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Abstract: The proliferation of mobile technologies in contemporary education has opened new avenues for 
English language instruction, particularly in contexts where traditional classroom methods are insufficient to 
develop learners’ communicative competence. This article examines Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) 
as a pedagogical approach, exploring its theoretical grounding, documented benefits for communicative skill 
development, and its relevance for EFL learners in non-English-speaking educational environments. Drawing on 
published empirical research conducted across diverse EFL settings, the article argues that MALL offers a viable 
and contextualized solution to persistent challenges in English language teaching, including limited speaking 
practice, insufficient authentic communication opportunities, and heavy reliance on traditional grammar-
translation methods. The article further identifies key mobile applications and tools applicable to communicative 
skill development, outlines implementation strategies for EFL classrooms, and discusses challenges alongside 
recommendations for practitioners and policymakers. 
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Introduction: The development of communicative 

competence in English has become a central priority in 

educational reform agendas across many non-English-

speaking countries. Efforts to modernize national 

education systems and prepare learners for 

participation in a globalized society have elevated 

English proficiency as both a personal asset and a 

national development goal (Hasanova, 2024). 

Nevertheless, practical speaking skills remain one of the 

most challenging competencies for EFL learners to 

develop. Research consistently identifies that EFL 

teaching in many educational contexts still leans heavily 

on traditional, teacher-centered approaches, with 

grammar explanation and textbook exercises 

dominating lessons, while students receive insufficient 

opportunity for authentic communicative practice 

(Nazirova et al., 2023; Multidisciplinary Journal of 

Science and Technology, 2026). 

It is within this context that Mobile-Assisted Language 

Learning (MALL) has emerged as a promising and 

contextually appropriate instructional approach. MALL 

broadly refers to the use of portable digital devices — 

including smartphones, tablets, and laptops — to 

support language learning at any time and in any 

location, unbound by the physical constraints of the 

classroom (Rajendran & Yunus, 2021). Given the high 

rate of smartphone ownership among young people 

across many EFL countries and the expanding mobile 

internet infrastructure globally, MALL represents a 

pedagogically relevant and technologically feasible 

means of extending English communicative practice 

beyond conventional lesson hours. 

This article synthesizes research on MALL and 

communicative skill development and situates these 

findings within the challenges common to EFL 

educational environments, with the aim of offering both 

theoretical insights and practical guidance for EFL 

educators and curriculum designers. 
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Theoretical Foundations of MALL 

The concept of MALL is situated at the intersection of 

mobile technology and second language acquisition 

theory. Its roots can be traced to Computer-Assisted 

Language Learning (CALL), which evolved from drill-

based computer instruction in the 1960s toward more 

communicative and interactive applications by the 

1990s. MALL emerged as a distinct subfield as portable 

handheld devices became sufficiently powerful to 

support rich language learning activities (Kukulska-

Hulme et al., 2017). 

From a theoretical standpoint, MALL aligns with several 

established learning frameworks. Constructivist theory 

holds that learners actively build knowledge through 

interaction with their environment, and MALL supports 

this by enabling students to engage with authentic 

language in real-world contexts rather than in isolated 

classroom drills (Rajendran & Yunus, 2021). Vygotsky’s 

sociocultural theory, particularly the concept of the 

Zone of Proximal Development, is also pertinent: MALL 

applications can pair learners with more capable peers 

or provide scaffolded AI-driven feedback that supports 

language development just beyond the learner’s 

current independent capacity (Lu, 2008, as cited in 

Frontiers in Psychology, 2022). 

Furthermore, MALL facilitates situated learning — the 

idea that knowledge is best acquired in the context in 

which it will be used. By enabling learners to record, 

share, and receive feedback on spoken English in 

authentic everyday situations, MALL creates conditions 

for genuinely contextualized communicative practice. 

Scholars note that this approach promotes stress-free 

communication environments and supports learner 

autonomy by allowing students to manage the pace and 

content of their language practice independently 

(Rajendran & Yunus, 2021; Aliakbari, 2022). 

MALL and the Development of Communicative 

Competence 

Communicative competence encompasses multiple 

interrelated dimensions: grammatical accuracy, 

sociolinguistic appropriateness, discourse coherence, 

and strategic competence in managing communication 

breakdowns. MALL has been shown to contribute to 

each of these areas, though its most extensively 

documented benefits relate to speaking fluency, 

vocabulary expansion, and pronunciation development. 

1. Speaking Fluency and Oral Confidence 

A systematic review by Rajendran and Yunus (2021) 

synthesizing studies conducted between 2016 and 2020 

found consistent evidence that MALL supports the 

development of speaking skills among both ESL and EFL 

learners. The review identified that mobile applications 

enable learners to record and review their own speech, 

providing a degree of reflective self-assessment that is 

rarely possible in conventional classroom settings. 

Studies using WhatsApp as a speaking practice platform 

demonstrated that learners who shared voice 

recordings with peers and instructors showed 

significant gains in both speaking accuracy and fluency 

compared to control groups receiving only face-to-face 

instruction (Aliakbari, 2022). 

Mobile applications such as ELSA Speak, which employs 

artificial intelligence to analyze pronunciation and 

provide instant corrective feedback, have shown 

particular promise for learners who lack consistent 

access to native-speaker interlocutors. For EFL learners 

who typically have very limited exposure to English 

outside the classroom, such tools provide a form of 

individualized speaking practice that the classroom 

environment alone cannot offer. 

2. Vocabulary and Lexical Development 

The relationship between MALL and vocabulary 

acquisition is among the most extensively researched 

areas in the field. A longitudinal study reviewed in 

Frontiers in Psychology (2022) found that EFL learners 

who participated in a year-long MALL program 

integrating various mobile applications showed 

significant improvements in both vocabulary learning 

attitudes and self-regulatory capacity. The study noted 

that MALL applications created opportunities for 

collaborative vocabulary tasks, enabling peer mediation 

between more and less capable learners in ways that 

contributed to mutual development. Applications such 

as Duolingo and Quizlet provide gamified spaced-

repetition vocabulary practice that learners can engage 

with in brief but frequent sessions, a format well-suited 

to mobile device use patterns. 

3. Communicative Interaction and Authentic Practice 

Beyond individual skill components, MALL supports the 

development of communicative competence in a 

broader sense by enabling learners to engage in 

authentic language use. Social messaging platforms 
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such as WhatsApp and Telegram allow learners to 

communicate in English with peers, participate in group 

discussions, and receive instructor feedback in ways 

that replicate genuine communicative contexts. 

Aliakbari (2022) observed that MALL participants 

demonstrated higher motivation to engage in class 

discussions than counterparts in traditional face-to-face 

instruction settings, suggesting that the medium itself 

fosters a sense of communicative agency. Research also 

indicates that MALL encourages natural integration 

between communication needs and language learning, 

fostering the retention of language skills acquired in 

authentic contexts (Lu, 2008, as cited in Frontiers in 

Psychology, 2022). 

The EFL Learning Environment and the Case for MALL 

Many EFL learning environments share a distinctive set 

of sociolinguistic and pedagogical conditions that make 

MALL a particularly relevant instructional approach. 

English is typically taught as a foreign language at all 

levels of the education system, yet students encounter 

very limited authentic English communication in their 

daily lives. Local languages dominate public life, and 

sociocultural norms have traditionally emphasized 

receptive language skills — reading and grammar — 

over productive communicative competence (Nazirova 

et al., 2023). 

Research has identified several persistent challenges in 

EFL classrooms across many countries. These include 

large class sizes that restrict individual speaking time, 

limited professional development opportunities for 

teachers, insufficient instructional materials oriented 

toward communicative outcomes, and a cultural 

reluctance among students to speak English in front of 

peers for fear of making errors (Nazirova et al., 2023; 

Kusubovich, 2021). These structural and attitudinal 

barriers significantly constrain the development of oral 

communicative competence within conventional lesson 

formats. 

MALL addresses many of these barriers directly. By 

enabling students to practice speaking privately 

through recorded voice tasks before sharing with peers 

or instructors, mobile tools reduce the social anxiety 

associated with public oral performance. The 

asynchronous nature of many MALL activities also 

allows students who are less confident to prepare and 

refine their contributions before engaging 

communicatively. Furthermore, MALL extends learning 

time beyond the classroom, compensating for the 

limited instructional hours dedicated to English 

communication practice in many national educational 

systems. 

A particularly significant study by Musurmanov et al. 

(2025), conducted across three higher education 

institutions with 405 undergraduate participants, found 

that MALL integration into English instruction — 

combining specialized materials with a purpose-built 

mobile application — produced measurable 

improvements in professional English communicative 

competence. The study’s experimental design, 

supported by pedagogical observation, interviews, and 

statistical analysis, provides robust evidence that MALL 

is not only theoretically appropriate but empirically 

effective in real EFL classroom conditions. 

Mobile Tools and Implementation Strategies for EFL 

Classrooms 

The practical application of MALL in EFL settings 

requires both the identification of suitable tools and the 

adoption of informed pedagogical strategies. The 

following applications and approaches are particularly 

relevant to communicative skill development in EFL 

contexts. 

Recommended Mobile Applications: 

• ELSA Speak — an AI-powered pronunciation 

coach that provides instant corrective feedback on 

spoken English, suitable for independent pronunciation 

practice; 

• Duolingo — a gamified platform offering 

vocabulary and grammar exercises in short daily 

sessions, effective for building lexical competence; 

• WhatsApp and Telegram — messaging 

platforms that can be integrated into structured 

communicative tasks, peer discussion groups, and 

teacher feedback channels; 

• VoiceThread and Flipgrid — video and audio 

discussion platforms that allow students to record and 

share spoken responses, supporting asynchronous 

communicative interaction; 

• YouTube — a rich source of authentic English 

audio-visual input that can be integrated into listening 

and speaking tasks. 

Effective implementation of MALL requires more than 
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the adoption of applications. Teachers must design 

communicative tasks that leverage mobile affordances 

while maintaining clear pedagogical goals. Research 

recommends a task-based approach in which mobile 

tools serve as the medium for completing authentic 

communicative activities, rather than as isolated drill 

exercises (Rajendran & Yunus, 2021). For example, 

students might use a messaging platform to negotiate 

the solution to a communicative problem in English, 

record a short spoken review of a topic using a voice 

application, or engage in an asynchronous video 

discussion in which they respond to peers’ contributions 

over a period of several days. 

Teacher training is an equally critical component of 

successful MALL integration. Nazirova et al. (2023) 

noted that many EFL teachers lack the pedagogical 

preparation to incorporate digital tools effectively into 

communicative instruction. Professional development 

programs should therefore address not only the 

technical operation of mobile applications but also the 

principles of communicative language teaching and task 

design within MALL environments. 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite its considerable potential, the implementation 

of MALL in EFL contexts is not without obstacles. Several 

challenges must be acknowledged and addressed in any 

realistic assessment of the approach. 

First, infrastructural inequalities pose a significant 

barrier. While smartphone penetration is high among 

urban youth, students in rural regions may face 

unstable internet connectivity and limited access to 

suitable devices (English Language Teaching, 2025). 

Educators and policymakers must account for these 

disparities when designing MALL-based programs to 

avoid exacerbating educational inequality. 

Second, digital literacy among students is uneven. 

Research on digital tool integration in various 

educational institutions has found that a substantial 

proportion of students cannot fully exploit the 

advanced functions of digital learning applications 

(Muminova, 2023, as cited in Academic Journal of 

Educational Research, 2025). Preliminary training in 

digital literacy should therefore be incorporated into 

any MALL implementation plan. 

Third, the risk of distraction associated with mobile 

device use in educational settings is well-documented. 

Research indicates that social media notifications and 

unrelated content can significantly impede learners’ 

focus during study sessions (Xodabande & Hashemi, 

2023, as cited in English Language Teaching, 2025). 

Clear behavioral guidelines and structured task design 

can mitigate this risk, but it cannot be entirely 

eliminated. 

Finally, some learners and educators may be skeptical 

of MALL’s effectiveness or resistant to departing from 

familiar instructional formats. Gradual integration, 

supported by demonstration of tangible learning 

outcomes and sustained institutional endorsement, is 

more likely to achieve lasting pedagogical change than 

abrupt wholesale adoption. 

CONCLUSION 

Mobile-Assisted Language Learning offers a 

theoretically grounded, empirically supported, and 

contextually appropriate approach to developing 

communicative competence among EFL learners. By 

extending authentic language practice beyond the 

physical classroom, reducing the anxiety associated 

with public speaking, and enabling individualized and 

peer-mediated learning at learners’ own pace, MALL 

directly addresses the most persistent structural and 

motivational barriers to communicative English 

development in EFL educational environments. 

The evidence reviewed in this article confirms that 

MALL integration produces measurable gains in 

communicative competence when it is implemented 

thoughtfully, with clear task design, adequate teacher 

preparation, and attention to infrastructural realities. 

As educational systems continue their modernization 

toward more learner-centered and technology-

integrated approaches, MALL represents a strategically 

valuable component of a broader commitment to 

developing internationally competitive English language 

skills. 

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies 

examining the sustained effects of MALL on 

communicative competence across different 

educational levels and national contexts, as well as on 

the development of locally adapted mobile materials 

that reflect the specific sociolinguistic and cultural 

circumstances of diverse EFL learner populations. 
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