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Abstract. This qualitative case study investigated the use of mobile phones as tools to support 
English language learning in a higher education setting in the Dominican Republic. The study 
examined how a Dominican English language teacher and her students used mobile phones as 
educational tools, and which features these participants appropriated to engage in English 
language learning activities inside and outside the classroom. The study also explored social and 
physical factors that influenced participants’ mobile phone appropriation in a developing country 
context with limited technology access and infrastructure. Data collection took place for eight 
weeks through semi-structured interviews, informal conversations, classroom observations, and 
questionnaires, in a university English language center located in a Dominican urban city. 
Findings indicated that the teacher appropriated her mobile phone as a tool for connectivity, 
content delivery, assessment facilitation, time-management, and emergency power back-up. 
Students appropriated their mobile phones as tools for research and reference, note-taking, data 
gathering, collaboration and repository. In addition, mobile phone use for educational purposes 
facilitated the teacher’s instruction and enabled her to provide authentic activities for her students. 
Findings from this study shed light on how English Language teachers and students can integrate 
their own mobile technologies to support English language learning in a university classroom 
within a developing country context with uneven access to technology. 
 

Introduction 
 
Learning the English language has become a critical component for young adult professional development in Latin 
American countries, including the Dominican Republic (DR) (Alvarez Marinelli, 2016; El idioma Inglés es 
Fundamental,” 2008). The DR is a developing country that is part of the Greater Antilles in the Caribbean region. 
This location makes the country attractive for several industries, including international trade as well as tourism. 
These industries provide growing opportunities for employment to those who master the English language. 
 However, as a developing country, the DR faces several challenges that impact its educational system, 
including how English language instruction is provided. Like many developing countries, educational systems are 
hampered by various challenges, such as a lack of trained teachers, lack of affordable access to quality educational 
resources, prohibitive tuition for enrolling in courses, among others (Glewwe & Kremer, 2006; Glewwe & 
Muralidharan, 2016). 
 Similarly, the country has significant technological and infrastructural challenges. For example, for decades 
the Dominican electrical system has been overloaded, resulting in recurrent power outages in large parts of the 
country (Observatorio, 2018). Educational institutions are not exempt from these black-outs. In addition, access to 
technology in the DR is unequally distributed within the population (Velasquez, 2012). For example, results from a 
survey reported that in 2015, only about 30 % of Dominican homes had computers (Enhogar, 2018), which was 
below the 38 % average in Latin-American countries (Dominguez & Lara, 2016). Another report showed that only 
about 16% of homes had broadband Internet service (Gomez Mazara, 2017). In addition, although efforts have been 
made to provide educational institutions at all academic levels with technology resources, many classrooms serving 
low-income students are still lacking in basic technology access (Coronado, Cantú & Rodríguez, 2014; Gómez 
Mazara, 2017). 
 Technology is increasingly a critical component in adult English language learning throughout the world 
(Vanderplank, 2010). Effective integration of technology in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom has 
been shown to facilitate learning grammar, acquiring vocabulary, listening comprehension development, and reading 
fluency, among other aspects, as well as exposing students to the cultural knowledge needed to communicate in the 
target language (Levy, 2009; Vanderplank, 2010). Thus, without adequate technology access, EFL students in the 
DR are at a disadvantage, and this may interfere with meaningful opportunities for learning. 



 Despite the limited access to technological resources in many English language classrooms in the DR, most 
people in this country possess a genre of technology with great potential for educational use: mobile phones 1 
(Domínguez & Lara, 2016; Gómez Mazara, 2017). 
 Recent data show that about 94% of people over the age of twelve in the DR use mobile phones (Enhogar, 
2018). Therefore, mobile phones present an opportunity for English language teachers and students to explore the 
potential of a technology readily at hand to enhance their language learning experience. 
 
Mobile Learning in Language Teaching. The rapid evolution of technology has led to increasing use of mobile 
devices, and many researchers and instructors are embracing these technologies for educational purposes, 
implementing what is called mobile learning; that is, learning with the assistance of small portable, network 
connected digital devices available to the learner when needed (Ally, 2009; Ferreira, Klein, Freitas & Schlemmer, 
2013; Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; Pollara & Kee Broussard, 2011). Mobile learning research has been 
implemented in foreign and second language education, with mobile phones being the most studied mobile devices 
(Bodzdogan, 2015; Burston, 2014; Chinnery, 2006; Kukulska-Hulme 2009). Both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches have reported positive outcomes in what is known as Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL), 
where learning is facilitated by the mobility of the learner and/or the portability of mobile devices (Chinnery, 2006; 
Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008). For example, positive outcomes include that mobile technologies helped promote 
learning, and increased motivation and participation of students (Begum, 2011; Gromik, 2012; Cavus & Ibrahim, 
2009; Palalas, 2011), facilitated student access to information, and enabled students to create their own context and 
content for learning (Kukulska-Hulme, 2010; Lim Abdullah, Hussin, Asra & Zakaria, 2013; Ros i Sole, Calic & 
Neijmann, 2010). 
 Despite the widespread interest in investigating the use of mobile devices for educational purposes across 
different fields, our review of the literature found that most existing research had been conducted in North America, 
Europe, and Asia (Burston, 2015; Cheung & Hew, 2009; Lamptey & Boateng, 2017). Similarly, in the field of 
foreign language teaching, the majority of research studies were conducted in East and South Asia (e.g., China, 
Japan, Korea, Indonesia, Philippines, Turkey) (Burston, 2014; Bozdogan, 2015). In Latin America, MALL research 
had been limited, with early studies conducted in few countries, such as Mexico, Colombia, Chile, and Brazil 
(Camacho & Lara, 2011; Jara, Claro and Martinic, 2012; Tsinakos, 2013). Most recently, research in this area is 
growing in more Latin American countries, largely due the growth in the use of instant messaging and mobile apps 
to support language learning (García Botero & Questier, 2016; Vásquez-Cano & García, 2015). 
 
Design Process. In this paper, we describe the design evolution of Ibigkas!, a mobile game that supports the 
development of English literacy in children from 9 to 12 years old. We were interested in the perspectives of both 
teachers and learners, hence we elicited knowledge and design ideas from both these stakeholders, consulting and 
iterating multiple times using partial outputs from the previous stages. This allowed us to elicit feedback from both 
stakeholders, improving design ideas for each iteration.  
 
Study Purpose and Research Questions.  
 
As described earlier, many young adult learners in Dominican classrooms have limited access to high-end 
technology resources, such as laptops and a high-speed Internet connection, to support language learning. Thus, in 
this context, mobile phones represent an affordable way to integrate modern technology into the EFL classroom and 
provide innovative ways to encourage students’ meaningful language learning. 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate how a Dominican English language teacher and her students 
appropriated mobile phones for educational purposes inside and outside of their EFL classroom. The study also 
investigated which mobile phone features enabled the participants to appropriate these mobile devices for the 
implementation of different learning activities in a Dominican context. This study is guided by the following 
research questions:  
 

(i) How does a Dominican EFL teacher appropriate mobile phones inside and outside the classroom? Which 
mobile phone features enable this appropriation for language learning activities in a Dominican context? 

(ii) How do Dominican EFL students appropriate mobile phones inside and outside the classroom? Which 
mobile phone features enable this appropriation for language learning activities in a Dominican context? 
 

 
 



Theoretical Perspective: Mobile Human-Computer Interaction. The theoretical perspective informing this 
exploratory and naturalistic study was the mobile human computer interaction (MHCI) perspective (Botha, Greunen 
& Herselman, 2010; Love, 2005; Winters & Price, 2005). MHCI is defined as “the relationship (interaction) 
between people and mobile computer systems and the applications that they use on daily basis” (Love, 2005, p. 2). 
 From a pedagogical viewpoint, MHCI is a useful way to look at how English language learners can make 
use of the features in their mobile phones to carry out activities to enhance their learning experience (Dourish, 2001; 
Love, 2005). In particular, this study looked at the teacher’s and students’ appropriation of their mobile devices in 
this instructional context (Carroll, Howard, Peck, Murphy, 2002; Cook & Pachler, 2011; Salovaara, 2006), mobile 
phone features that enabled this appropriation (Kukulska-Hulme, 2012), and social and physical factors in the 
context of interaction that influenced participants’ appropriation of their mobile phones (Caudill, 2007; Dourish, 
2004; Wali, Oliver & Winters, 2009). 
 Based on our literature review of MHCI, we developed a framework to examine mobile phone 
appropriation within this Dominican learning context (Figure 1). In this framework, appropriation can be defined as 
exploring, adapting, and adopting new uses for features in a technology, going beyond its intended regular use 
(Carroll et al., 2002; Cook & Pachler, 2011; Waycott, 2004). People appropriate technologies like mobile phones for 
daily activities in varied ways, depending on their goals and skill levels (Alberts, 2013). Further, Pachler, Bachmair 
and Cook (2010) argue that mobile phones can be considered cultural artifacts, used to mediate activities such as 
communication and recreation. Here, the focus is on how learners, through appropriation, use their mobile phones 
for needs that go beyond simply making calls or texting, and instead adopting new practices according to their 
learning context. Dey (2001) defines context as the information learners use to describe the situation of an entity- 
people, places, or objects- relevant to the interaction between the learner and the artifact. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1. MHCI Theoretical Perspective  
 
 

 When students take advantage of the information that is available through people, locations, technology, 
and objects around them, they are making use of context in different ways to achieve more efficient and effective 
learning (Kukulska-Hulme & Wible, 2008). This context can be physical: classroom and other locations where 
learning can occur, lighting, noise level, and even temperature. Context can also be social: people’s interactions, 
their habits and daily practices, and the rules and norms inside and outside of the classroom. We thus use the MHCI 
perspective to examine how the teacher and student participants appropriated specific features in their mobile 
phones to integrate them for educational use inside and outside of the classroom. We examine how this 
appropriation was mediated by the social and physical contexts in which the participants interacted. 
 
 
 
 
Methodology 



 
This study followed a qualitative case study approach to examine activities taking place in their natural settings, 
since the purpose was to interpret the events from the participants’ point of view (Creswell, 2008; Maxwell, 1996; 
Mertens, 2010). An exploratory case study approach was also selected because its design calls for a detailed 
description of the situation, topic or issue under investigation (Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 2010) within its real-life 
context (Maxwell, 1996; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). When a researcher wishes to explore a phenomenon within a 
unit of analysis or bounded system, a case study approach is appropriate (Creswell, 2008; Merriam, 2009). In this 
particular case study, the unit of analysis or bounded system consisted of the Dominican English language teacher 
and the students who appropriated their mobile phones for language learning activities. 
 
Sampling Criteria and Participants. Purposeful sampling was used to select the participants that could best relate 
to the phenomenon under study (Creswell, 2008, 2012; Merriam, 2009). Participants selected were:  
 

 A Dominican female teacher with five years of experience in teaching English as a foreign language to 
children and young adults. The teacher owned an iPhone 5S and was generally familiar with the use of 
technology for educational purposes. 

 A class consisting of twenty-three young adult students, seven males and sixteen females. 
 
 All were university students, between the ages of 18 and 24. The setting was an English center located in 
the facilities of a public university in the DR. This center offered ten-month intensive English programs, with cycles 
of seven weeks each. 
 Power outages were common in this area in the afternoons and evenings, and the building did not have an 
emergency back-up power generator. Equipment in the English classrooms at this center consisted of a radio with a 
CD player that teachers borrowed for the duration of class. Occasionally, the teacher supplied additional technology, 
including her personal laptop, speakers, and a projector. 
 
Data Sources. The period of data collection was eight weeks, covering one complete cycle of the English program. 
Data sources included questionnaires, classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and informal 
conversations. Student participants completed a pre-questionnaire which provided a general view on students’ 
mobile technology ownership and access, as well as their prior experiences with mobile phones as educational tools 
for English language learning. At the end of the study, the students completed a post-questionnaire that addressed 
how they used their mobile phones for language learning activities during that cycle, as well as students’ general 
perceptions on the use of their mobile devices as learning tools. 
 A total of five classes were observed in the classroom during the period of data collection. During these 
observations, structured field notes were taken, documenting how the teacher and students were using their mobile 
phone features as part of educational activities inside the classroom. 
 Two semi-structured interviews (pre and post respectively) were conducted with the teacher and seven 
volunteer students from the class. The pre-interview occurred at the beginning of the cycle, and the post-interview 
took place during the last week of classes. While the teacher interviews were in English, student interviews were in 
Spanish to ensure their understanding of questions and clarity in their responses. In addition, informal conversations 
with the interviewees occurred at the end of classroom observations, which added valuable contextual information to 
field notes. Secondary data sources included the teacher’s lesson plans that served to support her statements and the 
observations in the classroom. In addition, several student participants showed examples of how they were using 
their mobile phones. 
 
Data Analysis. Data analysis followed the six-step process of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006): (1) 
familiarizing with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining 
and naming themes, (6) producing the report. Data steps 2 to 5 were coded following Saldaña’s first stage of data 
analysis (Saldaña, 2012) through open coding and in vivo coding, and the second stage through focused and axial 
coding, to answer the two main research questions for this study. 
 The credibility and trustworthiness of this study were achieved with the use of validation strategies 
including triangulation, researcher reflexivity, detailed description, member checking, and peer debriefing (Merriam, 
2009). Triangulation took place by comparing findings across the analyzed data: participants’ interview transcripts, 
informal conversations, classroom observation field notes, and questionnaire responses. Participants’ voices through 
quotes allowed for a detailed description of the themes. Participants reviewed their interview transcripts and 
preliminary findings to corroborate that their thoughts were accurately put into writing and were then translated into 



English. A bilingual graduate student familiar with the study reviewed the material translated, and colleagues who 
were familiar with the qualitative research process provided feedback on the coding process. 
 
Findings 
 
Data analysis identified several emerging themes on how the teacher and students appropriated different mobile 
phone features for learning activities inside the classroom and homework assignments, and for students’ personal 
and informal learning purposes. The categories or themes addressing each research question were distilled based on 
the educational intention of the activity or activities implemented with the support of any mobile phone feature. 
  
RQ1. Teacher Appropriation of Mobile phone for educational purposes. Major themes emerged from the data 
analysis indicated that the teacher appropriated mobile phones to implement in-class and homework learning 
activities in several ways. The teacher considered mobile phone features that helped facilitate her instruction and 
student learning within the limitations and opportunities present in her classroom. This facilitation could be directly 
related to pedagogical purposes (e.g. enhancing meaningful learning and improving language skills). These included 
directed uses of a mobile phone as a connectivity tool, content delivery tool, and assessment facilitation tool. 
Additionally, mobile phones integration facilitated complementary uses that enabled the accomplishment of several 
purposes: time-management and time-saving tool, and emergency back-up tool. 
 
Mobile phone as a connectivity tool. The university did not provide access to Wi-Fi in the classroom, thus 
preventing the use of mobile phones for activities that required Internet connection, such as just-in-time access to 
information or clarification. The teacher indicated that her iPhone 5S was on a post-paid plan with unlimited data. 
She was able to use this phone feature to enable Internet access:  
 

As you could see, some of them [the students] did have Internet connection, they 
had Internet access, but they didn’t want to spend it in class, because that was 
their money. So, we would share my hotspot with them. I would group them and 
would share it because there would always be at least one willing to do it[using 
the mobile phone as hotspot]. (Post-interview)  

 
 Thus, the teacher utilized her mobile device and at least one other student’s mobile device as a connectivity 
tool by using the hotspot feature, which enabled students to have data, and increased Internet access to search for 
class-related information. 
 
Mobile phone as content-delivery tool. In this English center, teachers often used radios to play the textbook CD 
that contained the listening exercises. However, the amount of radios available was limited, and at times the teacher 
would not be able to get one for use in her class. Plus, power-cuts occurred often and unexpectedly, disrupting the 
pace of the class. To address this issue, she converted the CD tracks into mp3 files, which she uploaded to the class 
Dropbox account for student access, and also played them through her mobile phone audio playback feature. 
 Another example of mobile phone as content-delivery tool was its use to play songs in English. Some 
participants stated they felt more motivated with these type of activities since listening to music in English was part 
of their recreational social practices. The teacher typically played popular songs as a kind of fill-in-the gap activity 
in order to develop students’ listening comprehension skills and to support learning phrasal verbs in context:  
 

I did a lot of fill in the gap [activities] with lyrics because they [students] were 
introduced to phrasal verbs, and that’s one of their favorite activities. And that 
allowed me to do this in the right context, how to draw the different meanings a 
phrasal verb could have according to the way or how you are applying it, right? 
(Post-interview) 

 
Mobile phone as assessment facilitation tool. The teacher indicated that providing individual assessment and 
feedback to students was challenging, due to the limited amount of time in class to work with each student, and the 
overall fast pace of the instruction. Thus, she implemented some assessment activities on reading and pronunciation 
with the assistance of the audio-recording feature in her students’ mobile phones and the Dropbox app:  
 



It was impossible for me to see, I mean to target each and every one of them [the 
students]. So that was genius, that was one of my favorites personally, that they 
can take advantage of their mobile phone in a way that they don’t need Internet 
for it. Some of them were not able to upload them [the recordings] to Dropbox, 
so they just brought me their mobile phones, and during break I would listen to 
it. That is perfect! (Post-interview)  

 
 In this quote, the teacher referred to an assignment where students recorded themselves with their mobile 
phones having a conversation in English about their preferences for different types of music, and the type of 
emotions evoked by them. This was an exercise from a topic addressed in one of the textbook units, but the teacher 
had students bring their own experiences and interests into the classroom. When Internet access was not available at 
home or through mobile data, some students would use public Wi-Fi connections to upload their recordings to 
Dropbox. 
 
Mobile phone as time-management and time-saving tool. An intensive English language program progresses at 
an accelerated pace in its instruction. In informal conversations, the teacher pointed out that she needed to make sure 
she spent only a specific amount of time on each aspect of the day’s lesson, including group and individual 
activities. Classroom observations revealed that there was no clock in the classroom. The teacher used the timer in 
the clock function of her mobile phone to time students work on book exercises and other activities, thus 
appropriating her device as a tool for better time-management in her classroom activities. She would also 
occasionally ask students to check their phones and tell her the time in English. 
 In addition, the integration of mobile phone features in the instruction brought another advantage: saving 
time. Throughout informal conversations and the post-interview, the teacher repeatedly stated that activities done 
with mobile phones were time-saving in several ways for both her and the students. For example, she used an online 
tool, Survey Any Place (https://surveyanyplace.com), in order to assess and provide feedback to students in a shorter 
amount of time:  

I found a great resource that is called Survey Any Place. So, in a way even 
though it was a little bit of sacrifice for me [to set up the test], it was like a plus 
in another way because they got the results right away [on their mobile phones], 
they didn’t have to wait for me to take 23 sheets home to correct them 1 by 1. It 
was something for them productive at that time being, so in that way it was 
good. (Post-interview)  

 
The time the teacher invested in setting up the quizzes was compensated with the time she saved in assessment 
because Survey Any Place helped by providing immediate feedback to students. Although not all students 
completed the quizzes on their mobile phones, this activity represented an innovative way to take students outside 
the traditional paper-based assessment, and provide immediate feedback. 
 
Mobile phone as emergency back-up power tool.  The teacher mentioned other useful aspects of her mobile phone 
for her teaching enabled by the long battery life and flashlight feature in her iPhone 5S. As mentioned above, power 
outages are common across the DR, and this English language center was no exception. Although the classroom was 
in an illuminated location and classes took place in the afternoon, on some rainy days they would have blackouts 
that would make the instruction delivery difficult. At these times, the teacher would turn on the flashlight on her 
phone to better light up the classroom:  
 

Just as the [lack of] radios situation, it’s the same as when you have blackouts. 
My mobile phone wouldn’t die out. It’s like I plug in my speakers and you’re 
ready to go. You don’t have any disruption. You know what I mean? And it 
never got too dark thanks God, as if it would rain and we got a blackout at the 
same time, I have a flashlight, and most of them do too. (Post-interview/Informal 
conversations) 
 

 
 
 



Table 1. Teacher Appropriation of Mobile phones 
 

 
Function/feature Enabled Theme identified 

 
Sample Codes  

Pedagogical Use 

 
Hotspot 

 
Increased data 
access 

 
Connectivity tool  

 
No Wi-Fi in classroom 
Smartphone with unlimited 
data 
Share hotspots with students

Audio 
playback/music 
player  

Rich-media 
playback 

Content delivery tool  play CD content on phone 
plug speakers on phone 
Play exercises directly from 
mobile phone 

 
Audio-recording 
/playback 

Rich-media 
capturing 

Assessment facilitation 
tool  

 
Listen to their own mistakes 
Provide feedback on 
pronunciation mistakes 

Complementary 
Use 

Clock Efficiency/ 
time control 

Time-management & 
time-saving tool 

Saves time 
Activities completed faster  

Battery Power 
Flashlight 

Power source/ 
illumination

Emergency back-up 
power tool

   Plug my speakers 
I have a flashlight in it

  
Table 1 above presents a summary of the teacher’s findings, with the mobile phone features that enabled educational 
appropriation of mobile phones. The table also lists the emerging themes, with sample codes along with their data 
source. 
 
RQ2. Student Appropriation of Mobile phones for Educational Purposes. Pre-questionnaire findings.  
According to the responses on the pre-questionnaire, all students owned mobile devices. Smartphones were the most 
popular mobile technologies owned by the students, although some participants reported owning both a smartphone 
and a regular phone as well (Figure 2).  
 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Mobile technology ownership among student participants 



 
 Students reported that they mostly used pre-paid cards for calls and texts, with only three students reporting 
ownership of post-paid data plans. Students accessed the Internet through their mobile phones in several ways, but 
mainly from Wi-Fi connections, particularly at home or at their workplace (Figure 3). 
 Regarding students’ previous experiences in mobile phone use for English language learning purposes, the 
majority indicated that the frequency of mobile phone use in the EFL classroom initiated by teachers was minimal, 
whereas the personal use for learning was more common. The pre-questionnaire also revealed that most students did 
not think they could integrate their own mobile phones for teacher-guided activities in the classroom, while being 
more positive on using these mobile devices on their own for learning purposes outside of the classroom. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Student mobile Internet access 
 
Post-questionnaire findings. Results drawn from the post-questionnaire showed that student participants had 
generally positive perceptions on the educational appropriation of mobile phones during this teaching cycle. In 
contrast to the pre-questionnaire findings, most respondents agreed that using mobile phones to complement 
instruction in the classroom was helpful and provided more opportunities for learning. 
 Students appropriated their mobile phones for learning activities inside and outside of the English language 
classroom with the teacher’s assistance and on their own initiative. These activities supplemented the traditional 
learning practices to which these students were accustomed, while also allowing for more real-word applications. 
Mobile phone as a collaboration tool. Mobile phones are intrinsically devices for communication. They thus 
enhance the opportunities for students to collaborate beyond the classroom or teacher’s guidance.  Mobile e-mail 
and instant messaging apps like WhatsApp enabled students in this class to appropriate these mobile devices as 
collaboration tools. For example, some participants noted that outside of the classroom, they shared class material 
stored in their phones through mobile email, or discussed topics about class presentations through a WhatsApp 
group. As one participant stated: 
 

For instance, we have a class presentation tomorrow, I was talking with one of 
the guys, and we were discussing the topic through there [WhatsApp], about 
what we would talk about, because we only have 10 minutes, and there are five 
of us. So, we send the information that way [through the WhatsApp group]. I 
say, look this is what I plan to present, but we can summarize it from there. 
(Pre-interview)  

 
Mobile phones as reference and research tools. The ability to download different types of dictionary apps to their 
mobile phones enabled students to have instant offline access to different meanings of words, phrases and idiomatic 
expressions, as well as to check for correct word pronunciation. The appropriation of mobile phones as reference 
tools was already popular among students in this class, where most students replaced physical dictionaries with these 
apps. Results from the post-questionnaire indicated that about eleven of the students used the dictionary app on a 
regular basis. 
 
 



Mobile phone as data gathering and note-taking tool. Sometimes the teacher had a lot of material to cover in one 
day, and needed to rush when writing some notes on the board. For example, one student noted: 
 

Well, sometimes, when I don’t have much time to jot down some notes, I take a 
picture of it. Then at home I write it in a notebook. But not all the time, that is 
when I’m in a rush or when I have to do something. (Post-interview) 

 
 In order to save time, this and other students would use their mobile phone cameras, which enabled them to 
capture the information from the board, and later reference or transcribe it into their notebooks. 
 
Mobile phone as repository. Student participants also reported that having class content downloaded on their 
smartphones allowed access to English language material in different locations. As stated previously, the teacher 
uploaded class materials to Dropbox, and students could install the Dropbox app in their smartphones. For some 
students, downloading the files to their mobile phones enhanced content access, as they could have educational 
material available offline. One of the student participants was a heavy user of Dropbox, and pointed out that he was 
taking advantage of this app by saving all the files on his phone, so that he did not have to rely on Internet access, 
and instead access class material while on the move. 
 Table 2 below shows a summary of emerging themes on student appropriation, with code examples 
extracted from student interview transcripts, informal conversations and observation field notes, and questionnaires’ 
open-ended responses. 
 As seen in this section, the teacher participant perceived that mobile phone educational use in her 
instruction facilitated her goal of helping students utilize everyday English, and going beyond classroom content. In 
addition, mobile phone appropriation as described above provided more realistic tasks for her students. Besides, 
findings showed that most student participants had positive opinions on the educational use of mobile phones in 
general. 
 
Discussion 
 
Findings from this study provided examples of how the participants used mobile phones as tools for learning 
purposes both inside and outside of the EFL classroom. Using a MHCI perspective (Botha, Greunen & Herselman, 
2010; Love 2005; Winters & Price, 2005), we examined how the social and physical contexts where the teaching-
learning process occurred influenced the teacher and student participants’ appropriation of different mobile phone 
features to create and implement in-class and out of class learning activities. (Traxler, 2011; Winters & Price, 2005).  

 

Table 2. Student Mobile Phone Appropriation 

Function/feature Enabled Appropriated as Sample Codes 

 
Instant Messaging App 
(WhatsApp) 
Mobile Email 
Dropbox 

 
Communication / 
information exchange 

 
Collaboration tool 

 
Share audio-files  
Assist other classmates 
Share things with Dropbox 
Work focused as a group



 
Dictionary App / 
Mobile 
Web browser  
Language learning 
apps 

 
Information access 

 
Reference & Research 
tool  

 
Dictionary App provide 
definitions and pronunciation 

Help understand meanings of 
words 

Use mobile phone to look for 
meanings 

Looking up words in different 
contexts 

Look things up in the Internet 
Look up info about grammar 
topics 

Research topics  

Picture camera 
Notes App/feature 

Image capturing Data gathering/ Note 
taking tool 

Take pic from the board 
Taking pics of notes 
Snap pic from the book 
Use Notes App 

Mobile phone 
datamemory /  
Drop-box app 

Data storage 
File sharing & storing 

Repository  Download files from Dropbox 
to phone 

Access files offline 
More storage in the phone 
Save notes from Dropbox

 
 The teacher explored the potential of mobile phone features in terms of her students’ language learning 
needs, as well as in terms of the opportunities and limitations in both the social and physical aspects of the 
classroom context. Similarly, students explored the individual advantages that their respective mobile phones 
provided. Like the teacher, students adapted the properties of these features to improve their language skills in ways 
that otherwise would not have been possible, or more difficult to achieve. By doing this, student participants ended 
up modifying their language learning practices inside and outside the classroom. 
 Likewise, student participants’ mobile phone appropriation for learning activities was bounded by their 
social and physical contexts (Carroll et al., 2002; Simoes & Gouveia, 2011; Wali et al., 2007). Table 3 highlights 
key social and physical components in terms of opportunities and limitations that influenced the teacher and student 
participants’ mobile phone educational appropriation. 

 
Table 3. Social and physical aspects of context 

that influenced teacher and student mobile phone appropriation 
 

Social Context Physical Context 

 
Opportunities: 

 Integrating students’ interests into the    instruction 
(e.g. contemporary pop music) 

 Authentic contexts to practice the target language 
 Collaboration through social networks with peers 

 
Opportunities: 

 Immediate access to information  
 Mobility and portability     
 Sharing content across locations 
 Wi-Fi access in other settings 

Limitations  
 No mobile phone allowed policy in the English 

language center 
 Saving mobile data for recreation use due to high 

costs  
 

Limitations  
 No Wi-Fi in the classroom 
 Limited mobile data in students’ 

mobile phones 
 Few radios available 
 Power-outages  

 



In terms of the social aspect, students’ personal interests were important drivers that facilitated the educational 
appropriation of mobile phones. For example, although the English textbook provided exercises for students to 
practice phrasal verbs, the teacher replaced these exercises with more appealing options to students, such as 
incorporating popular songs by some of their favorite American artists. By integrating elements from learners’ 
everyday life experiences, the teacher created tasks that allowed them to practice the second language in engaging 
and authentic contexts (Kukulska-Hulme, 2012; Pachler et al., 2010). 
 Another social factor that fostered student appropriation of mobile phones is that students could connect 
easily with each other and collaborate with their peers through different social networking sites, accessed through 
their phones, thereby expanding their classroom community into a virtual environment. Traxler (2010) points out the 
important role that mobile devices, along with messaging applications, like WhatsApp, play in supporting a virtual 
community where students’ learning can be enhanced.  
 Limitations in the social aspect were also present in this classroom, and they influenced how mobile 
learning activities took place. Banning mobile phone use in educational settings is one of the most common 
challenges that mobile learning advocates face. Therefore, norms for use of mobile phones in this context posed a 
challenge to the teacher. Although it was not a hard and fast rule in the institution, a known traditional policy was 
that mobile phones were not allowed in the classroom. This teacher carefully addressed this challenge by pointing 
out to her students and the administration the purpose of having mobile phones available during her classes. She was 
conscious that for the integration of mobile phones to be accepted, she needed to adhere to the norms and protocols 
established within the institution (Traxler, 2010).  
 Students’ socio-economic background was another social factor influencing mobile phone appropriation in 
this classroom. Most students were not willing to spend minutes from their pre-paid mobile data plans on classroom 
activities, instead preferring to save them for more recreational uses. This drove the teacher to think about using her 
mobile phone hotspot as a connectivity tool to provide students with access to the Internet. As costs of mobile data 
are still considerably high in the DR, many young adults prefer to rely on Wi-Fi connections. This factor is 
consistent with the findings from previous studies in developing countries, where student participants reported being 
at a disadvantage when they needed to incur expenses to access mobile learning activities (Churchill & Churchill, 
2008; Lee, as cited in Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; Kukulska-Hulme, Norris & Donohue, 2015). 
 The physical aspect of the classroom context also presented opportunities and limitations that needed to be 
considered for mobile phone appropriation. Some of the opportunities included that the teacher could take advantage 
of the close physical proximity of students inside the classroom to facilitate group work that required the use of only 
a few mobile phones. Outside the classroom, students could enhance their language learning experience wherever 
they could connect to Wi-Fi. In the DR, free Wi-Fi is available in locations such as home, workplace, malls, and 
other public spaces. Students could use these spaces to complete assignments and other learning activities using their 
mobile phones. An intrinsic affordance of mobile phones is that their small size allows them to be carried around 
almost all the time (Caudill, 2007; Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler, 2005). The mobility and the portability of mobile 
phones blurs the line between the physical and virtual spaces where they can be used (Kukulska-Hulme, 2012; 
Traxler, 2010). That is, mobile phone users are not confined to a fixed location, but can move across places when 
learning with these devices. These advantages allowed the teacher to incorporate and suggest activities where 
everybody could share and engage with educational content in various locations. 
 The limitations in the physical context were critical factors influencing the teacher’s exploration of mobile 
phone features to meet her students’ learning needs. As reported earlier, the lack of Wi-Fi in the building and the 
limited mobile data in students’ smartphones were the two main constraints, but also the two main drivers for the 
teacher to explore other options to take advantage of mobile phones. Additionally, little availability of radios and 
frequent power outages prompted the teacher to use features in her mobile phones to support instruction that 
overcame these obstacles. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Findings from this study provided insights on how teacher and students appropriated their personal mobile devices 
to support educational practices within the opportunities and limitations existing in the social and physical contexts 
of a language learning center in the DR. The research objective was to shed some light on how to address unequal 
access to technology in an EFL classroom in the DR by exploring ways for the effective implementation of activities 
in which teachers and students can make use of mobile technologies. This study addressed the use of teacher’s and 
students’ own mobile devices in authentic settings. Unlike other studies in the field, participants did not use loaned 
devices and there was no intervention using researcher-designed activities. This factor ensured a more naturalistic 
inquiry; it also ensured that MALL activities were potentially more sustainable once the research was completed. 



 With the rapid evolution in technology, today’s generation of learners, regardless of socio-economic 
background, are increasingly exposed to the latest mobile devices and the technology-mediated social activities they 
support. Mobile apps offer a wide range of opportunities for language learning using students’ own devices (Rosell-
Aguilar, 2017), opportunities that emerging MALL research in Latin America has started to consider (Andujar-Vaca 
& Cruz-Martinez, 2017; García Botero & Questier, 2016). 
 Still, more work needs to be done so that teachers and students can effectively and efficiently incorporate 
mobile technologies in the EFL classroom. Not only in the DR, but also in other Latin American countries, 
skepticism on the educational use of mobile devices is widespread among educational administrators, who see these 
more as distractors; teacher training on their educational uses also poses a challenge due to scarce funding and 
support to provide professional development on this topic (Chacón-Ortiz, Camacho-Gutierrez & Heredia-Escorza, 
2017). Future research should include an examination of the views of coordinators and other administration 
representatives within the participating institutions and how these views influence mobile phone appropriation for 
educational activities. Research should also examine barriers in training teachers in the innovative uses of emerging 
technologies within developing countries such as the DR.   
 Since the present study did not go beyond investigating the participants’ perceptions using a qualitative 
approach, it is not intended to be fully generalizable. Nonetheless, future studies should also examine impacts on 
student learning and engagement with EFL through the use of mobile devices, as compared to more traditional 
classroom instruction.  
 Findings from this case study illuminate how a teacher and her students can creatively implement MALL 
activities in a Dominican EFL classroom with varied and limited access to technology resources. In particular, 
findings show how the teacher appropriated mobile phone features to address class learning objectives as well as 
meet her students’ needs. As mobile phone use continues to grow rapidly around the world, these findings also pave 
the way for these kinds of EFL activities to be implemented in other developing countries with similar social, 
technological and physical contexts. 
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