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Abstract—This paper investigates the efficiency of text messaging in the
English as a foreign language (EFL) reading classroom at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, Iran. After administration of an Oxford Placement
Test (OPT), 74 participants who scored between ± 1 standard deviation of the
mean were randomly assigned to an experimental and a control groups, with 37
individuals each. The reading part of the Preliminary English Test (PET) was
administered as a pretest. The experimental group received 108 words via short
messages in 18 sessions. During each session, they received 6 sentences with 6
words in a meaningful context. In contrast, the control group received traditional
instruction. They were given the same structural points through inductive and
deductive instruction in the classroom, and the words were presented while teaching each unit. After finishing the treatment procedure, the students in both groups
were assigned to do a reading posttest. The results of the ANCOVA revealed no
meaningful discrepancy between both groups based on the reading scores. Thus,
vocabulary learning via short messages did not affect Iranian EFL learners` ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts.
Keywords—Vocabulary learning, texting, English foreign language learning,
reading comprehension

1

Introduction

In reading comprehension, readers need to understand the text to gather some information or to perform activities with the received information. As [1] states, reading is
beyond knowing what each letter of the alphabet stands for, and it deals with more than
word recognition. Rather, reading needs critical thinking for interpretation. Based on
[2], reading is difficult to analyze since it deals with the most complex working of the
human mind; it is a real cognitive process. Put differently; reading is printed thinking.
Reading comprehension is generally regarded as a basic requirement for foreign language (FL) learners’ academic success. Often L2 proficiency considers grammar and
vocabulary as the knowledge part of text understanding, while reading can be seen as a
type of ability for this purpose [3]. Studies regularly confirmed that knowledge of vocabulary is highly related to reading comprehension rather than various other aspects
like grammatical knowledge [4], [5]. According to [6], without understanding the
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vocabulary of the text in L1 or foreign language, content comprehention is impossible.
Consequently, without understanding the meaning of the words, L2 readers may experience difficulty improving comprehension. Therefore, vocabulary seems a significant
factor in reading comprehension [7].
Learning vocabulary is a basic step in learning a foreign language. Hence, a large
amount of studies has been conducted to enhance vocabulary learning efficacy [8], [9],
[10], [11], [12], [13], [14], [15], [16]. Despite several studies carried out on vocabulary
learning, students use significantly lower percentage of their efforts to solve their issues
when acquiring new vocabulary [17]. During class time, teachers and instructors mostly
tend to have an attitude toward involving learners with this problem outside the classroom with their own responsibilities [18]. However, students lack knowledge regarding
the effective techniques of vocabulary learning, and have difficulty finding good strategies [8]. Using mobile technologies to support the learning process has become familiarized with the improvement of 21st-century skills [19], [20], [21], [22].
This application of technology provides a solution for FL learners to emphasize the
authentic function of language. Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) is a relatively new learning instrument that learners use with great potential to receive instruction any time and anywhere for L2 classes. Also, the accessibility of mobile phones in
Iran has been rapidly extended to different generations, so that information technology
can generally increase opportunities for improving learners’ English skills despite their
age. It should be noted that MALL provides the opportunity to use a personal portable
device to enhance learning regardless of time and place [23].
There is an increase in the application of mobile tools for educational objectives and
also for personal use all over the world [24]. Indeed, technical devices such as laptop
computers and smartphones have revolutionized education and transformed traditional
classroom-oriented instruction into anywhere and anytime education [25].
Even with the growth of reliable and trustworthy technological instruments and the
accessibility of computers in Iranian universities and language institutes, as well as the
increasing confirmation of blended teaching effectiveness, a large number of Iranian
EFL teachers are not enthusiastic about applying such instruments in their EFL classes.
As [26] stated, teachers’ skills, knowledge, and opinions about the fruitfulness of instructional technology and the influential implementation of resources are reasons why
teachers do not use digital technology when teaching languages.
The purpose of this paper is to use text messaging as an educational instrument to
measure Iranian EFL learners’ reading abilities to comprehend B1-level (pre-intermediate) texts. Sending and receiving SMS as a trustworthy and popular communication
system among its users is a trendy instrument for communication worldwide. It has
been viewed by studies as a proper and convenient instrument for educational purposes
[27], [28], [29].
In the following sections, some major studies regarding the mobile phone in learning
will be investigated. Then the methodology of the present study will be presented followed by a discussion, and finally, the conclusion of the study with some recommendations will be stated.
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2

Literature Review

This part deals with the explanation of different studies conducted to discover the
effect of mobile phones application on an instructional environment. Additionally, it
will present different researchers’ views on the effect of mobile devices in the instructional environment. Different factors affect the L2 learning process, such as input, the
context, learner’s first language, and even technology.
2.1

Mobile learning

Mobile-learning and m-learning are improvements to electronic learning (e-learning) [30], [31] as they integrate e-learning and mobile computing, which point out the
advantages of mobile technologies, such as the latest generation of mobile phones and
tablets and their related applications (apps) [21], [32].Without a doubt, justifying students’ needs in English learning, MALL is the next stage of educational technology
improvement, indicating the digital convergence of e-learning and mobile technology
in reaction to a more dynamic and active society that looks for a personalized, longlasting universal education [33]. Positive attitudes or perceptions towards MALL in
higher education have been realized in various studies [34], [35], [36], [37], [38], [39],
[40]. As a result, MALL seems to have preserved its position in teaching and learning
foreign languages, and its place may be more dominant in the future.
Although [41] believe that learning through mobile phones can be considered as a
modern occurrence, but the impact of such an instrument on educational learning can
be considered endless. In addition, according to [42], MALL is rapidly developing as
students can use them in various places at at their convenient time, in the absence of
any supervisor, which makes them independent learners. Such a capability is an advantage in that the experience of independence can motivate learners to keep on learning for future goals [43].
[44] stated that mobile learning can make the design of authentic learning possible.
This kind of learning is advantageous for learners who cannot attend language institutions because of their jobs, chores, and various things that need time [45]. Different
studies have been carried out on the application of social media programs like Facebook
(e.g., [46], [47]) and Twitter (e.g., [48], [49], [50]) in classrooms.
In a study by [51], the implementation of a didactic approach in a high school was
initiated by teachers of environmental education through mobile phones and QR codes.
Consequently, mobile technology in the environmental education program significantly
affected the improvement of learners’ knowledge considering environmental issues
and the local flora and fauna.
2.2

The effects of SMS on educational context

SMS is the text messaging service part of most telephones, mobile device systems,
and the Internet. It uses standardized communication protocols to provide mobile devices with the capability to exchange short text messages. Therefore, no student can be
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seen without a mobile phone. It happens in two situations: either the person is waiting
for a reply from someone, or he is sending some messages to the other. Thus, learners
have used text messages to generate virtual contexts, as well as opportunities to socialize [52]. Accordingly, learners consider text messaging as a routine activity [53].
SMS can be considered as a modern technique that is applicable in the present educational context, and it can improve educational processes in various fields of study
[54]. [55] believes that implementing educational SMS which deals with syntactical
structures facilitates sentence paraphrasing in English classes. He also stated that teachers can use SMS as an instructional medium to teach all the required skills at their
convenient time because of a lack of adequate teaching hour in the class. He argued that
students who receive learning materials through SMS are more eager and motivated
than other students. Since sending and receiving information using SMS is cheap,
quick, and affordable, learners see it as a convenient way to communicate information
[56].
In an EFL context, lexical competence can be regarded as a major skill to better L2
comprehension, and it can rarely be denied that learners' vocabulary knowledge is
highly associated with their reading comprehension as well as their overall academic
success [57]. In recent years, researchers have attempted to find solutions for questions
dealing with the kind of most effective vocabulary instruction to help students learn
new words and understand what they have read [58], [59], [60], [61].
Recently, much space in the research has been devoted to teaching vocabulary because it plays a vital role in language teaching and learning, particularly about communication. A high number of robust studies have been done on vocabulary instruction,
and many of them have stated that it is impossible to teach all vocabulary a learner
should know [62], [63], [64]. However, a reader needs to recognize at least 95% of the
surrounding words to comprehend a text [65]. This problem can be solved by using
mobile-assisted instruments as effective ones in teaching and learning.
As can be observed, the theoretical framework of the current paper has tried to implement educational texting via mobile phone as a medium to implement vocabulary
instruction among higher education students and to measure their ability to understand
pre-intermediate level texts.

3

Method

The current study intends to measure Iranian EFL learners’ competence in comprehending pre-intermediate-level material after texting them some vocabulary items. To
this end, a quasi-experimental design wasimplemented including tests before and after
the treatment. Later, the procedure including sampling, instrumentation, data collection,
and data analysis will be explained in the following section.
3.1

Participants

A total of 88 university students with different majors (Chemistry, Civil Engineering, Computer Science, and Electrical Engineering) studying general English at the
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Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, Iran participated in this study voluntarily. To measure the their general English proficiency and ensure their homogeneity, the
Oxford Placement Test (OPT), was administered. Afterward, homogenous students
were selected as the study sample. It should be mentioned that the students covered a
reading comprehension course within the semester. They were randomly divided into
an experimental group and a control one, with 37 each.
3.2

Instruments

Various tools were used to collect the required data as follows. OPT was conducted
to measure the learners’ ability to communicate in English. This test includes 60 items
with two parts: grammar, reading and vocabulary. The dependent variable was measured with the Preliminary English Test (PET). This test was administered as the pretest
and posttest and includes five parts: Three-option Multiple Choice, Matching,
True/False, Four-option Multiple Choices, and Multiple-Choice Cloze.
OPT rankings are shown in Table 1. The population of the current paper was selected
based on learners’ lower-intermediate scores; thus, all students who scored between 28
and 36 points were considered viable participants for the present research.
Table 1. Oxford Placement Test ranking
Beginners Elementary Lower-Intermediate Upper-Intermediate Advanced
1-17
18-27
28-36
37-47
48-55

Very Advanced
56-60

Due to the policy of the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch, the General
English Book: A Task-Based Approach written by [66] must be used as the coursebook
for reading comprehension. This book contains nine lessons with color photos and tables. Only the first five lessons were taught during this semester. Each lesson covers
different types of reading strategies such as guessing, scanning, skimming, reading a
table, summarizing a text, etc.
The researchers used SMS to send vocabulary content. Since the focus of this study
was on the use of mobile phone technology to measure learners’ reading comprehension, students in the experimental group use this tool to receive SMS as treatment. The
total number of SMSs were 18 messages for six weeks of treatment. The vocabulary
items and their examples were within sentences so that the students can easily read the
messages on their small screens. The delivery reports of the mobile phones were controlled to remove the possible failure of the system. Below are sample SMSs sent to the
learners’ mobile phones on the fourth and fifth weeks of the project (see Figures 1 and
2 in the Procedure section).
3.3

Procedure

The present study was conducted during the fall semester of the 2019-2020 academic
year over an 18-session treatment during six consecutive weeks (the participants in the
experimental group would receive SMSs three times a week). It should be mentioned
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that the first and the last sessions were devoted to the administration of the PET pretest
and posttest, respectively. The same teacher taught both groups. The researcher used
SMS to measure the improvement or lack of it in learners’ reading comprehension by
implementing vocabulary via SMS. To complete the process of collecting data, the researcher went through several procedures.
First, to ensure participants’ homogeneity, an OPT was administered to 88 students
studying at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch. Seventy-four participants, based on their OPT scores, were placed in the pre-intermediate level and were
randomly assigned to two groups (experimental and control). The next step was the
administration of the PET reading test as a pretest to assess participants’ prior
knowledge of ability in reading comprehension. After the administration of the pretest,
the treatment procedure took place.
The vocabulary list was delivered to the experimental group via SMS, six items per
SMS three times a week. They received SMSs, including vocabulary items, for 18 sessions in 6 weeks. Each word was used in one short sentence, with a synonym and a
single word Persian translation at the end of the sentence in parenthesis. The SMSs
were delivered to the group of 37 learners at once. Figure 1 shows the 12th lesson of the
fourth week. These items were selected from the coursebook and sent to all 37 learners
in the experimental group.

Fig. 1. Lesson 12, Week 4
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Fig. 2. Lesson 14, Week 5

Figure 2 shows the vocabulary item from week 5. All the participants in the experimental group received the lesson. The items were selected from the coursebook.
In contrast, the control group received the traditional instruction, i.e., they were
given the same items through inductive and deductive instruction in the classroom, and
the words were presented while teaching each unit. At the end of the experiment, the
PET reading test was administered as a posttest to both groups to assess the participants’
scores and the effectiveness of the treatment procedure.
3.4

Data analysis and findings

This part concerns the presentation, analysis, and interpretation of data collected
over six weeks at the Islamic Azad University-South Tehran Branch. After collecting
the data from the research instruments, descriptive analysis was carried out focusing on
the basic features of the data, and inferentially, trying to reach conclusions that extend
beyond the immediate data alone. To investigate EFL learners’ reading comprehension
ability when they were exposed to increased vocabulary using SMS via mobile phones,
the Statistical Package for Service Solution (SPSS) program was used. To this end,
covariance (ANCOVA) was employed to compute the mean discrepancies between
both groups.
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To check if the sample is homogenous in terms of their general English proficiency
level, an OPT was given to the initial sample. After the OPT, 74 out of 88 participants
were considered homogenous learners according to their scores, ranging from 28 to 36
(pre-intermediate level). Table 2 shows that the mean and the standard deviation of the
participants are 31.66 and 2.22, respectively. It also shows that the selected participants
are homogenous regarding their ability to communicate in English.
Table 2. The descriptive statistics of the homogenized participants
N
74
74

Homogenized
Valid N (listwise)

Min
28.00

Max
36.00

Mean
31.662

Std. Deviation
2.228

V
4.966

The study sought to investigate whether vocabulary implementation could affect Iranian EFL learners’ ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts. To delve into
this aspect, an ANCOVA test was implemented. In Table 3 below, the mean for both
groups, control and experimental, in terms of reading scores are 21.40 and 22.86, respectively.
Table 3. The descriptive statistics for the adjusted reading scores of the two groups
Group
Control
Experimental

Mean
21.403a
22.867a

Std. Error
.693
.693

95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound
Upper Bound
20.021
22.785
21.485
24.250

The ANCOVA results can be seen in Table 4 below, in which, the pre-scores variable
is the covariate. When we include a covariate, we have more than one effect, and we
could calculate eta squared for each effect.
Table 4. The result of the ANCOVA for the comparison of the reading scores
Source
Corrected Model
Intercept
Pre_Scores
Group
Error
Total
Corrected Total

Type III Sum of Squares
1067.233a
559.429
1041.071
39.622
1261.416
38586.000
2328.649

Df
2
1
1
1
71
74
73

Mean Square
533.616
559.429
1041.071
39.622
17.766

F
30.035
31.488
58.598
2.230

Sig. Partial Eta Squared
.000
.458
.000
.307
.000
.452
.140
.030

As Table 4 shows, there is no huge discrepancy between both groups in terms of
reading scores, F (1, 71) = 2.23, p > .05, partial η2 = .03. The partial Eta Squared value
is used to define the amount of variance in the dependent variable (vocabulary increment) by the independent variable (learners' reading comprehension) (0.3%), which is
considered trivial. Therefore, vocabulary implementation did not affect Iranian EFL
learners’ ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts. It is worth noting that
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sample size decreases the statistical power of the study and increases the margin of
error, which can interpret the study meaninglessly.
To measure learners’ perceptions toward mobile assisted language learning, an interview session with the experimental group was conducted with some researcher-made
questions and the results revealed that students are interested in using mobile phones in
academic exposures (study is under process for publication).

4

Discussion

The current research intended to measure the impact of vocabulary implementation
using SMS on Iranian EFL learners' ability to comprehend pre-intermediate level texts.
In this regard, a pretest was used to understand their reading comprehension, and the
results confirmed that both the control and experimental groups have a similar level of
understanding in terms of reading skills. To measure the effects of treatment, which
was receiving vocabulary through SMS, another reading test was conducted as a posttest, and its results were compared with those of the pretest. The results showed that
although the experimental group gained better scores, the difference was not academically significant. This means that in the design of the current study, with 74 participants
and perhaps with 108 vocabulary items given to students each week, the results were
not statistically significant. The findings of the current study showed that Iranian EFL
students could not display positive performance in understanding pre-intermediatelevel texts. It seems that vocabulary seems is not the only factor that affects reading
ability.
The results of the current research are compatible with those of a few empirical studies. [67] reported that sending more than three texts a day tended to results in lower
scores in literacy tests than when they were not sent. The findings are supported by
those reported by [68]. They investigated the impact of texting on ESL learners at Aligarh Muslim University. The findings revealed negative effects of texting on ESL learners. [69] stated that text messaging could have a negative influence on learners’
spelling. [70] asserted that the negative effect of using text messaging on English literacy reduces formal writing, affects speaking skills, and damages grammatical skills,
creating some confusion in the spelling of words. [71] also suggested that students are
unable to distinguish informal and from formal contexts and use texts at the wrong time.
[72] also found out that the SMSs of primary and secondary school learners were full
of grammatical issues. Indeed, these students made more capitalization and punctuation
errors and used unconventional punctuation more than adult learners, when the length
of their messages was considered.
The findings of this study are consistent with those by [73] who attemptted to determine the role of MALL on EFL learners’ writing accuracy, fluency, and complexity.
The results indicated that although the writing fluency and complexity of the experimental group improved in comparison with their control peers, the accuracy aspect followed a reverse pattern.
The findings of the current paper also have similarities with the results of a study
done by [74] who found that smartphones delivered negative results on the academic
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performance of university students. The results also agree with the findings of [75],
which showed no difference between the experimental and control groups in listening
and pronunciation courses. However, the findings of this study are not consistent with
those by [76].
However, the findings are not in line with the results reported by [12], which showed
that the integration of the teacher training program and vocabulary instruction applications was successful and effective. This study’s results also disagree with those of the
study by [77],which aimed to discover the effect of texting to improve academic vocabulary learning. The findings emphasized learners’ positive experience with the treatment, the feasibility of the treatment design, and its impact in supporting English language learners’ vocabulary study.
In addition, the results here are not consistent with those presented by [78]. She revealed that mobile learning through text messaging could improve learners’ vocabulary
knowledge and help them acquire L2 words more consistently. The results of the current study are also against those of a study by [25], which focused on students’ positive
attitudes toward learning vocabulary through mobile phones. This study is also in disagreement with the results of [79], who examined the effectiveness of mobile learning
by sending technical words and meaningful sentences for ESP learners every day for
three weeks. Their findings showed that students learned the words in a motivated, enjoyable, and effective way. The present results also are not consistent with those reported by [80], which indicated learners’ positive attitude toward the use of SMS for
learning and the use of their own mobile devices as a learning instrument. Learners
revealed their interest in receiving pedagogical content through SMS. Some learners
greatly enhanced their language learning performance.
[81] discovered that vocabulary programs of mobile phones improve vocabulary
gain and enhance learner motivation. [82] reported similar findings. [82] showed that
mobile phone users received greater achievement in a word knowledge test, and developed a positive attitude toward mobile phone application. The results are not also in
accordance with findings by [83], who stated that mobile phones can be an influential
medium for self-learning L2 vocabulary.
Although the current study reached its objectives, there were some inevitable limitations. First, because of the small sample size, the results may not be generalizable for
the considered population. Second, learners’ motivation, aptitude, affective, and attitudinal parameters were not taken into account. A further study can be carried out by
examining these parameters. Third, the focus of the present study is on reading skill,
and other skills were not considered; thus, a further study investigate other skills such
as writing, speaking, and listening. Fourth, only pre-intermediate level learners took
part in this study, so another study may focus on learner’s various language proficiency
levels. Fifth, the focus of this study was limited to sending SMS to improve learners’
vocabulary knowledge, so additional goals could be added for a more in-depth view of
the group’s tendencies when they are in contact with this type of educational tool.
Additionally, more qualitative analyses are needed in these types of studies to grasp
not only learners’ performance but also their response to the application of SMS as an
educational instrument in the EFL classroom.
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5

Conclusion

The present study was a short, six-week investigation at Azad University-South Tehran Branch. It has extended the existing body of literature that investigates the effect of
vocabulary increments through mobile phone text messaging on learners’ ability to
comprehend B1-level texts. As the findings of this study showed, although SMSs can
be easily sent at pre-scheduled times and intervals, can be saved systematically, and are
available for later retentions, they could not facilitate certain forms of learning. This
can be because newly learned vocabulary items are only weakly acquired. As these
vocabulary items are held in one’s working memory for a short time, they could not be
part of the linguistic system of the students. When there is no repeated exposure to
vocabulary, they can be easily removed from learners’ working memory. Whenever
new words are integrated into learners’ long-term memory, they can be tightly attached
to a network of ideas, words, and concepts that the brain can access effortlessly [84].
Using mobile phones in EFL contexts does not always result in positive effects on
academic performance. Although smartphones may substantially improve the foreign
language learning process, several studies have highlighted certain limitations to use
smartphones in higher education contexts. One of these pitfalls is smartphone addiction,
which is being increasingly investigated by researchers worldwide. It can be concluded
that smartphones must be used appropriately, with sufficient preparation and clear objectives in mind. It is worth noting that teachers all over the world are provided with
adequate and influential training to implement MALL appropriately and effectively.
Therefore, research on MALL and the use of SMS is still in its infancy. There is undoubtedly a need to conduct a tremendous amount of research to clarify the details of
this subject.
The results of this study cannot be generalized as the number of participants and the
amount of data are not broad. More accurate and generalizable results would be
achieved if the framework of the study was more general. The study recommends further investigation on the effect of SMS on other skills such as writing practices. In
summary, a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the subject under investigation can be accomplished by conducting a qualitative analysis to reveal the depths
of such a subjest and to have a broader vision of the current results.
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