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Abstract—Developing writing skills in a foreign language is one of the de-

manding tasks for both teachers and students. It not only demands extensive 

reading and intensive practice in writing both inside and outside the classroom 

but also timely feedback and error-correction. The experimental study aimed at 

studying the impact of collaborative writing tasks using mobile applications like 

WhatsApp, Google Docs, and Google Slides on enhancing the writing ability at 

the pre-intermediate level of Common European Frame of Reference (CEFR). 

The participants were tertiary level students of Cihan University who were ran-

domly divided into two equal groups (n=28). One group used WhatsApp and the 

other group used the Google Docs and Google Slides apps on their mobile de-

vices. The comparative study analyzed the impact of each application on im-

proving the writing skills of the students with pretest and posttest results and 

semi-structured interviews. The results indicated that the participants who used 

Google Docs and Google Slides apps have performed better than the partici-

pants in the WhatsApp group. The results have implications for teachers teach-

ing writing skills and students who write using mobile applications.  

Keywords—Mobile Assisted Language Learning; Collaborative Writing; Mo-

bile Apps for collaborative writing tools  

1 Introduction 

Writing effectively in a global language is not only one of the most challenging as-

pects of second language learning but also one of the most sought-after skills for em-

ployability and career success [1]. Communicating effectively using different techno-

logical tools is one of the essential skills in the digital age of communication. In order 

to prepare the students for the global workforce, it is imperative to train students in 

using different mobile applications individually and collaboratively. 

1.1 Importance of L2 writing skills using digital tools 

The 4Cs of ‘Learning Skills’ of 21st-century skills being Communication, Collabo-

ration, Critical thinking, and Creativity – skills all learners need for success in college, 

workplace, and life [2]. Good writing skills for effective communication go a long 

way in keeping oneself ahead of others. The ability to communicate ideas and infor-
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mation effectively using digital tools is one of the most demanding skills for grabbing 

the best job opportunities.  

1.2 Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) 

Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) is one of the most widely recognized 

fields of mobile learning. It has attracted the attention of researchers and practitioners 

as one of the most promising fields of research for enabling millions of learners to 

learn and acquire skills in second language around the world. The user-friendly fea-

tures and functions of mobile devices make them the most useful gadgets. The af-

fordances of smartphones led educators and researchers to explore and experiment 

with the uses of these handheld devices in language pedagogy. 

The availability of a good number of applications for learning a foreign or second 

language makes MALL the most convenient means of learning for millions of learn-

ers who can afford a smartphone. Learners can access rich learning materials anytime 

and from anywhere using the application that suits their learning needs. Affordability 

and accessibility are the two important factors that play a crucial role in choosing a 

mobile application.  

1.3 Affordances of MALL applications 

The affordances of each mobile application play a crucial role in choosing a partic-

ular mobile application for learning purposes. The availability of numerous applica-

tions that suit different learning styles and preferences of learners make MALL the 

most preferred means for language learning. Learners can access rich learning re-

sources through their smartphones and enhance their English language skills with 

dictionaries, MP3s, podcasts, PDFs, YouTube, and social networking sites such as 

Facebook, Twitter among several language-learning apps.  

1.4 Informal learning through MALL 

Informal learning plays a crucial role in developing second language learning. 

Learners when they start interacting with others learn many things incidentally. Edu-

cators around the world are on the lookout for more innovative ways and seek to pro-

vide an interactive environment that engages students and motivates them to collabo-

rate and share their ideas and experiences [3]. Online chatting applications offer im-

mense scope for developing second language skills. Text messaging applications 

provide opportunities for developing writing skills in an informal learning setting. 

Oxford [4] and Savignon [5] opine that communicative competence in a foreign/ 

second language could be developed through realistic interactions using meaningful 

and contextualized language. The limited-time that is allotted for the classroom is 

hardly enough for practicing language skills. Furthermore, classroom teaching is often 

driven by course books and provides little room for contextualized language use and 

interactions. Hence, it is highly imperative to create a space for students to practice 

and interact in the target language as much as possible to acquire a good level of 

communicative competence in the target language. 
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The present study made an attempt to examine the efficacy and affordances of two 

mobile applications WhatsApp and Google Documents for developing writing skills 

collaboratively. The study was based on the proposition that students’ writing skills in 

particular could be improved in an effective and engaging way through informal 

learning environments using the mobile applications.  

2 Related Literature 

Today’s students can be aptly called “digital natives” as said by Prensky in [6] they 

are all ‘native speakers’ of the digital language of computers, video games, and the 

internet. In a sense, they are increasingly brought up with digital tools such as 

smartphones, tablets, and laptops as their learning is greatly influenced by these tools.  

Miangah and Nezarat [7] have asserted that learners feel a greater sense of freedom 

of time and place so that they can take the advantage of spare time to learn a second 

language anytime and anywhere.  

Fattah [8] carried out a study to determine the effectiveness of using a WhatsApp 

messenger to develop students' writing skills of Saudi private college students. The 

study recorded a significant improvement in the writing skills of participants. The 

study focused on improving writing skills by following a prescribed textbook.  

Jafari and Chalak [9] studied the role of WhatsApp in teaching vocabulary to Irani-

an EFL junior school students. The study was limited to four weeks and it showed a 

remarkable improvement in improving their vocabulary. The results revealed that 

using WhatsApp in teaching vocabulary had a significant role in vocabulary learning. 

The results also showed that there was no substantial difference between male and 

female students with respect to their knowledge of vocabulary after using WhatsApp. 

GencIlter [10] examined the effect of technology on motivation levels of students 

in EFL classrooms through questionnaires. The analysis proved that effective EFL 

activities could be facilitated by means of technology. Further, it revealed that EFL 

students welcome their teachers to bring in technology in their classrooms. It was 

noted that students found the classes more engaging by using the technology.  

There are several studies which reported in a recent research paper, [11] stated that 

digital storytelling had a positive impact on the writing skills of the students. MALL 

had a positive impact on the improvement of the Indonesian pre-service teacher’s 

writing skills from a critical thinking point of view as stated in [12]. The use of inter-

active mobile applications showed a significantly positive impact in improving the 

reading and writing skills of Spanish students at the primary level [13]. The use of 

social media and Wikis played an important role in enhancing the writing skills of 

students as evidenced in the review of 17 research papers [14]. Proficiency in English 

is considered one of the most essential skills for career success in Kurdistan [15].  

As evident from the review of literature on the role of digital media in improving 

the writing skills of students, an experimental study was conducted to study the im-

pact of two mobile applications in improving the writing skills of Kurdish students 

from Cihan University, Erbil.  
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3 Research Objectives 

The present study explores the efficacy, viability, and impact of WhatsApp and 

Google Docs, Google Slides applications for improving the pre-intermediate level 

(CEFR) writing skills of the tertiary level Kurdish students at Cihan University, Erbil. 

The study aims at studying the following research questions (RQ):  

RQ1. Is there any difference in the writing performance between the two groups of 

participants who used WhatsApp and Google Docs and Google Slides separately?  

RQ2. What are the perceptions of the participants about the affordances of the two 

mobile applications for enhancing the second language writing skills, as experienced 

by the participants?  

4 Methodology 

The study adopted both quantitative and qualitative methods in collecting and ana-

lyzing the data to obtain results and derive conclusions from the study. Participants 

were assigned into two groups randomly; the participants in group A (n=28) used 

WhatsApp and the participants in group B (n=28) used Google Docs and Google 

Slides.  

4.1 Participants 

The participants in the study were the tertiary level students belonging to the sec-

ond year of bachelor’s degree in Translation Studies, at Cihan University, Erbil. The 

participants were at different levels of proficiency from A1 to B1 levels of Common 

European Frame of Reference (CEFR). 

4.2 Procedure 

The participants were taught writing skills for over a semester as a part of the pre-

scribed curriculum in their course. The participants were assigned simple writing 

tasks at frequent intervals through the common Class WhatsApp group. However, 

group A used WhatsApp for completing the writing tasks and group B used Google 

Docs or Google Slides as indicated, created, and shared by the teacher with the partic-

ipants. For both the groups, some of the tasks were synchronous and some were asyn-

chronous. Pretest and post-tests were administered for both the groups for ascertaining 

the improvement in their performance.  

4.3 Materials/tools used 

• Common WhatsApp group for both the groups for communication and sharing and 

assigning writing tasks. 

• A separate WhatsApp group for group A 

• Google Docs and Google Slides apps for Group B 
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4.4 Writing tasks 

The following writing tasks were given to both groups at regular intervals through-

out the semester.  

1. Sentence formation with the given phrases 

2. Short paragraph writing (25- 30 words) 

3. Caption Writing 

4. Summarizing the one-minute video lectures 

5. Dialogue writing 

6. Picture description  

7. Completing the sentence stems/triggers 

8. Cutting the deadwood (writing precisely) 

9. Explain the given quote 

10. Expressing opinion on a given topic 

4.5 Data collection 

Data was collected from the pretest and posttest for assessing the improvement in 

writing skills. Semi-structured interviews and face to face interactions were conducted 

with the participants of both groups.  

5 Results 

The results of the study are presented in the order of the research questions studied.  

Research Question 1: Is there any difference in the writing performance between 

the two groups of participants who used WhatsApp (group A) and Google Docs and 

Google Slides (group B) separately? 

In order to ascertain the difference in the performance of the two groups t-test was 

conducted and the scores were analyzed (as shown in Table 1).  

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistical Analysis 

 Sample size mean s.d 

Group-A na = 28 xa = 21.61 Sa = 2.13 

Group-B nb = 28 xb = 25.07 Sb = 3.37 

Note: considered the data Experimental group as A & Controlled group as B 

Sample sizes nA = 28, nB = 28 

𝑋̅𝐴 =
∑ 𝑥𝑖

𝑛𝐴

= 21.61 

𝑋̅𝐵 =
∑ 𝑥𝑖

𝑛𝐵

=  25.07 
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S = √
∑(𝑥𝑖−𝑥̅)2

𝑛−1
 

a)  N.H: H0: μB – μA (= 𝛿) = 0 (i.e., The performance is the same for both the groups 

A and B.  

b) A.H: H1: μB – μA > 0 (i.e., The performance of Group B is better than that of the 

participants in group A.  

c) L.O.S.: α = 0.05 (Right oriented Tailed Test) t0.005= 1.671 with dof ν = n1+n2-2 = 

54 

d) Critical Region: |tcal| > |tα| (reject Null Hypothesis) 

e) Computation : 𝑡𝑐𝑎𝑙 =
(𝑥̅𝐵−𝑥̅𝐴)−𝛿

√(𝑛𝐵−1)𝑠𝐵
2+(𝑛𝐴−1)𝑠𝐴

2 √
𝑛𝐴𝑛𝐵(𝑛𝐴+𝑛𝐵−2)

𝑛𝐴+𝑛𝐵
=

(25.07−21.61)−0

√(28−1)2.132+(28−1)3.372 √
(28)(28)(28+28−2)

(28+28)
 = 4.59 

f) Decision: The null hypothesis was rejected as the calculated value is greater than 

the table value |tcal| > |tα|  

Hence, the performance of the participants in group B was better than the perfor-

mance of the participants in group A.  

Research Question 2. What are the differences and similarities between the af-

fordances of the two mobile applications for enhancing the second language writing 

skills, as experienced by the participants?  

Table 2.  Affordances of WhatsApp and Google Document/ Slides 

S. No Affordances WhatsApp Google Document/ Slides 

1 Input through voice  Possible  Possible 

2 Auto-correction of spellings  Not possible Possible 

3 Auto- Indication of errors Not possible Possible  

4 Identity of the student 
Visible during and after the 

typing of the message 

Possible only during typing and 

after that it is not possible 

5 Font and size selection Not possible Possible  

6 Number of maximum people  256 100  

7 Emojis and symbols  Possible  Possible  

8 
Collaborative composing of the 
message  

Not possible Possible 

9 Sharing links Possible and easy 
Possible but not as convenient as 

it is in WhatsApp 

10 Identification of errors Not possible Possible  

11 Formal or informal mode Informal Formal 

12 Formatting of the text Not possible Possible 

13 Italics, bold, Possible  Possible 

14 Underlining Not possible Possible 

15 Peer review Possible Possible 

16 Correcting others’ mistakes 

Not possible to correct the 

message, but can be sent as a 
separate message 

Possible to edit the message 

17 Tagging Possible Not possible 

18 Reply messages Possible Possible  
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6 Discussion 

The experimental study brought out the differences and similarities in the af-

fordances of the two mobile applications that were taken up for enhancing the writing 

skills of the participants. 

The purpose of the two mobile applications is basically different, as WhatsApp is 

meant for instant messaging, and Google Docs and Google Slides are meant for creat-

ing documents collaboratively. However, for teaching the basic writing skills both the 

applications were used in the study in two separate groups. Keeping the simplicity of 

the tasks given in 4.4, both the applications were suitable.  

As shown in Table 2, there are similarities and differences in the affordances of the 

two mobile applications. The similarities include voice input, Emojis, italics, bold 

letters, and replying to the previous messages. The differences are more than the simi-

larities.  

Among the differences in the mobile applications, the users reported ease in ac-

cessing the messages and sending the answers through WhatsApp. The identity of the 

sender of the message is clear in WhatsApp, whereas the identity of the writer is lost 

once the message was composed, though it is possible who is answering while the 

answers are being typed in both Google Docs and Google Slides.  

Collaborative tasks were done with equal use in both applications. However, when 

all the 28 participants were working simultaneously, it was a clumsy experience in 

Google Docs, and participants reported extreme difficulty in keeping their paragraphs 

or sentences untouched by the other participants. The problem was overcome to some 

extent by using Google Slides by allocating each student a separate slide with a clear 

number on it. It is possible to erase or delete the work of other students in the Google 

Docs and Google Slides when they were shared with edit options. As the purpose of 

the study was to improve the writing skills of every participant, everyone in the same 

group was given edit access. However, the problem can be resolved only by giving a 

view option, but that was not possible for making corrections.  

7 Conclusion 

The study endorsed the previous research findings which reported a positive impact 

of mobile applications and the use of MALL in motivating, and engaging the learners 

actively and improving their writing skills informally even outside the classroom. The 

group that used WhatsApp felt they were learning in an informal way whereas the 

group that used Google Docs and Google Slides felt they were learning in a formal 

way though they were working outside the classroom. The participants expressed that 

they learnt their mistakes from the auto-correction/ suggestion feature in Google Docs 

whereas the WhatsApp participants double-checked their writing before they posted 

and learnt from the peer feedback more.  
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