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Abstract—Students should be able to develop their communication abilities 

instead of just concentrating on translation methods. As a result, Communicative 

Teaching Language (CLT) had become the most favored approach to achieving 

the verbal goal as it was known as the most effective strategy to enhance learners' 

communicative competence. However, it was not a one-size-fits-all approach, 

and language instructors were advised to integrate educational technology to de-

velop learning for students. Hence, CLT Mandarin mobile learning via personal 

action research was conducted to determine the extent of the approach on stu-

dents' oral learning attainment, attitudes, and learners' recommendations during 

the learning process. The communicative task used in this study was Chatting to 

Mandarin Native Speakers programme. Pre- and post-oral assessments had been 

conducted in response to research inquiries. In verifying the reliability and valid-

ity of the study, data were triangulated through students' oral assessments, Stu-

dents' Diaries, Self-Reflective Journals and Focus Group Interviews. The out-

comes showed that students enjoyed the activity and improved their confidence 

and oral competence. Also, they suggested that there should be more language 

activities. The findings indicated that, when designing CLT technology-inte-

grated projects, an instructor needed to consider students' learning preferences 

which make the project a success. 

Keywords—Communicative Tasks; Smartphone Applications; Oral Compe-

tency 

1 Introduction 

With the increasing importance of Mandarin, the Malaysian government had called 

on Malaysian citizens to master a foreign language, including Mandarin through the 

Government Transformation Programme (KPM, 2013).  The difficulty of pronunciation 

was the most challenging part of learning Mandarin for non-native speakers. Also, a 

large number of Mandarin teachers still used traditional teaching methods in Malaysia 

(Ghee, Heng and Shuang, 2012; Teh, Saedah and Wong, 2014), such as the Grammar-

Translation Teaching method, which focused on translating texts and teaching grammar 
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in Mandarin classrooms. Besides, there was a lack of Mandarin communication be-

tween teachers and learners. Furthermore, most students preferred to converse in their 

mother tongue during their lessons. Thus, what was the purpose of language learning if 

students were not encouraged to speak the target language during the instruction pro-

cess? Students should be able to develop their communication competencies instead of 

just concentrating on translation practices.  

As a result, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) had been identified as an 

appropriate method to progress students' communicative ability and had been recog-

nized as the most useful language teaching method (Burke 2013; Ellis, 1997; Yu, 2011).  

CLT improved the linguistic competence of learners through the negotiation of mean-

ing and the targeted use of language. It led to more frequent target languages used dur-

ing the learning process, and the communicative power of the learners had been valued 

(Burke, 2012). Furthermore, the CLT approach focused on learning the language as 

meaning rather than accuracy, which referred to grammar rules and translation (Cha-

con, 2005).  

Besides, Cheng (2015) indicated that learning a new language with a first language 

helped and reduced students' anxiety. Apart from that, students' proficiency level, per-

sonality, and motivation had been identified as factors that affected the achievement of 

the oral goal. Also, CLT was found not a one-size-fits-all technique. Instead, it inter-

acted with numerous related factors (Bao & Du, 2015). The researchers suggested that 

CLT teachers needed to adopt a more sophisticated education technology strategy in 

their instruction to encourage students to learn. Therefore, this study explored teacher's 

pedagogical knowledge in the integration of mobile applications in Mandarin learning. 

The aim was to determine the answers to the following research questions:  

1. To what extent are learners’ language achievements of CLT mandarin mobile tech-

nology? 

2. To what extent are learners’ reactions performing CLT Mandarin mobile learning 

tasks? 

3. What are the recommendations that learners could make to refine the strategy of 

CLT Mandarin mobile learning in a classroom learning context? 

2 Literature Review 

In recognition of Mandarin’s importance to the world, Mandarin became the third 

language in one of the student aspirations in the Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB) 

2013-2025 (Malaysia Education Blueprint, 2013). Moreover, the National Higher Ed-

ucation Strategic Plan Beyond 2020 (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007) stated that 

"Third-language proficiency is vital to the development of human capital that drives 

the k-economy as well as the country towards competitive innovation in the interna-

tional arena." Hence, Malaysian Higher Institutes had been urged to offer students with 

learning prospects to be proficient in languages such as Mandarin, Spanish, Tamil, 

French, or Japanese. Considering this, Malaysia’s tertiary education, including the Uni-

versity of Malaysia Terengganu, had begun offering Mandarin language courses to non-

native and international students since 2012. The primary objective of the Mandarin 
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curriculum as the third language was for communication purposes (Teh et al., 2014). 

Students would be able to speak Mandarin at the necessary level of the community after 

completing their Mandarin courses. 

2.1 Communicative teaching approach  

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) was a popular education method for the 

development of learners' communication competence. To certify that the tasks were 

genuine, the researcher analyzed the tasks based on Nunan's (1989) framework. In the 

framework, Nunan differentiated between communicative and non-communicative 

tasks. The learning task should contain six components of goals, input, activities, 

teacher’s role, learner’s role, and settings. All the components had specific characteris-

tics. Some of the CLT’s typical communicative activities involved role-play, group dis-

cussion, and simulation, which emphasized collaboration among peers in real or simu-

lated real-life situations (Ma, 2009). 

Through the CLT method, learners used language for communication in addition to 

mastering the language structure. It focused on the concept of 'communicative compe-

tence,' which was the product of educators and linguists (Hedge, 2000; Richards & 

Rodgers, 2014). In learning, learners expressed their thoughts and engaged in various 

forms of communication through the CLT (Widdowson, 1990). Students were encour-

aged to learn through 'negotiation for meaning.' Therefore, students were expected to 

interact primarily with each other in the communicative classroom, not with the teacher 

(Richards & Rogers, 2014). As a result, students had chances to express their ideas, 

took risks, and tried to adopt the newly learned language. Furthermore, according to 

Abbar (2016), CLT focused on authentic learning materials. Authentic materials were 

referred to as newspapers, signs, magazines, graphic resources, advertisements, graphs, 

video resources, various audio, and charts. 

Undeniably, there had also been some inconsistencies in the CLT. In France, educa-

tors were confronted with contextual challenges: cultural conflict, lack of authentic 

teaching materials, and well-trained teachers (Diallo, 2014). Moreover, in China, Hu 

(2002) discovered that the most critical potential constraint to produce communicative 

skills was Chinese culture learning during its early implementation. Besides, there were 

different philosophical assumptions about teaching and learning. The differences were 

the views on the responsibilities, valued qualities, and roles of teachers and students, 

and the learning strategies.  

Moreover, Diallo (2014) and Hu (2002), emphasized the role of an instructor in en-

suring the effectiveness of CLT. In Denmark, Bao and Du (2015) explored the effects 

of Task-based language teaching (TBLT), the core of CLT for a beginner learning Chi-

nese as a foreign language. They found that TBLT enhanced participation, enjoyment, 

created more opportunities for speaking, eased learners' and reduced students' anxiety. 

However, the problems encountered were the difficulty of balancing learners' different 

preferences with learning strategies, lack of oral practice, and adequate instructional 

time support. The researcher suggested that the character of the Chinese language 

should be considered as important content. In brief, CLT aided students to accomplish 

a communicative goal, encouraged teachers to use authentic materials intelligently and 
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considering other existing factors. Teachers were also suggested to adopt more ad-

vanced education technology strategies in the CLT approach to improve students' oral 

performance effectively. 

2.2 Task-based instruction 

CLT could be performed using a variety of methods, including content-based in-

struction (CBI) and task-based instruction (TBI). The most widely used process is TBI. 

The three essential principles of TBI consisted of learner-centered concept, substantive 

exchange of knowledge concepts and a sequence of steps culminating in the fulfilment 

of the principle of communicative intent (Ballman, Liskin-Gasparro, & Mandell, 2001). 

The TBI aimed to develop learners' communication, linguistic, and interactive skills 

through a meaningful communication-focused task (Ellis and Shintani, 2014). The TBI 

guided real-life communication, which accentuated communicative goals and was not 

limited to grammatical concepts. Students had to know how to explain something and 

not make statements in a proper grammar structure. These learner-centric activities 

were designed to allow students to interact with each other to complete a task. This 

situation was disputed by conventional speaking practices, where the emphasis was on 

seeking answers through systemic patterns. The principal activities of the TBI were 

knowledge gaps which provided learners with different but complementary pieces of 

information that needed to be combined to achieve the action's goal (Ballman et al. 

2001). Interaction among students was an essential component of a communicative 

classroom. Students often contribute to context agreements in which they would request 

repetition and clarification or use other tools to suggest that understanding was prob-

lematic (Lee & VanPatten, 2003). The TBI enabled learners to develop communication 

strategies during their language learning process. Effective knowledge sharing was 

based on the intent of the dialogue, succeeded by a follow-up operation. 

As an example of task-based language learning, Gromik (2012) had captured a video 

by using portable devices. It could contribute to teaching English as a foreign language 

in Japan by improving the oral trust of the 'learners.' During his research period, all 

participants had to produce a 30-second video of them speaking English each week. 

Gromik (2012) realized that "making daily cell phone videos encouraged students to 

consider the best video production strategies and improved the efficiency of the word 

output for students." Also, the use of social networks had often been encouraged: Fa-

cebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and others, mainly when it involved people who were 

more skilled in the target language than learners. For instance, Wong (2013) utilized a 

personal mobile device to explore how a language learner could develop communica-

tion skills by taking pictures and posting them to a wiki. Wong (2013) explored how 

Singapore learners could contribute to the acquisition of Chinese idioms by using the 

smartphone to accomplish the mission. Learners took images of their everyday lives by 

using their smartphones. They applied idioms or conjunctions to make sentences about 

them and then posted them to a peer review wiki room. The result indicated that such a 

challenge led to the acquisition of Chinese by Singapore learners by helping them 

"maximized their learning by leveraging mobile learning opportunities." In Sung 's 

study (2010), the participants talked extensively about the ventures, while offering a 
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few suggestions that would better suit individual learning needs. Researchers had found 

that education-based projects had been able to develop a communicative language that 

met students’ needs, and it was vital to implement the learning project effectively. 

Indeed, when the learning process was meaningful, students were motivated to com-

plete the task and, finally, to achieve a targeted communicative goal. Thus, at the be-

ginning of each lesson, an explanation of learning outcomes, and all activities designed 

were essential and could assist learners to accomplish oral goals. Knowledge of vocab-

ulary, culture, and grammar had also been taught to complete the communicative inten-

tion during the learning events. Essential grammar explanations could help a student to 

execute a communicative function. Too much grammar information was avoided; how-

ever, as it only burdened the student by distracting him or her from the communicative 

goal (Ballman et al. 2001). Therefore, the learnings of grammar, vocabulary, and cul-

ture were not overstressed during the learning process. It was to enable students to com-

municate with others in a newly learned language. At the same time, their language 

skills would be developed through communication, which was defined as the expres-

sion, interpretation, and negotiation of meaning in each context (Lee & VanPatten, 

2003). In other words, the teachers needed to seek opportunities not only to introduce 

grammar, vocabulary, and culture into the classroom but also, most notably to attain 

communication goals through TBI.  

In short, most researchers would agree that authentic task-based learning through 

mobile technology was essential and could bring about innovative changes in teaching 

and learning. Most teachers had realized that proper guidance was vital and fundamen-

tal to the application of technological advancements in education. Thus, teaching tech-

niques had to be flexible and suited students’ learning preferences in an authentic envi-

ronment, considering the various factors related to students' desired communicative 

learning. 

3 Methodology / Materials 

This study was a personal action research study with the teacher-cum-researcher. A 

total of eleven Mandarin Level 1 students were selected through purposive sampling as 

research participants. There were three cycles involved in the research process. 

Smartphone applications used for each of the sequences were subsequently listed. The 

first cycle smartphone applications were Software Applications (Dictionary-Based) and 

Web-Based Applications, e.g., Padlet and Oceania. In the second cycle, three other 

forms were added, including Socialization Applications (WhatsApp), audios, and vid-

eos.  

Furthermore, in the third cycle, Lingt application was added to use it together with 

the same applications used in the second cycle. After each reflection, different applica-

tions were chosen to address the main issues that emerged in the cycle.  The design of 

communicative tasks was based on Nunan's (1989) framework, as shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1.  Task Components of Chatting to Native Speakers 

Talking to Mandarin Native Speakers 

Goals: 

1. To assess students' prior knowledge. 
2. To communicate effectively with native speakers. 

Input: Prompt questions from Chinese native speakers. 

Activities: 

(1) Understand the prompt questions to communicate effectively with Chinese native speakers. 

(2) Respond to Chinese native speakers who write comments on their responses.  

Learner roles: Mandarin learners 

Teacher roles: Facilitator 

Setting: Outside the classroom. 

 

In this study, one oral assessment was conducted before (OA1) learning activity and 

another (OA2) after the intervention. This type of evaluation was an easy way to com-

pare the difference between the two test results (Norton, 2009). The researcher used 

them as repeated measures for the collection of quantitative data.  Repeated measures 

were needed when data were obtained from the same individuals under different con-

ditions (Levin, 1999) and two measurements were required of the same participants 

(Norton, 2009). In short, this measurement design could provide a convincing argument 

for the effectiveness of the intervention in practice (Norton, 2009). 

The oral assessments focused on students' Spoken Production (simple/advance full-

sentence construction). It was to find out students' verbal achievement before and after 

the CLT mobile instruction. The output of OA1 and OA2 were analyzed based on Eu-

ropean Benchmarking Chinese Learning (in Table 2). In the study, students conversed 

to three Mandarin native speakers in a small group on the topics of Greeting, Personal 

information, Introduce oneself and Talk to a foreigner, and rubrics of assessments were 

prepared. The data of the study were triangulated through Self-Reflective Journals, Stu-

dents' Diaries, Focus Group Interviews, and students' oral assessments.  
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Table 2.  Can-do Statements (CDS) for Production Spoken (PS) 

A1.1 

C-PS1-A1.1-1  
Can produce simple, 

mainly isolated phrases 

about people and places. 

A1 

E-PS1-A1-1 
Can produce simple, mainly isolated phrases about one's own and 

others' details (e.g., name, age, gender, birthday, birth/home place, 

residence place, nationality, status). 

A1 

E-PS1-A1-2  

Can produce simple, mainly isolated phrases about family members 
and appellation. 

A1.2 

C-PS1-A1.1-1  

Can produce simple, 
mainly isolated phrases 

about people and places. 

A1+ 
E-PS1-A1+-1   
I can use simple words and phrases to describe people I know.  

A2.1 

C-PS1-A2.1-1  

Can give a simple de-

scription or presentation 
of people, living or work-

ing conditions, daily rou-

tines, likes/dislikes, etc. 
as a short series of simple 

phrases and sentences 

linked into a list. 

A2 

E-PS1-A2-1  
Can produce simple, mainly isolated phrases about people and 

places close around one's work and life (e.g., colleagues, classmates, 

superiors and subordinates, and their corresponding places, compa-
nies, schools). 

4 Results and Findings 

Oral assessments with three Chinese speakers were performed in a group before and 

after the intervention. The data were used to determine the extent of this approach on 

students' oral performance based on the EBCL. Based on Mandarin I score, the students 

who achieved A were grouped as High Achievement Group (HAG). Those who scored 

A- were grouped as Intermediate Achievement Group (IAG), while those who scored 

B and C were in the Low Achievement Group (LAG). In total, there were six partici-

pants in the HAG, two in the IAG, and three in the LAG. The students talked about 

Greeting, Personal information, Introduce oneself and Talk to a foreigner which were 

some of the topics of Mandarin Level I. Then, the researcher checked students’ sen-

tences production and coded them under the themes of Personal details (A1.1), Intro-

duce Others (A1.1), Family (A1-1) and Character and Physical appearance (A1-2). All 

sentences produced by the students were grouped under the mentioned themes based 

on the syllabus of EBCL. The comparison was carried out among the three groups. It 

was to determine to what extent the achievements of Mandarin students were equivalent 

to the international standard.  

4.1 Students' oral achievement based on EBCL 

As shown in Table 3, HAG, IAG and LAF students produced language at level A1.1 

on the themes of Personal details, Introduce others and My family at OA1. While at 

OA2, their performances were shifted from level A1.1 to A2.1(A1+) for the same 

themes.  
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Table 3.  Students' Mandarin achievement 

Group of students 
Mandarin achievement 

Oral assessment1(OA1) Oral assessment2(OA2) 

HAG From level A1.1 From level A1.1 to A2.1(A1+) 

IAG From level A1.1 From level A1.1 to A2.1 (A1+) 

LAG From level A1.1 From level A1.1 to A2.1 (A1+) 

 

In summary, the syllabus of the current curriculum was comparable to that of EBCL. 

It was because most of the students were able to produce the sentences of the Production 

Spoken (P.S.), as stated in the Can-do Statements (CDS) of EBCL. 

4.2 Students' reactions 

The pieces of evidence extracted from Students' Diaries and students' Focus Group 

Interview had explained accordingly for each cycle. The results of the first cycle 

showed that students enjoyed and were motivated by the CLT Mandarin Mobile Learn-

ing. The results of the second cycle indicated that the confidence levels of Mandarin-

speaking students had increased as they tried hard to understand and respond to prompt 

questions from native speakers. Data from the third cycle implied that the students 

loved, enjoyed, and worked hard to learn Mandarin. In summary, most of the students 

perceived that their oral skills had improved and were eager to learn Mandarin II. Other 

evidence was from Teacher Self-Reflective Journals. The students displayed their 

achievements which were stated as follows. '… they were able to converse with a simple 

sentence, create and share flashcards, prepare to develop and learn through flash-

cards; independent learning and students can use the application quickly, they had 

been able to understand YouTube, answer given questions, and create dialogues’ 

4.3 Students' recommendations 

All students loved CLT, Mandarin mobile learning activities, and wanted this way 

of learning to continue in the future. They suggested that there should be more language 

practices and language activities. However, students' abilities to converse with native 

speakers and their pinyin pronunciation still needed to be improved and well-guided.  

The finding revealed that the students' learning styles had been a crucial factor in en-

suring the success of this approach. Thus, the teacher needed to gauge students' learning 

style before starting the lesson in future lessons. It was intended to ensure that CLT 

Mandarin mobile learning could cater to the different learning needs of students. For 

instance, using slide show/PowerPoint, pictures, or videos to suit the preferences of 

visual learning students, they had to be fitted to learning purposes. Next, the teacher 

should plan more oral activities inside or outside the classroom via mobile applications, 

and the teacher had to pay more attention to oral practice as well as to provide ample 

of oral opportunities to students. 
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5 Conclusion 

This finding was related to the theory of socio-cultural and connectionism. In socio-

cultural theory, learning happened through meaningful interactions among communi-

cation partners, which was reflected in the CLT approach and the TBL in Second Lan-

guage Acquisition. Students learned Mandarin not so much about forms, words, and 

sentence structures, but rather about concepts or notions for the communicative aims. 

In this digital era, learning Mandarin via the smartphone application supported the the-

ory of connectionism; learning happened when students were connected to all the re-

lated sets of information with the students’ current knowledge from different databases. 

CLT Mandarin mobile learning had made it possible for foreign language teachers to 

meet the needs of new millennium learners. The 'digital natives' and 'net generation' 

were quickly attracted to and engaged in a kind of lesson. These new technologies had 

given teachers with a wealth of innovative opportunities that provided the students with 

choices to create tasks, to use games, to interact with others, to explore media, and to 

engage students in language and culture simulations (Scarino and Liddicoat, 2009).  

The finding suggested that students were self-regulated learners. They had learned 

through the connection of information from different databases within their networks; 

this was what made learning happened. This finding was parallel to the literature that 

discovered iPad usage had improved the quality and quantity of students' oral perfor-

mance (Lys, 2013). The mobile device of iPad had enabled learners to access resources 

and learned at their own pace, place, and time. It was the same thing as the findings of 

this current study. Students used smartphones to accomplish all the communicative 

tasks during the instruction. 

Moreover, the capabilities of the smartphone had allowed the use of precious learn-

ing materials in multimodal ways (Jarvis, 2013). Wang and Smith's study (2013) re-

vealed that learning via mobile devices had led to a positive learning attitude and that 

students considered it as an effective way to improve their reading and grammar skills. 

This self-regulated learning was agreeable with the Vygotsky's intra-psychological 

learning, and when dealing with others, it suited to inter-psychological knowledge. Stu-

dents constructed new experiences when chatting with Chinese native speakers that had 

enhanced their vocal performance during the learning process. Besides, students gained 

new skills through group discussion activities, language games, oral presentations, tu-

torials, questioning and answering sessions. Hence, this current study was in parallel 

with the view of constructivists. The theory of the use of socio-cultural and technolog-

ical tools promoted active learning to achieve real-life communicative goals. Also, this 

study adopted the ecological constructivism of the aspects of Vygotsky's (1978) notions 

of Zone of Proximal Development, as well as the modelling and scaffolding of situated 

cognition and collaborative learning, in which learning with native learning was highly 

beneficial. 

In this study, students were active, autonomous, and collaborative in the same way 

that Hoven and Palalas (2011) mentioned; students co-constructed meaning for them-

selves and others. Technology-enhanced instruction fostered a high degree of learning 

control by the learner and improved communicative competences in an autonomous 

way as proposed by Seiz-Ortiz and Romero-Forteza (2013). In other words, the learning 
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responsibility had been transferred to the learners. Furthermore, such awareness helped 

learners to embrace self-learning. Results were in line with Swain's (1995) hypothesis 

that, by noticing the functions of output, learners were assisted to see gaps in their in-

terlanguage. For example, synthetic processing occurred when the second language 

sentences were pronounced, rather than attending the production. Therefore, extensive 

opportunities for output production could result in the noticing of specific structures by 

the learners. 

Concerning fluency and accuracy, students were able to produce more sentences 

during their oral performances. Students enjoyed chatting with native speakers and 

learning using smartphone applications. They had acquired a lot of new Mandarin 

words via mobile applications. It was known that vocabulary or lexicon was often con-

sidered to be the basis of all languages. Wilkins (1972) had ever stated that when a 

language learner did not have enough grammar, only a little message could be con-

veyed. However, if the learner did not have enough the vocabulary, nothing could be 

expressed. The crucial of vocabulary had been stressed by Hatch (1983). The lexicon 

was crucial to make the necessary communication possible to achieve the communica-

tion goal. Vocabulary acquisition could serve as an indicator of their proficiency level 

in the target language. According to recent research, students' quotations/results of the 

oral assessment indicated that students gained many new vocabularies.  From the anal-

ysis, the codes of full sentences under the theme of comprehensibility were increased 

in OA2 compared to OA1. It had shown that the ability and smoothness (fluency) in 

producing complete Mandarin sentences had been enhanced. Students could respond 

spontaneously while talking to native speakers. Moreover, students perceived that they 

were more confident in speaking Mandarin with native speakers in the second conver-

sation than they were able to Chinese tones better than in the first conversation.  Lin, 

Kao, and Lan (2016) pointed out that perhaps the advancement of mobile technologies 

could offer timely help when they encountered any problems while communicating 

with others in the target language.  

In this study, students inclined to make mistakes in pinyin; however, in CLT, stu-

dents learned better and were able to produce more sentences without too much stress 

on pinyin pronunciation. The improvement allied with the finding by Chao (1998) and 

Krashen (1982) that the more teachers stressed their accuracy, the more anxious stu-

dents would be, and this would discourage them from communicating in the target lan-

guage.  

In conclusion, this study showed that the researcher was able to motivate and en-

courage students to enhance their Mandarin learning, particularly in the oral aspect. 

However, the teacher needed to tailor her pedagogy skill to suit the diversity of the 

students, technology, and content; to produce a satisfactory result. The teacher-cum-

researcher had committed to implementing all the recommendations made by the learn-

ers during the cycles. Research and self-regulated would be an ongoing process, and 

the teacher's 'tailoring skill' needed to be enhanced to suit the diversity of students. 

Although the researcher had made progress in integrating smartphone applications into 

CLT Mandarin education, this remained a challenge. Expanded use of all advanced 

technology tools and social media were areas that the researcher planned to explore 

with her students in the future semesters. The researcher hoped that this study on the 
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efforts to integrate smartphone applications into CLT would encourage other educators 

to consider the possibilities and the promises. The sharing of experience in this study 

enriched the teaching of Chinese as a foreign language and was transferable to the 

teaching of all foreign languages in general.  
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