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ABSTRACT
Can the iPhone be used to deliver language training? Can this technology encourage students to engage with the lesson content? Will students enjoy studying French with an iPhone?
Athabasca University (AU) conducted a research project, Delivering French: Using Mobile Devices to answer these questions.  Five interactive lessons teaching basic French grammar and vocabulary were designed and pilot-tested using iPhones. Students with no experience in French language training were given tests before and after studying the mobile lessons to measure changes in their French language skills. Most students improved their quiz scores. Overall, students who participated in this study found the format and content of the lessons useful.  They enjoyed using the iPhone and wanted to take more lessons with this device. Other reactions were a desire for more interactive content, and questions about wireless accessibility with a recommendation toward designing an app that could be used offline.. This study will benefit researchers and designers interested in creating language training for delivery on mobile devices.
KEYWORDS
Mobile learning, learning objects, mobile devices, mobile technology, module phone, French, adult learning

INTRODUCTION
Athabasca University (AU) conducted a research study to evaluate innovative approaches to French Language learning using mobile devices. The subjects looked at the content of an AU-designed French language website through an iPhone; they completed the lessons and provided feedback through interviews and by answering an extensive questionnaire. Athabasca University has been interested in Mobile learning research as a way to reduce barriers to learning.  Allowing students to choose their means and mode of course delivery can eliminate geographical and physical barriers that have prevented students from accessing course materials presented in a more traditional classroom manner.
FIVE YEARS OF M-LEARNING

Since 2007, Researchers at Athabasca University have been doing cutting edge research in Mobile learning using mobile devices such as smart phones, iPhones and even basic cell phones to deliver language training. English as a Second Language (ESL) and other languages have been taught successfully using mobile devices. Song and Fox (2005) found significant improvements in learner performance of language tasks. Others have successfully used mobile devices for teaching pronunciations and listening skills (Uther, Zipetria, Uther, & Singh, 2005). Building on this research, AU has developed the Athabasca University Mobile Learning Project consisting of four stages: 
1) Mobile ESL- The initial stage of the project involved the conversion of eighty-six, text-based grammar lessons into interactive learning modules to be accessed on basic cell phones. It was designed especially for new Canadians needing ESL training to enter the workforce, adult learners needing skills updated and all others who might want free and easy access to grammar lessons. : http://www.eslau.ca/
2) Workplace English- Using feedback from the first phase of the project, AU designed a site with workplace specific situations and vocabulary. Video and audio exercises based on situations that could be encountered daily were added to increase the usability of the content. With the increase in multimedia features, this content is available for smart phones and other more advanced devices with audio and video capabilities. : http://www.wpeau.ca/
3) Accent Reduction- Learning to speak a language in an M-learning environment provides flexibility but it is challenging to develop. The third phase of this project offers a range of speaking and listening activities to assist learners in improving their English pronunciation. This additional module added to the  Workplace English site added lessons to help with spoken English and improving pronunciation plus further multimedia content  including, a Canadian Phonetic Alphabet with animations, interactive games, and additional video clips.

4) Mobile French- The first project in this series designed specifically for the iPhone platform (but still accessible on smart phones/desktops). French language content with interactive grammar, vocabulary and listening exercises.
PROCEDURE
Athabasca University researchers already have a track record in the adaptation of content for mobile learning using learning objects (Ally, 2004a, 2004c; Friesen, Hesemeier & Roberts, 2005). Experience with previous projects helped create a template for designing effective learning modules involving five key design steps:

1) Chunking the information- this prevents “information overload” when content is divided and presented in smaller, more easily digested pieces.  This format caters to mobile devices and learning on the go.
2) Use advance organizers to facilitate the processing of details- provide students with a way to link the new information with that which they are already familiar with (can be done with text or graphically).
3) Dual-coding hypothesis- present information in visual and textual/verbal, so that different styles of learning are addressed and more students have different triggers for processing and retaining the information.
4) Use concept and information maps- this allows students to quickly grasp the point and direction of a lesson without a lengthy text explanation.
5) Design for specific context- targeting lessons in specific contexts (i.e. workplace situations), makes the lessons relevant and interesting to students.
PILOT-TESTING
Testing took place in a single day with two groups of eleven volunteers (twenty-two in total) each participating in one three-hour French mobile training session.  The volunteers were required to fill out a short (eight question) paper-based, multiple choice quiz testing their knowledge of basic French at the start of the session.  This test was then repeated following language training with the iPhone. The results, from these pre- and post-training tests, were later checked to see if the training resulted in improved scores.

The volunteers were given an iPhone and directed to read and complete the five lessons and eight exercises at the Mobile French site.  

Following the independent training session, each volunteer was asked to complete a questionnaire describing their experiences with mobile learning. They were asked to strongly agree, agree, be neutral, disagree, or strongly disagree with statements about formatting, content and utility of the lessons and site.  Additional comments and suggestions were also solicited.

Tester Profile

Canada has two official languages, French and English, with both languages taught as part of the school curriculum. Therefore, the majority of Canadians, who have gone through the local school system, have experienced some French language training. To test the effectiveness of delivering the content of these lessons, naïve subjects, with little or no French language training, were needed.  Volunteers were sought from the adult new immigrant population with the assumption that they did not go through the Canadian school system (and subsequently could be considered naïve subjects with little or no experience in any formal French training.) 

 The volunteers came from the Chinese language community in Edmonton, all had a high level of English (self-assessed) and had not had any prior French training, but as English was their second language, studying a foreign language was not a new experience.

Test Results

There were eight questions on both the pre-and post tests.  The test questions were in the same format as the French mobile lessons and covered the same key grammar points.

Overall, ninety percent of the students improved their test scores going from the pre- to the post test (see Table 1.)   Test scores improved by an average of almost three points (2.95) with five points being the largest improvement differential. 
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Table 1 Test Results. 

Formatting Observations

Various questions about the formatting, readability, navigation, inputting and audio capabilities of the site were asked in the questionnaire.

Readability:  The volunteers were asked if the information on their screen was properly formatted and if it was easy to read, eighty-one percent either agreed or strongly agreed that the information was properly formatted. Colour was used in the lessons to differentiate between verbs, subjects, and the gender of the nouns, eighteen of the twenty-two volunteers either agreed or strongly agreed that the use of colour in the lessons helped them understand the content of the lesson.
Navigation and inputting: Sixty-eight percent of the subjects found that navigating through the lessons was easy; the remainder were neutral on the subject.  More navigation buttons were requested by several testers.  At the end of the exercises, there are buttons to “Go back” and “Home” but not “Next exercise”; the subjects thought adding these buttons would improve the speed of navigation through the site. 
Audio:  Some found the audio to be too quiet.  One suggestion was to provide “ear buds” to better take advantage of the iPhone’s audio capabilities. Another asked if it would be possible for “the sentences [to show] while playing the audio and highlight the word while playing.” Still another thought it would be a good idea to “create music videos such as karaoke,” as this would be an easy way to learn French.
Content Observations

The questionnaire asked the subjects if the audio lessons helped them learn and which question types were useful and which weren’t. 

Audio: Seventy-two percent of subjects thought that having audio helped them learn. One subject wrote, “I know how to pronounce the word after listening to the sentence in the audio file.” Several subjects asked for more audio lessons when asked what they would like to see added to the Mobile French Project. In particular, one subject asked for a “sound match” type exercise where one could match what they “hear with what they see.”

Question types: There were three question formats in this module: multiple choice with drop-down menu, multiple choice with radio buttons, and placing items in order (mixed-up sentences.)  The subjects were asked to choose which exercise types were useful for learning and which types were not, if they found all three to be useful, they could choose all three, and if they found none to be useful, they could choose none. Fifty percent agreed that all three question types were useful for learning. See Table 2 to see a breakdown of preferred question types by percentages (keeping in mind that all or none could be chosen so the percentage will not add up to one hundred.) 
	
	Useful
	Not Useful

	Multiple choice-drop down
	77%
	18%

	Multiple choice- radio button
	73%
	9%

	Placing items in order
	77%
	18%


Table 2. Usefulness of question types.
Mobile Learning Observations

The subjects were asked to give their opinions on mobile learning, whether devices increased flexibility in student-centred learning (able to choose when and where to learn) and the availability of learning materials. The questionnaire also asked if mobile learning could increase enjoyment of learning and if this is something they would like to do again or would recommend to a friend.

Flexibility and Availability: Eighty-six percent of the subjects agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “This technology provides flexibility for me to learn anywhere at anytime” The same percentage also felt that this kind of technology would make learning materials more easily available. The subjects felt that the size of the mobile device was “handy” and that it was useful to have a “pocket-sized” device with the capabilities of a computer. Subjects were happy that they would not need to have a “paper-based text” to learn. The only issue brought up was that this site needed to be accessed over the internet and if there was not a wireless connection, the site could not be accessed.  A possible solution to this was suggested by a subject “If you don't have internet access at that location, then you cannot store the information, so it's better to produce an "app." instead of going online to learn.”
Enjoyment:  Nineteen of the twenty-two subjects (86%) thought that learning with mobile technology increased their enjoyment of learning. Comments such as, “It’s fun!” represent the almost universal agreement with this statement. One subject enjoyed this kind of learning because, “I can learn by myself at my own pace without timing issue or any embarrassment especially learning a new language.”  Subjects who disagreed with this statement did so because they “preferred colorful books,” or wanted more “fun stuff like cartoons or movies” with the lessons.
More Lessons: All subjects mentioned that they would like to see more French lessons designed for mobile devices.  When asked if they would like to take other lessons using mobile technology, nineteen of the twenty-two agreed that they would like to, the remaining three subjects were neutral on the subject. One subject suggested that “This kind of learning can be extended to all kinds of introductory level course and subjects.” As to whether they would recommend this technology to their friends, sixty-eight percent agreed or strongly agreed that they would do this, twenty-seven percent were neutral and one strongly disagreed with the comment that “Student-teacher/professor interactions are still essential in learning” 
CONCLUSION

The pilot test for the Delivering French: Using Mobile Devices Project was a success. Overall many of the volunteers felt that this project had a “good design and [was] very user friendly.” The quantitative and qualitative data collected showed positive results for this project.

The subjects gave excellent feedback with many suggestions for future improvements to the project including:

· addition of video lessons

· creating music videos or karaoke to practice speaking French

· using a microphone to self-record and check pronunciation
· creation of a French Mobile App
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