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ABSTRACT

Recentresearchindicatesthatmobiletechnologiescansupportsecondlanguagelearning.However,
studiesfocusedontheuseoftheiPadandteachinginschoolsisstillscarce.Thisstudyreportson
anactionresearchprojectthatinvestigatedtheuseoftheiPadintheEnglishasaforeignlanguage
(EFL)contextinanItalianschool.Thestudysoughttoinvestigatelearners’andteachers’perceptions
ofmobilelearningthroughtheuseoftheiPad.Thedatawascollectedthroughasurvey(N=41),
classroomobservations(N=4),interviews(N=20),andrecordedteachermeetings(N=5).Results
showapositiveimpactonstudentmotivationandontheapproachtosecondlanguagelearningtasks.
Wefoundthatwithinthedurationofthestudystudentsandteachersbecameincreasinglyindependent
intheuseoftheiPadforEnglishlanguagelearningandteaching.Thisstudyprovideseducatorswith
hintsonhowtostartintegratingmobiledevicestoperformspecificlanguagelearning/teachingtasks.

KEywoRdS
Communicative Language Teaching, Mobile Technologies, Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL), 
Secondary Education, Task-Based Language Teaching

INTRodUCTIoN

Mobiledevices,suchastheiPad,areincreasinginpopularityandmanyschoolsareadoptingthemas
aneducationaltechnology(Keene,2012;Richmond,2011).Overthelasttenyearsmobiletechnologies,
andtheiPadinparticular,haverapidlyattractednewusers,providingnewaffordancesinandoutside
theclassroom.Thishasinfluencededucationalpracticesand,mostimportantly,itiscreatingnew
contextsfor learning(Pachler,Bachmair&Cook,2010).Educatorsstillneedtounderstandhow
mobiletechnologiescanbeeffectivelyusedinthelanguageclassroomtosupportvariouskindsof
learningandthustheintegrationofsuchtechnologieshasbeenmoregradual(Kukulska-Hulme&
Shield,2008).Therefore,thereisaclearneedtoinvestigatestudents’andteachers’perceptionsand
effectivemethodsforexploitingmobiletechnologiesforlanguagelearning.

Educationaltechnologyenthusiastsfrequentlyclaimthattechnologyuseinschoolscantransform
teaching and learning (Murray & Olcese, 2011). Nevertheless, the reality of how technology is
usedinauthenticlearningsituationsisquiteoftenlessinnovativethanimagined(see,forexample,
Cubanetal.,2001).Againstthisbackdrop,thisstudyaimedatinvestigatingtheuseoftheiPadin
anEnglishasaForeignLanguage(EFL)classroomfromtheteacher’sandthelearner’sperspectives
inasecondaryschoolinItaly.TheiPadhadbeenchosenamongothertablets,asitwasdistributed
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massivelytoloweranduppersecondaryschoolsinthenorthofItalyasaresultofa‘technologyfor
schools’projectfundedbyRegioneLombardiain2014.

Beforeproceeding,itisessentialtoclarifywhatMobileAssistedLanguageLearning(MALL)
isandwhyit is importantfor thisstudy.Taylor(2006)hasdefinedmobile learningas“learning
mediatedbymobiledevices,ormobilityof learners (regardlessof theirdevices),ormobilityof
contentorresourcesinthesensethatitcanbeaccessedfromanywhere”(citedinTraxler,2009,p.
10).FollowingGodwin-Jones(2011),thisstudyconsidersdevicessuchasiPods,newsmartphones
andiPadsthathaveenhancedhardwareandOperatingSystemcapacitiesasmobiletechnologies.
ComputerAssistedLanguageLearning(CALL)researchhasstartedtoexplorethepotentialitiesof
thesetechnologiesforMALLtosupportsecondlanguagelearningandteaching(Traxler,2013).

Despite the fact thatperceptionsofMALLhavebeen investigatedquitewidely in the latest
research,studiesinEFLsecondaryschoolcontextsarestillscarce,inparticularinItaly.Hence,the
needforstudieslikethecurrentoneiswarranted.Thisstudyaimedtoaddressthefollowingresearch
questions:

• Whatarestudents’andteachers’perceptionsoftheeffectivenessoftheiPadforlearningEFL
listening,speakingandwritingskills?

• CanspecificattitudesandusesoftheiPadinthesecondaryEnglishLanguageclassroombe
detected?

Below we provide a brief overview of Communicative Language Teaching and Task-Based
LanguageTeaching,aversionofwhichwas followed in theschoolwhere thecurrentstudywas
conducted.ThisisfollowedbyareviewofkeystudieswithinMALLandtheuseofiPads.Wethen
describeourresearchmethodology,presentkeyfindingsanddiscussthemforanyimplicationsfor
MALL.

LITERATURE REVIEw

Communicative Language Teaching and Task-Based Language Teaching
Forthelastthreedecades,researchersofsecondlanguageacquisitionhaverecognizedthatthemodality
oflearners’engagementincommunicativeclassroomactivitiesisimportantfortheirdevelopment
(Kahn,2012).Inreadingandassessingsecondlanguageactivitiesintheclassroom,weconsidered
therecentchangesinlanguageteachingmethodologiesandtheirimpactontheclassroomteaching
andlearningcontextsincludingtheroleofteachersandlearners.

Languagelearningandteachinghasexperiencedaseriesofimportantchangesoverthelastforty
years,mostlyduetotheneedtofindeffectivemethods(Power&Shrestha,2009).Therewasaclear
movefromatraditionalteacher-centredmethodsuchasgrammar-translationtomorestudent-centred
methodssuchasCommunicativeLanguageTeaching(CLT)andTask-BasedLanguageTeaching
(TBLT).

InthecontextofItalyandelsewhere,thebroadapproachestolanguagelearningcanbeassociated
withwhatweknowasCommunicativeLanguageTeaching(CLT)anditsexpandedversioncalled
Task-BasedLanguageTeaching(TBLT)intheirvariousforms(forareviewoftheseapproaches,see
Littlewood,2014).Boththeseapproachesviewlanguagelearningandteachingasasocialpractice.
Insuchlanguageclassrooms,theteacherencourageslearnerstoengageindialoguewithboththe
teacherandeachother,andtothinkbyaskingquestionsofeachother,thusmakinglanguagelearning
student-centred.

In2000, the ItalianMinistryofEducation implementedamajor foreign languageeducation
reformprogrammecalledProgettoLingue2000,whosemainaimwas toprovidecourses in two
foreignlanguagesfromprimarytohighschoollevelstodeveloplearners’communicativecompetence
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asdefinedbytheCouncilofEuropeFrameworkofReferenceforLanguages(2001).IntheProgetto
Lingue 2000 impact study, students were taught in small homogeneous groups, following CLT
principles and using up-to-date technologies. The emphasis of the study was on introducing a
communicativeapproach to learn languagesasanalternative to the standardnotional-functional
method.Hawkey(2006)presentedpartoftheimpactstudyfindingsonteacherandlearnerperceptions
inthecommunicativeclassroom.Results,basedonqualitativeandquantitativedatasets,showed
howteachers’perceptionsofsomeclassroomlanguagelearningactivitiesdiffersubstantiallyfrom
theperceptionsof their students.Themost important gapswere foundon theperceptionof the
importance of pair work and grammar exercises; out of 13 classroom activities students ranked
grammarexercisesas5whileteachersas11.Ontheotherhandforteacherspairworkhadastrong
prominence(rank2/13)andlessforstudents(rank8/13).IntheofficialMinistryspecificationsof
thePL2000thedevelopmentof‘communicativecompetenceinreading,writtenandoralinteraction
andproduction’wasthekeydirection.Perhapstheteachersinvolvedinthestudyfelttheyhadto
implementastrongcommunicativeapproachsotheyunder-estimatedtheimportanceofgrammar,or
thestudentsover-estimatedtheimportanceofgrammarbecauseofthetraditionalnotional-functional
approachpopularinItalytillthisproject(Hawkey,2006).OtherthanHawkey’sstudy,wearenot
awareofanyresearchthatexaminedtheuseofCLTorTBLTandmobiletechnologiesinsecondary
schoolinItaly,thusnecessitatingfurtherresearch.

Mobile Assisted Language Learning: Attitudes and Perceptions
Theliteratureonmobiletechnologiesforlanguagelearningreportsanumberofcasestudiesthat
examinevariousaspectsofmobilelanguagelearning(Hsu,2013;Viberg&Grönlund,2012;Vurdien,
2017).Intheirreviewofmobilelearning,VibergandGrönlund(2012)observethatthedominating
researchfocusisontheattitudesoflearnerstowardstechnologies,theirintentiontousethem,andthe
variousactualusesofmobiletechnologyintegratedintheirsecondandforeignlanguagelearning.
Allofthesestudieshavesupportedtheideathatmobiletechnologycanenhancelearners’secondand
foreignlanguageacquisitionfocusingbothonspecificskillssuchasreadingandlistening,andalso
onmotivationandcollaborativelanguagelearningaspects(seeforexampleLin,2014).

Onthebasisofresearchwith45universitystudentsfromeightdifferentcountriesandregions,
Hsu(2013)foundthatlearnerswithdifferentculturalbackgroundshadvaryingattitudestowardsthe
useofmobilephonesreguardingMALL.However,itwasnotpossibletoestablishthemainreasons
due to their different experiences and expectations. Many students doubted whether they could
practicealllanguageskillsinamobilelearningenvironment.Thismighthavebeenduetothelack
ofrealopportunitiesforthemtopracticethoseskillsusingmobiledevices.

Another studyexamined theattitudesof345university students towardsmobile learning in
SwedenandChina(Viberg&Gronlund,2013).Theresearchersfoundthatstudentshadparticularly
positiveattitudestowardtheopportunitytopersonalizetheirlearning,thechancetohaveanauthentic
learningexperience,andtheopportunitytoexchangeinformationandcollaboratewithotherstudents,
teachersetc.

Therearesomestudiesfocusingonthelearners’perceptionsoftheuseoftheiPadinthelanguage
classroom.OfparticularrelevanceisGabarreetal.(2014)whoexploredhowiPadscanbeusedinthe
languageclassroomtopromoteactivelearningopportunitiesasinLys(2013)andChen(2013).They
implementedaqualitativeresearchdesignintheformofacasestudyinordertohavemoredetailed
insightsandunderstandingsoftheprocesses.ThestudyinvolvedoneFrenchlearnerinaMalaysian
university.ItshowsthatthelearnerfeltcomfortableusingtheiPadintheclassroom;shementioned
manywaystouseitforeducationalpurposes(YouTubevideos,dictionary, immediatesearchfor
accurateinformationonatopicetc.).Interestingly,shealsoshowednegativeattitudestowardtheuse
ofthemobiledeviceforwritingactivities.Whereasallofthesestudiesexpresspositiveperceptions
regardingtheintegrationoftheiPadinlanguagelearning,theresultscannotbeconsideredconclusive.
Theyaremostlybasedondatatakenfromuniversitystudentsratherthansecondaryschoolstudents,
orsmall-scalestudies(e.g.onestudent).
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iPad in English Language Learning
Mobiledevicessuchas iPadsprovideeducatorswithvariousworkingconfigurationsandenable
learnerstoperformawidevarietyoftasks:creatingapresentation,recordingthevoice,listeningto
aspecifictextmanytimes,etc.(Gabarreetal.,2014).TheiPadintheclassroom,forexample,allows
learnerstorecordthemselvesandtolistentoanaudioatanypointofthelanguagelesson.

AlthoughtheiPadseemedhighlypromisingforlanguagelearning,therewerealsomanyissues
surrounding one-to-one learning implementation. The difficulty in finding appropriate apps, for
example,isuniquetoiPadsandteachersmightnothavesufficienttimetomanageappselectionsand
resolvedeviceproblems(Chou,Block,&Jesness,2012).

TherearesomestudiesfocusingontheuseoftheiPadintheEFLsecondaryclassroom(e.g.,Lin,
2014;Simpson,Walsh,&Rowsell,2013).Lin(2014),forexample,investigatedtheeffectsofusing
iPadsinanExtensiveReadingProgramonadolescentEnglishlearners’onlineactivities,reading
abilityandusers’perceptions.Althoughthestudyisspecificallyfocusedonlyonreadingskills,it
isrelevantforthisstudybecauseitinvestigatestheuseandperceptionsofmobiletechnologywith
adolescents.Inordertosurveyparticipants’perceptionsontheusefulnessofthedevice,atechnology
acceptancemodel(TAM)questionnairewasdeliveredtostudents.TwoclassesandanEnglishteacher
wereselectedinaseniorhighschoolinTaiwan;thestudylastedtenweeks;oneclasswasassigned
tothemobilegroupreadingoniPadsandtheother,thePCgroup,readingonPCs.Thestudentsin
themobilegroupperceivedreadingwiththemobiledeviceusefulandeasytousecomparedtoother
devices.TheresultsshowedhowthemobilegroupoutperformedthePCgroupinonlineactivities
andreadingachievement,andprovidedempiricalevidenceformobileintegrationinextensivereading
programsinsecondaryEFLeducation.

Anothermethodologically relevantstudy isbyPellerin (2014)whichexaminedhowtheuse
ofmobile technologies(iPodsand tablets) in languageclassroomscontributes to theredesignof
task-basedapproachesforyounglanguagelearners.Theresearchprovidesevidenceofhowmobile
technologiesallowyounglanguagelearnerstocreatetheirownlearningenvironmentandmeaningful
languagetaskswiththesupportoftheteacher.Shedeployedaqualitativeinterpretativeresearchdesign
(Richards,2003),andusedcollaborativeactionresearch(Burns,2003).Thestudyinvolved16primary
teachersfromGrade1toGrade4.Thefindingsprovideevidencethattheuseoftabletscontributes
tothecreationofauthenticandmeaningfullanguagetasks;becauseofthemultimodalnatureofthe
touchscreendevices,learnerswereengagedandtheydevelopedgreaterautonomy(Pellerin,2014).

Tosumup,althoughtherehasbeensomerecentresearchontheuseofmobiletouchscreen
devicessuchasiPadsinthecontextoflanguagelearning(e.g.,Lys,2013),suchresearchstillfocuses
mainlyonadultlearnersinEnglishassecondlanguagecontexts.Inaddition,thesestudieshavebeen
moreconcernedwithvocabularylearningactivities(e.g.,Stockwell,2010)andgrammarexercises.
Additionally,arecentreviewofresearch(Haßler,Major,&Hennessy,2016)ontheuseofmobile
devicesforachievinglearningoutcomesinschoolscouldnotdrawanyfirmconclusions.Therefore,
furtherresearchisneededinordertocontributetoourknowledgebaseregardingsecondaryschool
students’andteachers’perceptionsaboutmobiledeviceswhichinfluencehowtheyusethemfor
languagelearningandteachinginsecondaryschools.

MALL in Italy
Inthelastfewyears,theItalianEducationSystemhasexperiencedasignificantincreaseofmobile
technologiesinschools,andfurtherandhighereducation,particularlyinsecondaryschools.However,
asfarasweareaware,researchontheuseoftheiPadinsecondaryschoolEnglishlanguageclassroom
inItalyhasnotbeenreportedandthusthispaperaddressesthisgapintheliterature.AlthoughItaly
wasoneofthecountrypartnersofMOTILL(MobileTechnologiesinLifelongLearning),aproject
fundedby theEuropeanCommissionaimedat collecting,organizingandanalysingpedagogical
approachesthatexploitmobiletechnologiesforLLL(LifeLongLearning)“inordertoidentifyand
spreadgoodpracticesinthisfield(TheMotillbooklet,2013),thereishardlyanystudyreporting
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MALLpracticesinItaly.Theprojectstatestheimportanceofeachnationalcontextwithrespectto
theuseofmobiletechnologiesforLLL.Forexample,Italyshowshighdiffusionofmobiledevices
butinsufficientparticipationinlearningactivities.TheMOTILLstudyfoundthattheuseofmobile
technologies increased the level of engagementof the learners, enabled students tomanage and
directtheirownlearninganditrespondedtotheirlearningneeds(suchascollaboration).Giventhe
limitedresearchevidenceontheuseofmobiledevicesforlanguagelearningandteachinginItalian
secondaryschools,thereisaclearneedformoreresearch.

THEoRETICAL BACKGRoUNd

This study is informed by a sociocultural theoretical background. The communicative and the
task-basedapproacheshavebeenstronglyinfluencedbysocioculturalprinciples.Inasociocultural
classroom,whereVygotskianideasareapplied,theteacherencourageslearnerstoengageindialogue
withboththeteacherandeachother,andtothinkbyaskingquestionsofeachother(Brooks&Brooks,
1999).Moreover,collaborationisseenasthemosteffectivemeansbywhichsocioculturallearning
canbeestablished(Lantolf&Appel,1994;Woollard,2010).Inastudent-centredlanguageclassroom
context,mobiletechnologiescanplayakeystrategicrole,movingfromsimplypresentationdevicesof
ateacher-centredcontexttoamorecollaborativefunction,wherelearnersareaskedtouseandidentify
cognitivestrategiesthatfacilitatetheirlearning(e.g.,cooperative,non-linguistic,problemsolving
strategiesetc.).Furthermore,tasksthemselvesmediateactionandinteraction,andthewaytheyare
designedandpresentedcouldalsoinfluencehowlearnersorientthemselves(Lantolf&Appel,1994).

THE STUdy

ThisstudytookplaceinaprivatehighschoolinMilan,Italyinwhichtheschooladministration
recentlydecidedtoimplementaclassroomsetiPadprojectintwoofitshighschoolclasses.Asa
secondaryschoolEFLteacher,thefirstauthorhadbeencollaboratingwiththisschoolforafewyears,
particularlyoncurriculumdesignandteacherdevelopmentprojects.Theactionresearchapproachwas
anobviouschoiceinthisstudyasittraditionallyfocuseson‘‘issuesofimmediateconcerntoparticular
socialgroupsorcommunities’’andisconducted‘‘byandwithmembersoftheactualcommunity’’
(Burns,2003,p.24).Theissueofimmediateinterestinthisstudywastheuseofmobiledevices
(i.e.,iPads)asaninstructionaltoolforEnglishasaforeignlanguagelearners.Theactionresearch
cycleproposedbyKemmisandMcTaggart(1988)wasemployedtoframeanddesigntheproject
(seeFigure1),supportedbyconceptsofCLT/TBLTapproachestolanguagelearningandteaching.

Context of Study
TheadministrationandtheEnglishlanguageteachersofthehighschoolinvolvedinthisstudybecame
interestedinmobiletechnologiesandmadeadecisiontoprovidetrialiPadstostudentsaspartof
anactionresearchproject.Theprojectwasalsodesignedtoincreasetheirownknowledgeaspartof
theirprofessionaldevelopment.

Thehighschoolinwhichthestudytookplaceisapartofaprivatecomprehensiveschoolin
Milanthatservesover1200studentsinyearsK1-12.TheEnglishdepartmentincludesalltheEnglish
teachersoftheschoolandoperatesundertheHeadofthedepartment,whowasalsoactivelyinvolved
intheproject.SincetheschoolreceivedfiftyiPadsasadonation,notalltheclassescouldparticipate
intheproject.TheheadoftheEnglishdepartmentchosetheclasses,andalsothestudentsandthe
teachersinvolvedintheprojectatthebeginningoftheschoolyear,followingthesecriteria:English
languageatB1oftheCommonEuropeanFrameworkofReference(CEFR),andequaldistribution
ofmaleandfemalestudents.

TheschooldecidedtoimplementaclassroomsetiPadpilotprogramintwohighschoolclasses
forthenextschoolyearbeginningSeptember2014.Theideawastointroducethenewdevicesasa
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trialproject,basedontheresultstheschoolwouldthendecidetoimplementthemobiletechnology
fortherestoftheclasses.InaclassroomsetsituationtheschoolprovidedeachstudentwithaniPad,
buttheywerenotallowedtobringthemhome.Therestofthestudentsintheschool,atthetimeof
thisstudy,hadaccesstoInformationandCommunicationsTechnology(ICT)onlythroughtheuseof
computerlabsandonedesktopcomputerconnectedtoanInteractiveWhiteBoardineachclassroom.
ThismadetheuseofICTintheirstudiesverylimited.

METHodoLoGy

Inthissection,wewilldescribethemethodologyusedtoanswertheresearchquestionslistedearlier.
Actionresearchhasbeenchosenoverothervalidmethods(e.g.ethnographicstudy)becauseofits
focuson‘issuesofimmediateconcerntoparticularsocialgroupsorcommunities’(Burns,1999,
p.24).Theimmediateconcerninthiscasewastheintroductionofaone-to-oneiPadprojectina
secondaryschool,andthesubsequentneedtounderstandtheuseofmobiledevicesasaninstructional
toolforEFLstudents.

Action Research
Thisstudyfollowedamixedmethoddesignapproachintheformofactionresearchandqualitative
dataanalysis.Beforeproceeding,itisessentialtoclarifywhatismeantbyactionresearch.

Burns(2003)describesactionresearchthroughitsrelationtotheideasof‘reflectivepractice’
and‘theteacherasresearcher’:

Action research involves taking a self-reflective, critical, and systematic approach to exploring 
your own teaching contexts. So, in AR, a teacher becomes an ‘investigator’ or ‘explorer’ of his or her 
personal teaching context, while at the same time being one of the participants in it. (p. 4)

AccordingtoKemmisandMcTaggart(1988),actionresearchtypicallyinvolvesfourbroadsteps
inacycleofresearch(Figure1):planning,action,observationandreflection.Howthesestepswere
followedinthestudyisexplainedbelow.

Thefirstauthorofthispaperhadtheroleoftheresearcherduringtheentireproject.Shewas
involvedfromthebeginningof theimplementation:shealsosupportedteachersduringplanning
andanalysis,andshehelpedthemreflectduringthelastphaseofthecyclebut,unlikemostaction
researchprojects,sheneverhadtheroleoftheteacher.Howthisactionresearchcyclewasapplied
inthisstudyisdescribedunderDataCollectionbelow.

Participants
Teachers.TwoEFLteachersparticipatedinthisstudy.Thefirstauthor(researcher)workedwiththem
asaresearcher.TeacherAwastheHeadoftheEnglishDepartment.Theybothhadatleastseven
years’classroomexperience,additionalPost-GraduateCertificateand,MasterofEducationdegrees.
TeacherAwasCELTAqualifiedandteacherBhadaPhDonEnglishCulturalStudies.Theywere
teachingbothGeneralEnglishandEnglishLiterature.Atthebeginningoftheproject,theteachers
wereaskedabout their levelofexpertisewiththeiPad.TeacherAwasalreadyfamiliarwiththe
device;TeacherBneededabouttwoweekstogetfamiliarwiththebasicfunctionsoftheiPad.This
wasnotanissuefortheplanningoftheprojectanditdidnotinterferewiththeresearchatanytime.

Students.TwoclasseswereselectedbytheHeadoftheEnglishdepartmenttoparticipatein
theproject.Allthestudentswereinformedabouttheresearchdesign,futureactionsandobjectives.
Allthestudents’parentsorguardianshadbeeninformedwithaletter;theyall(parentsandstudents)
acceptedtobepartofthestudybysigningupaconsentform.Therewere43studentsinvolved:16
girls,and27boys.Allthesestudentscompletedaninitialsurveyonline.Fourstudentsineachclass
(twoboysandtwogirls)wereselectedbytheirEFLteacherregardlessoftheirlevelofEnglishfora
facetofaceinterviewwiththeresearcher.
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Atthetimeofthisstudy,allofthestudentswere16yearsold.Eachstudentreceivedanumbered
iPadatthebeginningoftheschoolyear.SincetheschoolfollowedaclassroomsetiPadprogram,
studentswerenotallowedtobringthedevicehome.Attheendofthedaytheywereaskedtoleave
theiriPadsintheclassroomclosetwhereiPadswereautomaticallyrecharged.

Figure 1. Action research cycle . Source: Kemmis and McTaggart 1988, p. 14.
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data Collection
Thefollowingtoolswereemployedforcollectingthedatatoanswertheresearchquestions:

1. Regularrecordedmeetingswithteachers(five)
2. Twoface-to-faceinterviewswithteachers(two)andstudents(eight)(atthebeginningandatthe

endofthestudy);
3. Anonlinesurvey(41)
4. Classroomobservation(fourlessons)

Teachers’ meetings.ThefirstauthorandthetwoEFLteachersusedtheactionresearchcycle
mentionedearlier.Attheplanningphase,theteachersinvolvedinthestudyhadregularmeetings
toidentifythemainissuesanddevelopaplanofactionandasetofpossibletaskstointegratethe
mobiledeviceintotheirteaching.

ItwasdecidedthatbeforetheteacherscouldimplementtheiPadsintheirteaching,theyneeded
someplanningtimeandprofessionaldevelopmenttolearnhowtousethedevicesthemselvesand
incorporatethemintotheirlessons.Thefirstauthorworkedwiththetwoteachersanddevelopeda
projecttimetable.

Atthebeginningoftheacademicyear(September),aplanningsessionwiththeteacherstook
place,wheretheresearcherandtheteachersnegotiatedrolesandresponsibilitiesandthetimeframe
itself.Parentswereinformedthroughalettersenthomeabouttheprojectandallparentssignedconsent
formsfortheirchild’sparticipation,includingpermissiontovideorecord,photograph,andinterview.
During thefirstmonth, the teachersand theresearcherhadweekly two-hourmeetings.Teachers
usedthesemeetingstodiscusschallengestheyencounteredandsolveproblems,aswellasshare
theirsuccesseswithiPadintegrationintheirclassrooms.Eachteacherundertooktheresponsibility
ofresearchingappsthatwouldbeusefultoteachEnglish.

Lesson observation.Asasecondstepoftheactionresearchcycle(Actionphase),theteachers
started to includesomedeliberate interventions into their teachingsituation followinganagreed
timetable.InOctober,theteachersinvolvedinthisstudy,forexample,introducedtheiPadstothe
students in their lessons.Most studentsdidnot requireany trainingon thedevice itself, as they
hadexperienceusingiPadsintheirhomes.Theinterventionswere‘criticallyinformed’asteachers
questionedtheirassumptionsaboutthecurrentsituationandplannednewandalternativewaysof
doingthings.Theteachersplannedthelessons,intendingtoobservedifferentstudentsusingtheiPad,
performingspecificlanguagetasks.

Students were asked to perform listening, speaking and writing tasks. Tasks were designed
followingthestandardTBLTapproach.Forexamplestudentslistenedtoanauthentictext,focused
onkeywords,locatedspecificinformationetc.Teachersoftenallowedthemtolistentothetextas
manytimesastheywantedsincethedeviceallowedthemtoworkattheirownpace.Theywerealso
askedtoperformspeakingtaskssuchasvoicerecordingordubbing.

Starting from October, the researcher observed four lessons focusing on different skills.
Observationcanbefascinating,butalsotime-consuming.Inordernottolosethefocus,theresearcher
preparedanobservationstructure to followwhen takingnotesduring the lessons.Shealso took
picturesandvideorecordedsomekeymeaningfulactivitiesduringthelessons.

Inparticular,theobservationslookedat:

• The Setting:Space,objects(e.g.iPad,notebooketc.)
• People:Numberofstudents,roleoftheteacher,interactions(withpeopleandwithtechnology),

Visiblefeelingsshowedbyparticipants,relationships.
• Behaviours:Whatteachersdid,whatstudentsdid,waystodealwithissues.
• Tasks:WasthetaskdesignedfortheiPad?Wasitadapted?Wasitastandardlanguagetask?
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This was also part of the third phase: Observation. During this phase the teachers and the
researcherobservedsystematicallytheeffectsoftheactionanddocumentthecontext,actionsand
opinionsofthoseinvolved.Thefirstauthorofthisstudycompleteddetailedobservationtablesin
ordertobeabletohaveapictureofwhatwashappeningintheclassroom.

Theproject teamfocusedontargetingappstoperformspecific languagetasksandfocuson
specificskills.Theteacherschosetheappsbasedonthelessonplanned,thentheycreatedoradapted
newtasksthatincorporatedtheiPad.Table1providesadescriptionoftheappsselected.

Duringthereflectionphase,teachersreflectedon,evaluatedanddescribedtheeffectsofthe
action(theuseoftheiPadtoperformlanguagetasks)inordertounderstandclassroomdynamics
(howtheyusethedeviceandwhy)andtoinvestigatetheissuetheyhaveexploredmoreclearly.At
theendofthereflectionphaseteachersdecidedtosharetheresultsoftheresearchwithothersas
partofabiggerprojectontheirongoingprofessionaldevelopment.

The survey.Thesurveyservedtwoaims:firstly,itgaveanideaofstudents’generalperceptions
andexpectationsoftheiPad(mobiledevice)forlearningEnglish;secondly,theresultsindicated
students’ needs and thuswereuseful to teachers to start reflecting andplanning the subsequent
lessons(seeAppendix).

FollowingDornyei(2010),aquestionnaireusingattitudinalquestionswasprepared,intending
toobservewhatstudentsthinkabouttheuseoftheiPadforlanguagelearning.Thequestionnaireis
abroadcategorythatincludesattitudes,opinions,beliefs,interests,andvalues.

Wechosetoconductasurveywithallstudentsbecauseofitsefficiencyintermsoftimeand
effort.Sincetheprojectcoveredashortperiodoftime,theonlinesurveygavethechancetocollecta
quitelargeamountofdatafromallthestudentsinvolvedintheresearch.Thesurveywasalsoeasyto
conductbothfortheteachersandfortheyoungstudents.Thesurveywasdeliveredusingafreeonline
toolcalledSurveyMonkey;thequestionnairewascomposedoftenmultiple-choicequestions.Students
receivedanindividualemailcontainingthelinktothesurveyandtheyhadtwodaystocompleteit
sincetheyweregoingtoreceivetheiPadstheweekafter.Allsurveyswerecompletedanonymously.

Table 1. Apps selected and the linked skills

Skill App

Collaborate
e.g.,discuss,shareanddecidewhichpicturebestrepresentsyourmessage.

GoogleDrive
Messages
Evernote

Annotate
e.g.,listentotheauthorandtakenotesonthekeypassagesfromthebook.

Notability
TinyPdf

WatchandListen
e.g.,watchthetalkandfindtheanswerstothequestions.

YouTube
Vimeo
TEDTalk

Present
e.g.,basedonthemovieyouwatched,prepareashortpresentationto
convinceyourclassmatetowatchit.

HaikuDeck

Organiseideas
e.g.,listentotheinterviewonWilliamShakespeareandprepareamapon
thekeyfacts.

MindMapping

Search
e.g.,findandselectinformationontheGlobeTheatreinLondon.

Google

Vocabulary
e.g.useonlinedictionariestohelpyouwithcollocations.

Dictionaries(MacMillan,
MirriamWebster)
WordReference
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Interviews.Weconductedstructuredinterviewswithbothteachersandstudents.Aconvenient
sampleofeightstudents,balancedingender(4boys,4girls)andEnglishproficiencyofCEFRB1-B2,
wasselectedbytheteachersinordertohaveasamplewhichcouldrepresentthemaincharacteristics
oftheclass.Inordertodesignandstructuretheinterviews,weusedthemodel(Figure2)byRichards
(2003).TheinterviewswereconductedinEnglishandaudiorecorded.

Thequestionswerethesameforbothteachersandstudents.Theywereconstructedinorderto
allowtheresearcherstoanswerresearchquestions.Theinterviewquestionsincludedthefollowing:

• Howdoyouuseyoursmartphone/tabletinyourfreetime?
• DoyouthinktheiPadisausefultooltolearnEnglish?Why?
• DoyouknowanyappsforlearningEnglish?Haveyoueverusedanyofthem?
• Canyoumention5thingsyoucandowithyouriPadtolearnEnglish?
• WhatwouldyouliketodowithyouriPadduringEnglishlessons?
• Isthereanythingyoudon’tlikeabouttheuseoftheiPad?

The interviewquestionswere structured in theway tooffer a comprehensivepictureof the
subjects’experienceswiththeiPad.

data Analysis
Thedata(exceptthesurvey)wasanalysedusinganinductivecontentanalysisapproach(Elo&Kyngas,
2008).Inductivecontentanalysisisasystematicresearchmethod,whichprovidesobjectivemeansto
describephenomenabyanalysingcontentviacreatingcontent-relatedcategories(Elo&Kyngas,2008).
Inductivecontentanalysisisusedwhenthereisalackofknowledgeaboutresearchedphenomenon,
orwhenknowledgeaboutresearchedphenomenonisratherfragmented(Elo&Kyngas,2008).We
startedtoconducttheopencodingoftheteachersandthestudentsinterviews,andtheclassroom
observationnotes,photosandvideos.Opencodingisaprocessoforganizingdata,duringwhich
researchersmakenotesandheadingsinthetext(Elo&Kyngas,2008).InaccordancewithGraneheim

Figure 2. Interview question types (Source: Richards, 2003, p. 57)
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andLundman(2004),acodingunitconsistedofwords,sentences,orparagraphs‘containingaspects
relatedtoeachotherthroughtheircontentandcontext’(2004,p.106);allthecodingunitselected
hadbeenanalysedusingaqualitativedataanalysissoftwarecalledNVivo.Theevidencecollected
duringclassroomobservation(e.g.pictures,videorecording,tablesetc.)servedalsoasdatainthis
researchstudy.Thesurveydatawasstatisticallyanalysedusingdescriptivestatistics.

FINdINGS ANd dISCUSSIoN

Students’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of the 
Effectiveness of the iPad for Learning EFL
Thefirstquestioninthestudyexploredstudents’andteachers’perceptionsoftheiPadforlistening,
speakingandwritingactivities.Thesurveyconductedatthebeginningoftheprojectservedasgeneral
indicationforthefutureplanning.Datafromthequestionnaire,inparticular,showedstudents’and
teachers’expectationstowardstheuseoftheiPadintheEFLclassroom.Mostofthestudentswere
enthusiasticabouttheuseoftheiPadsforlearningEnglish,morethan80%ofthemwereexpecting
tocreatematerialsandpresentationswiththedevice(e.g.createpresentationsonaspecifictopic
to support their speaking, create short videos, publish reviews on the school website, create an
e-magazine,etc.).Regardingthefourskills,70%ofthestudentswereconfidentthattheiPadcould
helpthemwithimprovingtheirlisteningskills.Figure3belowshowsresultsforstudentexpectations
oftheiPad.

Moreover,theanalysisoftheinitialsurveyshowsthatbothteachersandstudentshavepositive
attitudestowardstheuseoftheiPadforlisteningtasks,thusconfirmingfindingsfrompreviousstudies
(e.g.,Burston,2015).InhisreviewofMALLimplementationstudies,forexample,Burston(2015),
reportsageneralimprovementinlisteningskillsmeasuredwithpre-testandposttestmethodology.
TherearesomeconcernsregardingtheuseoftheiPadtoimprovespeakingandwritingskills(see
Table2below).

StudentsthemselvesacknowledgedtheimpactofiPadsontheirlistening,speakingandwriting
skills.Theyalsofeltmoreindependentintheirschoolworkinsideandoutsidetheclassroom.Inthe
face-to-faceinterviewTNreported:

“Yes,IthinkiPadsareveryusefulbecauseIcanlistentomyvoice,Icanrecordit,andthen
Icanlistentoit.It’salsousefulinwritingbecauseitcanautomaticallycorrectmewhenIwrite.”

StudentsareexpectingtobecomebetterEnglishlearnersthankstotheuseoftheiPad,inparticular
theywouldliketoworkonlisteningandspeakingactivities.CGsummeditup:

“Ithinkit’sagoodideatotalkwithEvernote,becauseintheafternoontheteachercanlistento
yourvoiceandcorrectyouifthereareanymistakes.Iwouldreallylovetoworkmoreonlistening
andspeakingactivities.”

Theseresultsareinagreementwithotherstudies,whichfoundsignificantdifferencesinstudent
performancewhen studentswereexposed to listening, speakingandwriting tasksperformedon
mobiledevices(Lin,2014;Lys,2013).

Use of the iPad as a Tool by Teachers and Students for 
Teaching and Learning English Language Skills
WithregardstothesecondquestionabouttheuseoftheiPadofteachersandstudents,thefindings
suggestthatbothteacherandstudentsbecameincreasinglyindependentandtheyusedthedevice
productively.

The ‘iPad implementation’ theme derived from interview and classroom observation data
consistedofseveralcategories(‘engagement’,‘independence’,‘motivation’,‘creativity’).Teachers
reported improvement in student work; they were also enthusiastic about students’ increased
engagementwithassignments.TeacherAsummeditup:
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Figure 3. Students’ expectations of the use of the iPad in the English classroom
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“Iencouragestudentstobecreativeandusealltheappsthatcanmakeusimproveanyskill.
Forinstance,IaskedthemtoworkwithHaikuDecktoprepareapresentationon“Spendingayear
abroad”andtheywerethrilled…TheyareworkingonTheOriginsofEnglandandtheyareenjoyingit.”

Moreover, studentsmentionedseveral times thewiderangeofusesofferedby the tablet,as
showninthestudentinterviewdata.Itofferedstudentsopportunitiesfornotonlylearningoneskill
likelisteningbutalsootherlanguageskillssuchaswritingandspeakinginavaraietyofwaysas
Smentioned:“Likewatchingvideos, listentotherightpronunciationofaword,ormaybewrite
somethingwiththeotherstudents.It’simportantandsimplerforsharing…”

Under the ‘positive aspects’ theme, students’ uses and attitudes towards technology were
frequentlymentionedasevidencedfromthefollowingextractofteacherA’sinterviewattheendof
theproject:

“Certainly.YoucaneasilyaccessYouTubevideos,TedTalks,thusimprovinglisteningskillsand
wideningyourvocabulary.Studentscanrecordtheirvoicesandspeechesandtheteacher,me,can
quietlytuneinandchecktheiroralproduction.Thisespeciallyworkswithweakstudents.Students
seemtobeenjoyingthiswayofworkingandthemorewetrynewthingsthemoretheyseemtobe
willingtogivemore.”

Classroomobservationdataalsoshowedmanypositiveusesofthedevice.Forexample,students
andteacherseasilyusedthemirroringfunctionoftheiPad,whichprojectsonescreentothemain
screen,toshowtheclasspartoftheirpersonalwork.Asevidence,inthelessonabouttheGlobeTheatre,
duringthereflectionphase,theteacherprojectedstudents’notesontheIWB(seeFigure4below).

The ‘Effective tasks’ theme in the data included categories like ‘skills’, ‘task types’, and
‘challenges’. Among the most popular task types, both teachers and students mentioned mainly
collaborativeorpersonalizationtasks,asreportedintheteacherB’sinterviewextractbelow.This
findingisinlinewithVibergandGronlund’s(2013)study.

“…wehadcollaborativetasks,weusethebubbles,wehadlongtermdiscussions,alwaysrecorded
onEvernoteandthenchekedbymeorthemothertongueteacher,givingcomments.Wealsoasked
studentstorecordtheirvoicesonthespot,butthenweaskedthemtogobacktotherecording,listen
totherecordingagainandthenrecordasecondpurifiedsortofspeakingtaskwhichissomething
effectiveIwouldsay.”

Studentswerealsoquitegoodatmovingfromoneapptotheotherwhilerecordingtheirvoice
(forexample, to lookatpictures),andat selectingonlypartsof the recordings tobepartof the
summaryintheirownpresentation.ThisabilitytomanageiPadappsforalanguagelearningpurpose
suggestsstudents’growingindependenceandautonomyintheuseofthemobiledeviceasreported
inPellerin(2014).

The data showed quite clearly the impact of the medium on the motivation of the students
relatedtotheindependencefromtimeandspace.iPadsallowedthemnottolimittheirlearningtothe
boundariesofthestandardschoolday,andthiswasreflectedintheirperformancesandinterviews.
ThepossibilityenabledbytheiPadtoshiftfromsynchronoustoasynchronousoralinteractionwas
oftenmentionedasanaffordanceoftheiPad.ThisfindingisnotdissimilartoLin(2014).

Forexample,underthebroadcategoryof‘motivation’therewereseveralreferencesbystudents
totheeasyandasynchronousaccesstoauthenticaudioresources:

Table 2. Survey results on teachers and students perceptions of the use of the iPad for listening, writing and speaking skills

Ipad is useful to… A lot Yes Maybe Not at all

improvespeaking 20% 41% 32% 7%

improvelistening 44% 46% 10% 0.00%

improvewriting 24% 51% 10% 15%
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“Ofcoursewecanwatch,videosorlistentointerviewsandalloftheaudioandvideothingsthat
cannotbedoneatschool.”(M.–Student)

Figure 4. Teacher while mirroring her work on the screen
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“YoucanreadtextontheiPad,youcanrecordyourvoiceduringyourreadingandimproveyour
pronunciation.Youcanwatchvideosandmovies.Youcanlistentothevoiceoftheteacherandother
thingsthathavebeenrecordedbefore.”(L.–Student)

TheteachersmentionedmanywaystheywereusingtheiPadalongwiththeapps(listedinTable
1earlier)theywereusing,thusindicatingtheirgrowingconfidenceintheuseofthemobiledevice
forlanguageteaching.TeacherAsummedthisupbysayingthatiPadswereemployedto

“Activatepreviousknowledge,voicerecordingandvoice-overtoimprovepronunciation,textual
visualanalysisofliterarytexts,regularassessmentthroughcanvasandthewrittenassignmentsystems,
boostvocabincontextthroughcorpora.Andcooperativelearning...”

Teachersalsolistedafewideastheywouldbehappytotryinthefollowingmonths.TeacherB,
forexample,said:

“IamplanningtocreateourownliteraturebookthroughbookcreatorandinthefutureIwill
giveadhocexercisesandhomeworktomystudentsaccordingtotheirlanguageskills.”

Theseresultsareinagreementwithotherstudiesfocusingontheactualusesofthemobiledevice
(e.g.,iPad)asaninstructionaltoolforteachersandlearnersinwhichitwasfoundtobeengagingand
motivatingforboth(e.g.,Cummingetal.,2014).

Figure 5. Student while selecting part of a video recording
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InorderforlearnerstotakefulladvantageoflearningtheEnglishlanguageintheclassroomwith
aniPad,theteachersintroducedtotheirstudentsanumberofappsfordifferentlanguagelearning
purposesaslistedinTable1.Classroomobservationnotesshowthatappsthatappearusefulfor
digitalliteracypurposesarethosethatallowlearnerstotypeorwriteontopofprintedtextorother
backgrounds,torecordaudioforaresponse,toaddpicturesfromthephotolibrary,toinsertsymbols
andstampsandtographicallyorganizenotesandanswers.

However,thedatafromclassroomobservationandtheinterviewsshowedseveralchallenges
relatedtotheinitialuseofthedevice.Inparticular,teachersandstudentsmentionedsomedifficulties
withtheuseofthekeyboard,andthereforetheyreportedwritingontheiPadastimeconsuming:

“IamalreadyquiteusedtotheApplekeyboard,butInoticedthatmyfriendsthatdon’thavean
Appledeviceathome.Atthebeginningit’sgonnatakesometimetogetusedtotheApplekeyboard,
alsowritingonakeyboardinsteadofwritingwithpenandpaper.It’sadifferentway…”(TeacherA)

“iPadandtechnologyingeneraltakeyoualotoftimeandyouaremoreslowtowriteanddo
things”(TN,student)

“…IthinkthattakingnotesontheiPadismoreslowlyandIwouldliketocontinuetotake
notesonthepaperbecausewhentheteachersspeakit’smoredifficulttowriteontheiPad,butit’s
stillmoreneatthanafolderofpaper.”(A,student)

Furtherresponsesfromtheinterviewsrevealatrendforstudentstoengageinactivitiesthatlet
thempersonalizetheproductthroughacombinationofdifferentmodessuchaslayout,animation,
sounds,video,recordings,andimages.Thisnaturallyrequiresconfidenceinusingthemobiledevices
functionslike‘cutandpaste’,selectingpicturesfromtheweb,embeddingvideolinkstoapresentation
etc.Althoughtheinterviewdatamaynotdemonstratestudents’andteachers’abilitytousetheiPad
effectively,thementionofthewordslike‘video’,‘app’,‘task’,and‘record’,themostfrequentwords
usedbystudentsandteachersintheinterviews(seeTable3),suggesttheirgrowingknowledgeabout
thetoolwhichplaysaroleinusingitforlanguagelearning.

Over time we observed an increased confidence of students and teachers in using the iPad
touch-responsiveinterfacetoreachtheirindividualgoals.Moreover,alltheparticipantsrecognized
improvementsintimemanagementandtaskorganizationconfirmingthatwell-planneddigitalliteracy-
orientedmobiletaskscontributetoindependentlanguagelearning.

LIMITATIoNS oF THE STUdy

Thisstudyhashadanumberoflimitationsthatmustbenoted.Theyaremainlyrelatedtothecontext
of theresearchand to thedatacollectionandanalysis.Thesampleofstudentsand teacherswas
relativelysmallandthecontextwasquitespecialized,whichreflectsthenatureofactionresearch:
contextual,localized,andsmall-scale(Burns,2009).Inparticular,thisstudytookplaceinthecontext
ofaprivatehighschoolinMilan.Thismeansmanyofthestudentsinvolvedmayhavealreadyhad

Table 3. Most frequent words used in the interviews

Word Count Similar Words

iPad 145 iPads

writing 83 write,writes

speaking 81 speak,speaks

task 60 tasks

record 45 recordings,records

Video 41 videos
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theiPadorasimilardeviceathome;therefore,theywerequitefamiliarwithit,andprobablycame
fromaffluentfamilieswhichcouldaffordthistypeofdevices.Itiscrucialtoconsiderthatastudy
carriedoutinapublicstateschool,inadifferentareaofthecityorthecountrycouldhavedifferent
impactandpresentdifferentchallenges.Futureresearchshouldincludelargescaleparticipantsand
overalongerperiodoftime.

Intermsofdatacollectionandreliability,itwouldhavebeenbeneficialtohaveacontrolgroup
toperformsimilartaskswithouttheiPad.Thiscouldhavehelpedtohaveaclearpictureofwhatthe
impactofthedevicecouldbewithinthesameclass.

CoNCLUSIoN

Thisexploratorystudyhasshownthatteachersperceivedimprovementinstudentwork.According
tothem,thiswasthecasewithcollaborativetasksandspeakingandlisteningskills.Theywerealso
enthusiasticaboutstudents’increasedengagementwithassignmentsasmentionedintheinterviews.
Theresultsalsorevealedthatstudentsfeltmoreindependentintheirschoolworkinsideandoutside
theclassroomduetotheiraccesstotheiPad.

StudentsthemselvesacknowledgedtheimpactofiPadsontheirlearning.Asevidenceofthis,
amongthepositiveaspectsofusingtheiPadintheclassroom,studentsalsomentionedsomeapps
thatcanfacilitatecollaborationbyenablinguserstosimultaneouslysharescreensandmanipulate
drawings,writtenresponses,andmore(e.g.Evernote,Googledrive).Studentsandteachersboth
perceivedtheimportanceofcarefullydesigninglanguagetasksbasedonthetechnologyneeded,
supporting the results inPellerin (2014).These findingsalsoconfirmHutchinsonetal.’s (2012)
claimthattheuseoftheiPadsupportsstudents’literacylearningandcreativityinthenewdigital
environment.Ingeneral,studentsexpectedtobecomebetterEnglishlanguagelearners,thanksto
theuseoftheiPad.Inparticular,theyseemedtoperceivetheenablingrolethatiPadcouldplayin
improvinglisteningandspeakingskillsinEnglish.

Theexperienceof this study indicates that, inorder tohavea successful implementationof
mobiledevicesineducation,institutionsarerequiredtoprovideteacherswithaminimumofbasic
professionaldevelopmentforthemanagementofmobiledevicesandparticipants(learners,teachers,
familiesetc.)withanappropriatepolicyofusewhererulesandregulationsareclearlystatedand
signedbythepeopleinvolved.

Thereareanumberofdirectionsthatfuturestudiesinthisareacantake.Consideringthatmobile
devicesshouldandcansupportlanguagelearning,andthelargedistributionofthesedevicesamong
teenagers,itwouldbebeneficialtohavemorestudiesinvestigatingtheimplementationofmobile
devicesatsecondaryschoollevelsinaCLT/TBLTcontext.
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APPENdIX

Table 4. Student survey questions
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