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The increased ownership of mobile phone users and the advancement of mobile applications enlarge the practicality 

and popularity of use for learning purposes among Chinese university students. However, even if innovative 

functions of these applications are increasingly reported in relevant research in the education field, little research 

has been in the application of spoken English language. This paper examined the effect of using a Mobile-Assisted 

Language Learning (MALL) application “IELTS Liulishuo” (speaking English fluently in the IELTS test) as a unit 

of analysis to improve the English-speaking production of university students in China. The measurement of this 

mobile application in its effectiveness of validity and reliability is through the use of seven dimensional criteria. 

Although some technical and pedagogical issues challenge adoptions of MALL in some less-developed regions in 

China, the study showed positive effects of using a MALL oral English assessment application characterised with 

Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR) system on the improvement of complexity, accuracy, and fluency of English 

learners in China’s colleges. 

Keywords: Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL), Artificial Intelligence (AI) education, Automatic Speech 

Recognition (ASR), China, university students 

Introduction 

China has a talent-oriented education tradition, and the expectation for young people is that they can 

improve their abilities by participating in fierce competition, especially in oral English (Liu, Yang, & Xu, 2019). 

It attracts instructors’ interest in finding out new teaching methods to aid them to achieve this educational 

purpose. Some innovative learning theories have been a trend in western countries (Liu et al., 2019). In the 

meantime, there are successful examples in university English for a special purpose in corpus vocabulary with 

the adoption of mobile apps; and it motivates teachers and learners to shift the focus to Mobile-Assisted 

Language Learning (MALL). MALL is famous for technical affordances in abundant learning experiences and 

opportunities for students (Dai & Wu, 2021) at outside class contexts towards active engagements in relevant 

activities (Zou, Yan, & Li, 2020). An apparent example to illustrate the advantages of MALL is Liulishuo, 

which is a spoken English production assessment tool. It is assumed that MALL can address Chinese college 

students’ difficulties in IELTS speaking via a unit of analysis of the Liulishuo mobile app. However, little 
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research exists on MALL for second language acquisition in China, especially in spoken English. Targeting to 

fill in the gap in MALL’s investigations on oral English assessment in China, this thesis adopts a review of the 

pros and cons of MALL. This paper aims to address a question in the effectiveness of English oral assessments 

in MALL to improve Chinese university students’ English learning proficiency. Besides, this investigation 

could shed light on future research in the field of emerging educational technologies in Chinese people’s better 

English learning outcomes. 

The Benefits of MALL—IELTS Liulishuo as an Example 

MALL is a subset of mobile learning and computer-assisted language learning (Deloitte, 2019). It applies 

digital phones as tools in virtual classrooms to assist students’ language learning. MALL has many benefits for 

English education. Firstly, MALL prompts target-language (L2) use procedualisation. Secondly, mobile 

phones extend full use of learners’ filler-time. It is appreciated that flexible access and convenience of digital 

phones without time and space limitations create a self-paced and time-efficient virtual learning environment 

for learners’ revision tasks (Sun & Gao, 2020). Finally, mobile phones offer a manageable data-sorting system. 

Indeed, downloaded speaking learning materials are well-organised in orders of data or other categorised labels 

(Zou et al., 2020).  

In recent years, MALL assessments in AI apps have attracted much attention from Chinese educators and 

governments. The Automatic Speech Recognition (ASR) function in Artificial Intelligence (AI) has potentials 

in autonomous learning and independent sharing. A working definition of AI is that it “refers to the reasoning, 

interacting and learning functions associated with human beings” (Rai, Constantinides, & Sarker, cited in Fu, 

Gu, & Yang, 2020, p.1677). Indeed, fruitful learning resources in mobile apps enrich learners’ obtainable 

materials outside classrooms (Liu et al., 2019; Dai & Wu, 2021; Zou et al., 2020). For example, in Liulishuo, if 

it included teachers’ guidance in spoken English learning, learner autonomy would be improved. 

Additionally, independent sharing in Liulishuo is assumed to be accomplished by learners’ sharing daily 

practice results in their online learning communities (Liu et al., 2019). 

The success of the designed assessment is its effectiveness in addressing concerns within seven types of 

assessments. To prove effectiveness, Liulishuo solves issues that exist in seven characteristics (i.e., formative, 

objective, direct, performance-referenced, integrated, score reliability, and construct validity) of identified 

assessment activities.  

Formative Assessment 

The main feature of formative assessment is that it provides feedback to learners as a “process assessment”, 

which can guide instructors for subsequent teaching and learning tasks (Carr, 2011). In terms of content validity 

of IELTS Liulishuo, it meets standarised criteria by IELTS (International English Language Testing System), 

relevant topic corpus found in various sequencing exercises, such as “building & engineering” (Wang et al., 

2020). Moreover, Brown (2004) points out the requirements of formative feedback to achieve learning 

efficiency. It is believed that several of them (“self-assessment performance” and “after-class teachers’ 

comments”) are reflected in learners’ self-reflective learning diaries and teachers’ synchronised future 

improvements to track learners’ progress in the app (Figure 1). Hence, valid topic coverage and teachers’ 

suggestions indicate the usefulness of this type of assessment. 
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Another reason why traditional learners hold a negative view of MALL is the obvious gap between 

provinces. It has been demonstrated that in developing cities of mid-western provinces of China, university 

students possess limited familiarity with ASR apps resulting in little ease of use of mobile learning and 

low-level studying intentions (Sun & Gao, 2020). This is further compensated by learners’ insufficient intrinsic 

motivations in achieving targeted education purposes such as lack of interest in English (Sun & Gao, 2020). 

Therefore, to some extent, there is a possible issue of learners’ resistance in adopting ASR apps or Liulishuo in 

continuous oral English learning.  

Technical Issues 

ASR-initiated apps’ poor performances in software and hardware lead to doubts of effectiveness as well. 

Software shortcomings are the shortage of multifunctionality in ASR apps and their built-in web browsers. In 

other words, ineffective interactions might arise when there are few available ASR apps (Zou et al., 2020). For 

instance, the number of these apps on iPhones seems more than those available in Android’s app store. 

Similarly, Apple’s Safari browser is better than Android phone internet browsers because it has plug-in flash 

players to play downloaded materials from ASR apps. Hardware insufficiencies include tiny screens and 

transient computational batteries (Zou et al., 2020). This implies learning outcomes are affected in dictating 

tasks that require learners to type words with keyboards.  

To conclude, tensions and challenges in considerations of pedagogy, socio-cultural elements, and 

techniques in digital phones need to be taken into account for ASR-enabled apps or Liulishuo’s learning 

efficiencies. 

Corresponding Solutions to Existing Issues in MALL 

From the pedagogy’s perspective, identified level-appropriate teaching content and self-regulated learning 

(SRL) self-studying strategies are suggested to adopt in MALL. Firstly, sustainable education purposes and a 

stress-free atmosphere are pre-requisites of learners’ intrinsic motivation (Dai & Wu, 2021). Hence, it implies 

that instructors figure out “known” and “unknown” scaffolded learning content to suit differentiated learners’ 

current speaking levels and study speed. For example, based on placement tests of ASR-enabled apps, teachers 

could select ability-competent materials to aid learners in deciding short-term speaking goals and making them 

easier to accomplish anticipated outcomes. Secondly, once learners are proficient in SRL, their self-monitoring 

abilities and learner autonomy will be enriched. Indeed, Tsai (cited in David & Wu, 2021) proposed the 

three-step “sandwich model” could orchestrate peer feedback and ASR feedback in a harmonised manner. It is 

described as: mediating ASR technologies to inform self-practice; interacting with peers via networking online 

platforms; using ASR apps again for self-checking; and coming up with additional practices to deal with 

unresolved issues (Dai & Wu, 2021) (Figure 4). In this way, in Liulishuo, learners’ recognitions of “noticing” 

mistakes or confusions are raised by noting down self-reflections in a diary (Table 1). As a result, learners gain 

self-assessment abilities, which are critical in autonomous learning developments. 

From the app design’s perspective, it is important for tool developers to adjust apps’ design properly to 

meet each learners’ needs and promote the role of MALL for infrequent users. It is true that only if ASR apps 

implement needs analysis of students (Liu et al., 2019; Dai & Wu, 2021; Zou et al., 2020; Sun & Gao, 2020; Fu 

et al., 2020; Carr, 2011), the learning environment’s preferences of them would be changed to mobile phones, 

which could also result in enhanced behavior intentions to use the apps consistently (Sun & Gao, 2020). To 
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scope of different spoken-English assessments in MALL, and China’s English college tests. Another is the lack 

of depth in dynamic factors such as behavior intention affecting learners’ English performances. Future 

research will further investigate how to promote learners’ continued intent on these applications to achieve their 

long-term English learning goals. 
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