 

Statistics 2014). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Smartphone users in India in millions 

 

Considering the age group of users, it is found that the higher-secondary student age group level 

use it more than the other age group members. The following map shows the use of smartphones 

among different age groups in urban India (eMarketer 2015). 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Smartphones among different age-groups in urban India 

 

As more than half of the mobile users are less than 30 years, we can say that mobile learning is a 

great advantage for the students at the higher secondary or university level. As Sinha (2012) notes, in 

Urban India there are 27 million smartphone users. Besides, iPads, iPods, tablets, MP3 players, 

portable game devices, handhelds, and laptops are also used extensively. Internet access through 
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mobile phones makes the learning process much easier. Considering mobile internet users, as Mallya 

(2015) reports, the number of internet users in India, from 200 million in 2013 would increase to 500 

million in 2017, which would include 314 million mobile internet users. Moreover, in India, the 

mobile internet usage surpassed the desktop internet usage in May 2012. The following figure shows 

the Indian internet traffic (McLeod 2013). 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Indian Internet traffic by type 

 

According to a report by the Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI) and IMRB 

International, by June 2015, there were 213 million mobile internet users found in India (Bhargava 

2015). 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Mobile internet users 

 

Although smartphone users move over devices and over time as well, and smartphone 

communities are quite popular in other areas, such communities are not established within the 

language e-learning environment in the educational system. So, if mobile-learning can be used in the 

university education system, it will have a great impact on society, as language learning can take 

place outside the formal learning situation, with necessary synchronization and interactivity, and it 

can bridge the gap for distant learners through correspondence courses. The positive outcomes of 

the device are: 1) easy and immediate access to the device as well as to the resources in it; 2) instant 

communication between the learners and the teacher; 3) portability of the device; 4) easy access to 

the resources in the device; 5) localization of programs and languages of the phone. Plenty of room 

for customization and personalization of the device would encourage the learners to both an 

independent and a collaborative learning experience and would help them learn a language, anytime 

anywhere, storing the resources for any duration of time. As Mielo notes, "A computer is better than 

a mobile phone for handling various types of information such as visual, sound, and textual 



Kalyanamalini Sahoo, ”Smart Language Learning through Smartphones”.                                

Community and Communication from a Synchronic and Diachronic Perspective (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 4, no 2/2015                                                                                                     Page 5 

 

information, but a mobile phone is superior to a computer in portability" (35). Of course, some 

researchers emphasize the importance of developing the language learning environment and 

emphasize focusing on the learner before deciding on the role of mobile technologies (Copaert 

2004). However, smart-phones as a language-learning device can be used to motivate students 

through video and multimedia functions. By providing video clips, exercises, e-dictionaries, students 

can be motivated and could perform better than in a regular teacher-student based classroom 

system. Using smartphones, students can collect new information from various sources, including 

the native speakers and add it up in their learning process or interlanguage, which would help them 

in learning a second language better through the control of syntax, vocabulary, and the common 

usage. 

For distance learning, smartphones can help course instructors as well as students. Teachers can 

involve students in language learning activities, can monitor their progress, and can evaluate their 

performance online. Smartphones can also provide regular communication facilities between them. 

Through the Internet, they can have access to various discussion boards and forums like BlackBoard 

(www.blackboard.com), WebCT (www.webct.com), Top Class (www.wbtsystems.com), Moodle 

(www.moodle.org), Classfronter (www.fronter.info), where they can interact in groups and can get 

supplementary materials. 

Considering the learning-teaching situation in the digital age, we propose a technologically 

stimulated educational method by which e-learning can be implemented for language learning at the 

higher education level in universities, facilitating the use of smartphones in language learning. 

Focusing on pedagogic factors like course content, natural usage of the data and other resource 

materials, easy navigation of the course material and other supplementary learning resources, 

consistency and flexibility of the teaching method, the study designs a learning environment, 

considering the compatible features and applications of smartphones for language learning, which 

can make the user interface and the learning content adaptable to the learners. Like a classroom 

situation, smartphones can be used not only from a pedagogic point of view, they can also be used 

from an administrative point of view, like monitoring and evaluating students’ progress, sending 

notifications and reminders, flexible assistance and simplified repetition of the course for poor 

students, arranging open-book tests for average or bright students, language games and puzzles for 

idle students. Hence, the use of smartphones in pedagogically innovative and appropriate ways 

would inspire and motivate students for a better performance. 

 

2. Features and Parameters of Smartphones for Language Learning 

Smartphones are wireless data machines that can get internet data through 3G, 4G, and Wireless 

Fidelity (Wi-Fi) networks. Common features of smartphones now include Internet access, speaker, 

voice messaging, SMS text messaging, cameras, and video recording, voice recording and numerous 

Applications. In language learning, all these features enable communicative language practice more 

than just a classroom situation, providing access to a lot of authentic content. 

Considering the in-built features of a mobile phone, we assume that they can be used for 

language learning in the following ways: 

 

2.1. Notes 

Most mobile phones have a feature that allows them to take notes. Applications such as Google 

Keep, Audio Note, Any.Do, Evernote, Catch Notes, Fetchnotes, Microsoft OneNote, SomNote, Spring 

Pad, would be very helpful for taking notes in the classroom. Any.Do is a reminder to-do note taking 

application, which has an alarm reminder. This application has a “speak” feature, which can be used 

for speaking, instead of writing. Microsoft OneNote can help with working on Excel files, Powerpoint 

slides, and graphics on the phone. Audio Note synchronizes audio recording with note taking. 

Evernote synchronizes everything between a phone and a computer. Therefore, all the items from 

the phone can be transferred to the computer and vice versa, making things easier from the time 

and space point of view. 
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Students can use this Note feature to take notes on the target language they read or hear, 

focusing on various aspects of the language, for example, Specific language forms, Domain-Specific 

grammatical forms, Language specific grammatical rules or vocabulary items. 

 

2.2. Camera 

All smartphones have an in-built camera these days. This is great for the phonetics class, where 

learners can use the camera to take pictures or videos of the position, shape, and movement of the 

speech organs and see how the speech sounds of a language are physically articulated by the vocal 

apparatus. The place of articulation, as well as the manner of articulation of speech sounds can be 

videotaped, and this would be much more effective than simply producing a quick sketch of the 

articulatory organs in a diagram on the board. Moreover, while learning a foreign language, if they 

do not recognize a word, they can take the picture of it and ask the teacher. In addition, by seeing a 

picture, they can collect all the related words and can describe the picture in sentences for syntactic 

and semantic accuracy. 

Students can use the camera to learn vocabulary items, by recording samples of the target 

language with the corresponding pictures. Afterwards, they can transfer the pictures to a computer 

and upload them from there. A free program like Evernote recognizes words in pictures and converts 

them to text, generally very accurately. 

 

2.3. Voice Memo Recorder 

Most smartphones include audio recording applications, for example: iPhone - Voice memo, 

Blackberry - Voice Recorder, Nokia - Voice Recorder. This application can be used to collect language 

samples from native speakers, from the TV, radio and all sorts of mass media. From the collected 

samples, the student can analyze the language, and can provide feedback
1
. Students can play the 

interviews and conversations by native speakers in class, for feedback and discussion. This can help 

them with the accent and with public speaking. They can have discussions on grammatical changes 

based on dialects and registers, too. The audio files can be exported to the computer, too. It can help 

to add spoken words to slide shows, thus making it an alternative to video, which could be more 

intimate and user friendly. 

 

2.4. Text Messaging 

In smart-phones, voice texting is available in different font sizes. Text messages, like Short 

Message Service (SMS) and Instant Messages (IMs) in the desired font size can be used to send out 

vocabulary items, learning reminders, thus increasing students’ attention towards vocabulary 

learning, textual communication through writing, interactive writing and learning from each other. 

Innovative SMS games can also be played to verify the spelling of the text by the teacher. It can also 

be used to poll students’ opinion. 

If we consider the use of the Internet activities via smartphones in India, we find the following 

report (Mallya 2015): 

 

                                                 
1
Of course, one has to consider privacy issues and obtain the interlocutors’ permission, before recording any 

speech or interview. 
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Figure 5: Mobile consumer Report, a snapshot 2013 

 

Textual communication would help students in writing activities, through writing and sending 

messages. Various applications like WhatsApp, Viber, FaceTime, GoogleHangouts, GroupMe, 

WeChat, MessageMe, Facebook messenger, LINE/VoIP, Skype, MSN messenger, Yahoo messenger, 

ChatON, Snapchat, provide free text message service and voice calls to the same application users. 

Students can practice writing short texts to develop their writing skills and can write essays, too. Two 

or more students can pair up and exchange text messages, which would help them for interactive 

communication and hence, learning from each other. The phonetic transcription of the text can be 

done and be sent to the teacher for verification. Text messages can help in making easy and instant 

communication. The teacher can spell-check the text messages and writing worksheets. For a 

hardcopy, Bluetooth can be used to send any document to a printer or fax machine. 

 

2.5. Internet 

Like a laptop or a desktop computer, to quickly look up facts on the Internet is possible on many 

phones. If a student needs assistance with classwork and does not have access to a computer, a 

smartphone can be used for that purpose, too. By using the Internet, the student can have access to 

a dictionary, thesaurus, and encyclopedia. It also gives immediate access to Google, Yahoo, and 

other text search engines and helps in the search for words, with information about the 

pronunciation, grammar, syntax, and semantics. This would help a language learner on the web to 

understand the language construction and properties clearly. Students can have access to the 

linguistlist, science direct, research gate, online books and journals subscribed by their university or 

college libraries, as well as to books and journals available on the Internet. Pronunciation programs 

like Accent Master, Accent School, BBC Learning English - Pronunciation Tips, Clarity English - Clear 

Pronunciation, Connected Speech, Duolingo, eEnglish by Pronunciation Power, English 

Pronunciation, EyeSpeak, IBM Speech Viewer, Perfect Pronunciation, Speak English Daily, Talk 

English Standard, You Tube Videos, will help students with pronunciation. 

Some of the websites like Google, Yahoo, Wikipedia, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, are 

smartphone-friendly. Often, it is possible to find out if a site has a mobile-friendly version by typing 

http://m. before the name of the site, followed by .com, org, net, et cetera. For example, the mobile 

pages of certain sites are as follows: Google (http://m.google.com), yahoo (http://m.yahoo.com), 

MySpace (http://m.myspace.com), Facebook (http://m.facebook.com), MSN 

(http://mobile.msn.com), YouTube (http://m.youtube.com). 

 

2.5.1. Social Networking Sites 

In language learning, Social Networking Sites like Weblog, Twitter, LinkedIn, Google+, MSN 

messenger, can be used for writing activities. Students can write on their blogs, and invite comments 

from others, including native speakers. Teachers can provide feedback on the writing and suggest 

improvements to the text. Twitter can be used to keep people informed about who is doing what.  It 

can be used for a wide variety of assignments, such as asking students to report on their daily 

activities or to write focusing on a specific aspect of language. Facebook, YouTube, and MySpace are 
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also very popular Social Networking sites, which allow groups of “friends” to post messages, share 

pictures, and keep in touch online. As most of the interaction is written, teachers can ask students to 

use the target language for writing. Students can post on each other’s page and discuss what they 

studied in the class. Teacher can monitor and comment on that. 

 

2.6. Memory. 

Many phones have memory and expandable storage for graphics, photos, videos, eBooks, 

applications, pictures, movies, and music that the teacher or student can use to download listening 

and reading materials. This could be a recording of a class, or course listening materials. There are 

also numerous sites with free reading materials, lecture-notes, audio books, practice-exercises, free 

tutorials, all in mobile friendly formats. Students can use the voice recorder to take notes from 

books, while reading. The notes can be used personally or can be discussed in the class, to 

understand them better and to receive the opinion or reflections of both their colleagues and their 

teacher. Audiobooks can be a great source of listening material. The teacher and the students can 

create vocabulary flashcards or can use the Flash my Brain application for flashcards to share and 

practice language learning anywhere. 

Interaction is necessary for a successful communication. The PollEve Presenter application 

(www.polleverywhere.com) is a free program that allows the teacher to pose survey questions to 

students and collect responses through text messaging. Applications like Mentimeter, Infuse 

Learning, allow the teacher to use questions, prompts, quizzes to students and get the response in 

text. SurveyMonkey and Formstack can also be used to build surveys. This is very useful when 

checking student comprehension of language resources and getting their opinions. These 

applications can be particularly used in larger classes to get feedback from all students. 

 

2.7. Games 

Many free language games are available for ESL or EFL learners for practicing dialogues and 

vocabulary in mobile phones. Games such as Scrabble, Crossword puzzles, Word prompts, Guessing 

nouns, Guessing Preposition, Guessing adverbs, Yes/no question games, involve a strong focus on 

language. These games encourage students to be involved with the target language, and develop 

vocabulary under the pretext of entertainment. For the classroom, there are 132 language games 

available for ESL or EFL learners for practicing dialogues and vocabulary in the following site: 

iteslj.org/c/games.html (accessed on 25 November 2015), including Vocabulary game, Spelling 

contest, Sentence race, Meaning, Pictionary.  

 

2.8. Calendar 

Nearly every mobile phone has a built-in calendar function and this can be very useful to set goals 

like including ‘to do list’, class time-table, scheduling meetings, test-schedule, assignment due dates, 

reminders to rehearse material covered in class, and other such details where time is of the utmost 

importance. This would be more mobile than the hardcopy or notebooks. 

 

2.9. Clock and Alarm 

The alarm clock could be used for practicing the production of speech in phonetics classes, for 

group activities and it can also be used during the time of examination. 

 

3. Smartphones - the Bane and Boon 

As smartphones can make many changes in the location, development, methodology, delivery, 

support, evaluation, and timing of education, it is better if universities can accommodate the impact 

of technology in the educational system. The teacher, as well as the students, needs to be trained 

properly to make use of technology in a classroom. However, several issues need to be taken proper 

care of, to avoid the disadvantage of technology in the classroom. In the case of mobile phone use, 

the privacy issue also matters a lot, and hence, the teacher needs to be watchful about the young 
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students’ inappropriate use of the mobile phone. Using cell phones in classrooms may create 

distractions during an examination, also text messaging may provoke cheating, and sometimes it is 

possible to find an answer from the Internet. So, to avoid academic dishonesty, phones should be 

banned during examination time. Limitations, like small screens, slow processing, limited input 

methods, limited battery life, also need to be considered. Considering the socio-economic condition 

of students, it may not be possible for all students to own a smartphone, and will be a financial 

burden on the parents of the students. Still, the issue of arranging a smartphone for the students by 

an academic institution is not an easy task either. 

However, the method used in this study can be of great help in improving the quality of teaching-

learning processes, in different language teaching or learning situations, across cultures and across 

languages, and will bring some change to the scheduled agenda associated with learning, with the 

introduction of e-learning. 

 

4. Findings 

We can summarize the findings of using smartphone as a technologically stimulated device for 

language learning in the following way: 

 

Table 1: Using Mobile Phones in Language Classrooms 

Notes Text-

messaging 

Camera Voice- 

Memo 

recorder 

Memory Games Internet Calendar 

Domain-

Specific 

grammati

cal forms 

 

Language 

specific 

grammati

cal rules 

 

Vocabular

y items 

 

 

 

SMS/IMs for: 

 

Vocabulary 

learning 

 

Phonetic 

transcription 

of the text 

 

 

Textual 

communicatio

n through 

writing 

 

Interactive 

writing and 

Learning from 

each other 

 

 

Picture of 

new text 

in the 

target 

language 

 

Picture of 

place of 

articulatio

n and 

video of 

manner 

of 

articulatio

n of 

speech 

sounds 

 

Target 

language 

text with 

correspon

ding  

images 

 

Visual 

journalism 

 

Record 

language 

from 

outside or 

media 

 

Record 

from native 

speakers 

 

Record 

interviews 

and 

conversatio

n 

 

        ↓ 

 

For accent 

reduction 

 

Discussion 

on 

grammatic

al changes 

based on 

dialects 

 

Public 

Visuals: 

graphics 

 

Flash-cards 

 

e-books & 

Reading 

materials   

 

Photos 

 

Text ↔  

 picture  

 

Audio: 

Course 

Listening 

materials 

Music 

 

(Audio) 

books 

 

Audio 

recording 

of a class 

   

to upload 

data 

Language 

games: 

 

Cross-word 

puzzles 

 

Scrabble 

 

 

Dictionary, 

thesaurus, 

encyclopedia 

 

Facebook: 

Social 

networking 

 

Discussion 

on a topic 

 

Twitter: 

Report on 

daily writing 

 

Daily tasks 

 

Writing 

practice 

 

Update 

focusing on 

specific 

aspect of the 

language 

 

Blogs: 

Feedback 

Request for 

Class/ 

Meeting/ 

Test-

schedule 

 

Dead-lines 

for 

assignment 

 

To do list 
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Speaking 

 

Story-

telling 

 

 

more 

info/comme

nts 

 

Writing tasks 

 

Interaction:  

Discussion/ 

meeting 

through 

MSN 

messenger, 

Yahoo 

messenger, 

Skype, 

G-talk 

 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper, we have considered smartphones as a language learning device with well-advanced 

computing ability and connectivity. By using various features of a phone, like Notes, Text-messaging, 

Camera, Voice-Memo recorder, Memory, Games, Internet, Calendar, language learning can be done 

quite effectively. For all students, although it is not easy to have a smartphone, the method used in 

this study can be of great help in improving the quality of teaching-learning processes in different 

language teaching or learning contexts and will change the prototypical classroom situation by 

introducing e-learning. Considering these pedagogical advantages, universities should make an 

attempt to adapt to this new technology soon. We propose that across cultures and across 

languages, smartphones could be used as a powerful educational tool for language learning. 
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Glossary 

Dialect. A variety of a language that is a characteristic of a particular group of the language's 

speakers. The term is applied most often to regional speech patterns, but a dialect may also be 

defined by other factors, such as social class. 

Interlanguage. The type of language or linguistic system used by second and foreign language 

learners who are in the process of learning a target language. 

Register. A register is a variety of a language used for a particular purpose or in a particular social 

setting. 

Smartphone. A smartphone is a mobile phone built on a mobile computing platform, with more 

advanced computing ability and connectivity than a feature phone. 
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