High school students’ use of digital tools for learning
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Abstract. This study investigated Romanian high school students’ use of digital
tools for learning vocabulary in English. Although students have a wide range of
technological affordances at their disposal, little is known about how they make use
of them or the extent to which they are aware of how to use them in their vocabulary
learning. The study features a sequential mixed-methods research design combining
results from focus group interviews and a self-reported questionnaire which was
answered by 1,239 students enrolled in nine high schools across Romania.
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1. Introduction

The current paper reports the results of a large scale study focusing on the
way Romanian high school students make use of digital tools in their learning
of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) vocabulary. The impact of various
technological affordances in the 21st century may have had an impact on the
choice and use of vocabulary learning strategies. However, in this cultural
context, little is known about learners’ motivation and engagement with using
technology in language learning, the focus being mostly on teachers’ use of
technology in teaching.

2. Method

The study used methodological triangulation, a research strategy that can be
represented as qual—quan (Dornyei, 2007). The two methods I combined in
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my project are: focus group interviews and the self-reported questionnaire. The
questionnaire items were designed on the basis of the results from focus group
interviews and on my own apprehension of digital tools, and they showed
acceptable reliability. The first phase of data collection consisted in conducting
five focus groups in the participant schools. The second phase of data collection
involved the parallel administration of the questionnaire, in nine schools, and took
place in 2014,

3. Results

Based on the features that characterize technology enhanced tools, the questionnaire
items related to students’ use of digital tools were grouped into determination,
social, metacognitive-cognitive and memory strategies, similar to Schmitt’s (1997)
grouping of vocabulary learning strategies. The determination digital strategies
represent strategies which help one find the meaning of a new word using a digital
device.

The social digital strategies are mainly characterized by learning while interacting
with others in an online environment. They are associated with social networking
and gaming, as, according to the students in the focus groups, it is during these
activities that they encounter and learn most of the new words.

The metacognitive-cognitive category includes strategies which focus on the
learning or consolidation of new vocabulary using a device, a Computer-Assisted
Language Learning (CALL) or Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL)
app to learn or consolidate new words. I combined the metacognitive-cognitive
strategies in one category as strategies may fall into one category or another
depending on how the student uses the strategy. For example, using a vocabulary
learning app could be either a cognitive or a metacognitive strategy. If the learner
uses it only to learn vocabulary, then it is a cognitive strategy, but if the learner uses
it independently only to improve the knowledge he/she has of some words, then it
is a metacognitive strategy.

The memory digital strategies represent strategies that entail using a device, a
program or an app to enable the memorization of new words.

The categorization of digital strategies is determined by how the learners use the
device or the app/program, by their learning behavior, which can be directed either
towards learning or entertainment. These two purposes often overlap in an online
environment as the student can simply start using an app for vocabulary learning as
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a form of entertainment which also has learning outcomes. Accordingly, there is a
limitation behind this categorization as the same strategy may be included in more
than one category, depending on how it is used or on the user’s learning behavior.

The data indicated that Romanian high school students mostly use determination
digital strategies, followed by social digital strategies, memory digital strategies
and metacognitive-cognitive digital strategies. Table 1 below shows the types of
digital strategies used by Romanian high school students.

Table 1. Types of digital vocabulary learning strategies used by Romanian

students
Types of digital tools M SD Min Max
Social 2.63 0.76 1 5
Determination 2.83 0.62 1 5
Metacognitive-Cognitive 2.05 0.72 1 5
Memory 2.05 0.67 1 5
Total 2.39 1.24 1 5

Table 2 below shows students’ preference of individual digital tools. The following
reporting scale (Oxford, 1990) was used: ‘High Usage’ (3.5-5.0), ‘Medium Usage’
(2.5-3.49), ‘Low Usage’ (1.0-2.49).

Table 2. Preference of individual digital tools for vocabulary learning

Type of

Item M SD
strategy

High usage (M=3.5 or above)

I search new words in an online dictionary on my

Det computer/tablet. 3.56 113
e lockun o gt kool |y
Medium Usage (M = 2.5-3.49)

Det I use a translation app. 348 [1.21
Det I learn and figure out the meaning of some words from 339 116

online games.
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I search new words in an online dictionary on my

Det 331 |1.28
phone.

Soc I learn n.ew words in English when using social 328 11.26
networking.

Det I learn new words while browsing different webpages 327 132
on the Internet.

Soc I chat in English when I am online. 3.5 ]1.29

Mem I remembq words encountered online if I access those 208 1120
pages again.

I watch and listen to tutorials, presentations, talks/
Met-Cog |podcasts/radio on subjects that I am interested in when|2.90 |1.38
I am online.

Soc I ask ?1 friend/classmate who is online about the 262 1119
meaning of a word.

I look up the pronunciation of a word in an online

Mem dictionary and I listen to it. 2.57 |1.23
I access the link to a new word in an online text

Det which sends me to a definition of the word in the 255 [1.14
dictionary.

Low Usage (M = 2.49 or below)
I use new vocabulary through tasks I do on my device

Soc (e.g. take photos, record myself, make short yldegs 247 1126
and present them, role play, group conversations in
English on WhatsApp, etc.).

Met-Cog I learn vocabulary through computer assisted tasks at 247 1122
school.

Det I learn new words from apps [’m using. 2.25 |1.21

Met-Cog I play vocabulary games on my smartphone/iPad/ 295 1121

computer.

Det I use Thesaurus in Microsoft Word when I need 210 1113
synonyms or antonyms.

I download vocabulary learning apps on my

Det smartphone/tablet/iPad.

1.89 |1.04

I test myself on new words by doing online

Met-Cog vocabulary quizzes.

1.88 |1.06
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Met-Cog |1 use the spell check in Microsoft Word. 1.87 |1.17

Det I access corpus websites. 1.85 |1.04
I ask questions on various websites/discussion forums

Soc . . 1.79 [1.00
related to the meaning of some words/expressions.

Met-Cog I do vocabulary exercises on various webpages on the 177 10,99
Internet.

Mem I save new words in a list on my phone. 1.71 {1.00

Met-Cog I use computer assisted vocabulary programs to learn 164 10.96
new words.

Mem I put words 1 yvant to remember on my computer 150 lo.o1
screen to remind me.

Mem I record myself on my phone/tablet saying the new 148 l0.92
word.

N=1137

4. Discussion

Despite the fact that there is a plethora of available computer assisted vocabulary
programs and mobile assisted vocabulary learning apps, the data revealed that
Romanian high school students have a low usage of computer assisted vocabulary
programs and of mobile assisted vocabulary learning apps. Online dictionaries,
translation apps, online games, social networking and various online extensive
reading and listening activities are the most frequently used resources. According
to the data, the respondents learn or practise new words during various online
activities, suggesting that students prefer learning while doing something they
like.

The students in the focus groups explained their lack of interest in vocabulary
learning apps or dedicated Computer Assisted Vocabulary Learning (CAVL)
programs by stating a preference for subconscious learning of words while using a
digital tool. Also, the data in the focus groups revealed that students’ attitudes are
partially determined by the fact that students are not aware of any apps or programs
which could really have an impact on their language learning and that they do not
know how to make a good selection among the numerous available apps.

These outcomes suggest that although students in this context have access to these

tools and use them on a regular basis, no CALL or MALL learning culture has been
set up in this particular cultural context.
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5. Conclusions

There are several features that define learners’ digital engagement, respectively:
lack of technology-related academic skills, a certain reluctance for using personal
handheld devices for educational purposes, the perception of handheld devices
and computers as content delivery tools rather than potential metacognitive tools,
reluctance to mix formal and informal learning outside the classroom, unawareness
as to the existence and use of various digital tools for vocabulary learning. Although
Romanian students have a wide range of digital instruments to learn and practise
vocabulary at their disposal, they mostly use the least intrusive ones and the ones
which do not imply extensive repetition of vocabulary items.

References

Dornyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics: quantitative, qualitative and mixed
methodologies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Oxford, R. L. (1990). Language learning strategies. What every teacher should know. Boston:
Heinle & Heinle Publishers.

Schmitt, N. (1997). Vocabulary learning strategies. In N. Schmitt & M. McCarthy (Eds.),
Vocabulary: description acquisition and pedagogy (pp. 199-228). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

149



esearch-publishing.net

Published by Research-publishing.net, not-for-profit association
Dublin, Ireland; info@research-publishing.net

© 2015 by Research-publishing.net (collective work)
© 2015 by Author (individual work)

Critical CALL — Proceedings of the 2015 EUROCALL Conference, Padova, Italy
Edited by Francesca Helm, Linda Bradley, Marta Guarda, and Sylvie Thouésny

Rights: All articles in this collection are published under the Attribution-NonCommercial -NoDerivatives 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) licence. Under this licence, the contents are freely available online (as PDF files) for anybody to read,
download, copy, and redistribute provided that the author(s), editorial team, and publisher are properly cited. Commercial
use and derivative works are, however, not permitted.

Disclaimer: Research-publishing.net does not take any responsibility for the content of the pages written by the authors of
this book. The authors have recognised that the work described was not published before, or that it is not under consideration
for publication elsewhere. While the information in this book are believed to be true and accurate on the date of its going
to press, neither the editorial team, nor the publisher can accept any legal responsibility for any errors or omissions that
may be made. The publisher makes no warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to the material contained herein. While
Research-publishing.net is committed to publishing works of integrity, the words are the authors’ alone.

Trademark notice: product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for
identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Copyrighted material: every effort has been made by the editorial team to trace copyright holders and to obtain their
permission for the use of copyrighted material in this book. In the event of errors or omissions, please notify the publisher of
any corrections that will need to be incorporated in future editions of this book.

Typeset by Research-publishing.net
Fonts used are licensed under a SIL Open Font License

ISBN13: 978-1-908416-28-5 (Paperback - Print on demand, black and white)
Print on demand technology is a high-quality, innovative and ecological printing method; with which the book is never ‘out
of stock” or ‘out of print’.

ISBN13: 978-1-908416-29-2 (Ebook, PDF, colour)
ISBN13: 978-1-908416-30-8 (Ebook, EPUB, colour)

Legal deposit, Ireland: The National Library of Ireland, The Library of Trinity College, The Library of the University of
Limerick, The Library of Dublin City University, The Library of NUI Cork, The Library of NUI Maynooth, The Library of
University College Dublin, The Library of NUI Galway.

Legal deposit, United Kingdom: The British Library.
British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data.
A cataloguing record for this book is available from the British Library.

Legal deposit, France: Bibliotheque Nationale de France - Dépot légal: décembre 2015.



