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Abstract—Proficiency in English occupies a significant place in the newly
formed Kurdistan region of Iraq. English is considered a window of opportunities and economic development of its people and the region. The quality of teaching and learning plays a crucial role in achieving the objective. However, the lack
of trained teachers in English at the school level has severely affected the standards of English at the tertiary level. Students pursuing undergraduate courses at
Cihan University find it a challenging task to meet the required standards. The
lack of a strong foundation in English in addition to the constraints of time and
the high standards of the curriculum at the tertiary level makes it more challenging for the teachers to teach them writing skills. The present study aims at exposing the Kurdish students to English collocations vocabulary through Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL) to enhance their writing and communicative
purposes. Twenty-five students from undergraduate courses were randomly selected for the purpose of the study. The results have shown an improved performance of the students in using the right collocations. The study brings out the
need for integrating MALL in the regular curriculum at the tertiary levels in Kurdistan.
Keywords—Collocations, Writing, Mobile Assisted Language Learning

1

Introduction

English is a foreign language for the Kurdish who are predominately an Indo-European ethnolinguistic group in Iraq. However, over the years, they share more affinity
with the English language than Arabic [1]. Since gaining autonomy in 1991, the Kurdistan Region of Iraq has taken significant steps to reform, revamp and rejuvenate education in the region by setting up several universities, colleges, and schools, passing
new education legislations. However, the serious shortage of well-trained teachers of
English, dearth of English teacher training, and lack of proper infrastructure continue
to cripple quality English language instruction in the region as cited in [1]. Furthermore,
the paucity of academic and professional publications in the Kurdish language raise the
demand for English to Kurdish people. Learning English has increasingly been viewed
as a panacea for success in academia, job market for many Kurdish learners.
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Firth’s quote sums up what a collocation essentially is when he says, “You shall
know a word by the company it keeps” [2]. A collocation is a pair or group of words
that are often used together and how the words go together. These combinations sound
natural to native speakers, but ESL/EFL students have to make a special effort to learn
them, as they are often difficult to guess. Teaching and learning collocations gain significance for enhancing speaking and writing skills of the tertiary level students. Research studies showed that collocations not only play a pivotal role in language production and comprehension but also act as a key indicator of L2 learners’ overall proficiency in the field of second language acquisition. Furthermore, Linguistic investigations into collocations have provided extensive evidence that native-speaker texts are
on the most part formulaic and contain extensive use of collocations [3] [4] [5][6].
The widespread digital technologies have changed the landscape of second language
teaching and learning around the world. Mobile technologies have brought a vast
change in how people communicate access information and learn. The multi-modal
communication features of Smartphones with powerful processors offer multiple affordances for language learning. The ubiquity of mobile devices and the rapid spread
of connectivity even in developing countries make mobile technologies a viable option
for delivering quality education as stated in the UNESCO policy document in mobile
learning [7]. According to the UNESCO (2012) report, it is for the first time in history
that a majority of people can afford to buy a personal ICT device and that is in the form
of mobile phones [8]. The study attempts to present how Kurdish tertiary students responded to mobile learning experience for enhancing their English language skills, especially their awareness and use of collocations.
1.1

Context of the study

The students in the Middle East in general and the students at Cihan University, in
particular, are found reluctant to bring basic learning tools like books and pens to the
classroom. They show little interest in learning in conventional methods and they prefer
to capture everything in their smartphones rather than taking it down in the notebook.
This heavy reliance on technology offers both challenges and opportunities for the language teacher. The opportunity lies in exploiting the present learning habits of the learners and designing tasks, which can be done on the smartphones that can engage their
attention and motivate them. In this scenario, the researcher has opted for mobile learning to catch the imagination of the students and to engage, motivate them towards learning English. As learners tend to rely heavily on social media, the researcher has attempted to share learning resources and learning tasks using the same social media platform.

2

Literature Review

For a student who is learning English as a foreign language may not have enough
exposure to English to identify the oddity in the expressions- ‘quick cars’ and ‘quick
food’. Unless the learner is trained in the use of collocations, he will not be in a position
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to distinguish between what sounds natural in English what sounds unnatural or peculiar. In many definitions of collocation, the “co-occurrence" of words introduces the
core concept of collocations. Therefore, a typical definition of collocation is “words
which are statistically much more likely to appear together than random chance suggests” [9].
Acquiring a second language involves integrating the four main skills including listening, speaking, reading, and writing, which leads to effective communication. One
pivotal factor in this process is the amount of vocabulary one possesses as vocabulary
forms the biggest part of the meaning of any language [10]. As a result, vocabulary
acquisition is now receiving significant attention in second language pedagogy and research. Furthermore, how learners acquire vocabulary effectively and efficiently and
how it can best be taught are debatable issues in applied linguistics [11].
Among the preferred techniques, research shows that teaching words in chunks can
greatly enhance the range of the words one can apply in the negotiation of meaning as
stated in [12]. The lexical approach to language teaching gives more emphasis on presenting the words in language chunks but not in isolation [13]. In this framework, a
distinction can be made between vocabulary and lexicon, whereas the former concerns
words in isolation and the latter is related to words along with their surrounding context
or collocations [14].
Learning collocations using smartphones provides a distinct advantage to the learners. They can easily find a good number of examples with a simple Google search on
their mobile devices. Moreover, there is an app called dictionary of collocations published by Oxford University Press which is readily available for easy reference.
Smartphones offer many affordances for language learning collaboratively. The affordances offered by smartphones can be exploited to engage the learner beyond the
classroom. Moreover, device ownership makes a lot of difference in how learners use
the device, and BYOD (Bring Your Own Device) helps personalizing their learning
[15].

3

Purpose of the Study

Though 98% of the Kurdish students carry smartphones or i-Pads to the classroom,
there has been no research on how smart mobile devices could be integrated with teaching and learning methods. The present study undertakes how the students perceive the
use of the latest technological tools for improving their foreign language skills. The
present study aims at studying the following research questions:
1. How do Kurdish tertiary learners respond to mobile learning?
2. How do the learners respond to the collocation contests on the social media platform
WhatsApp?
3. What is the impact of mobile learning on improving their awareness of collocations?
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4

Methodology

Methodology: The study has adopted a mixed-methods approach with Bring Your
Own Device (BYOD) model.
Participants: The quasi-experimental study was undertaken with the second-year
students of the Department of Translation, Cihan University.
Procedure: An exclusive WhatsApp group was created and all the interested secondyear students of the Department of Translation (n =25) were added to the group. The
duration of the training was for three weeks and every alternate day a set of collocations
was posted on the WhatsApp group and the participants were asked to frame as many
grammatically correct sentences as possible using the given collocation sets (verb +
noun). The study included a feature of competition to motivate them further. The participants who posted more number of grammatically correct sentences using the given
sets of collocations during the week were adjudged as the winners of the week.
Data Collection: The number of sentences posted in the group was collected and the
same was divided into correct and incorrect sentences. Besides, the scores of pre-test
and post-test were taken for assessing the improvement.
Data Analysis: Paired Sample t-test was conducted to assess if there is any significant difference in the performance of the students in using the collocations.

5

Results
The results of the study are presented in the order of the research questions:

1. How do Kurdish tertiary learners respond to mobile learning?
The one-on-one interviews conducted during and after the study revealed that the
participants were motivated to learn the language in an engaging way using the technology. They preferred task-based learning and the competition motivated them to participate actively. Twenty-five students out of thirty have come forward to participate in
the study.
2. How do the learners respond to the collocation contests on the social media platform
WhatsApp?
As WhatsApp is the regular mode of communication for most of the participants, it
enabled them to communicate with one another and with the teacher anytime and from
anywhere. The participants posted their doubts in the WhatsApp group created exclusively for this purpose.
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Fig. 1. The number of sentences posted in three weeks

Further, the number of sentences the participants posted grew gradually in number.
Twenty-two out of twenty-five participants, who participated in the study, were actively
involved in the study. Figure 1 indicates the number of correct sentences posted by each
of the participant during the study that spread for three weeks.
3. 3.
What is the impact of mobile learning on improving their awareness of collocations?
Figure 2 presents the scores obtained by all the twenty-five participants both in the
pre-test and post-test. It can be observed from the same that there was a marked improvement in the scores of the participants.

Fig. 2. Pre-test and post-test scores

From the personal interviews with the participants, it was noted that sharing sentences through WhatsApp has engaged them well. The competitive nature behind posting the sentences on the given sets of collocations motivated them to compose sentences
on their own. The participants shared they learned many things from the feedback given
by the teacher in the group on the correctness of sentences. Moreover, sharing sentences
on the group also led to a collaborative learning experience.
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Moreover, descriptive statistical analysis was also performed to find if there is any
statistically significant difference in the performance of the students after being exposed
to MALL.
Table 1. Descriptive Statistical Analysis

Experimental Group
Controlled Group

Sample size
na = 25
nb = 25

mean
xa = 6.92
xb= 4.72

s.d
Sa = 0.8622
Sb = 0.9798

• Null Hypothesis: H0:μA – μB (= δ) = 0 (i.e., The performance in the pretest and the
post-test is same for both in Experimental group and controlled group treatment)
• Alternative Hypothesis: H1:μA – μB> 0 (i.e., The performance of the students in
Experimental group is better than the performance of controlled group treatment)
• L.O.S: α = 0.05 (Right oriented Tailed Test) t0.005= 1.761 with dof
ν = n1+n2-2 = 48
• Critical Region: |tcal| > |tα/2| (reject Null Hypothesis)
• Computation: t_cal = 8.42
• Decision: Reject Null Hypothesis since |tcal| > |tα/2|
i.e., the performance of the students in Experimental group is better than the performance of students in controlled group treatment as shown in table 1.

6

Discussion

The study revealed the engaging feature of mobile technologies. In a study [16] it
was indicated that university students consume nearly more than eight hours on their
smartphones. It was also suggested that this addiction can be effectively and purposefully used for the development of student learning performance in different fields of the
study [17]. The ubiquity of the mobile devices possibly supports students’ access to
learning materials anytime and anywhere leading to an increase in contact with both
formal and informal learning as stated in [18].
Another study stated that mobile learning (M-learning) is being used extensively in
teaching and learning foreign languages, which further widens the mobility of learners
[19]. Teachers had a great opportunity to change their teaching methods to take full
advantage of the features of mobile technologies to create innovative learning approaches aligned with the needs of the e-generation [20].
The participants who are reluctant to take down notes in the classroom with a pen
and a book were observed noticing and reading every comment posted in the WhatsApp
group. The comments they shared on the group on the sentences made by others and
the mutual encouragement and support they extended to the best performing participants were proof enough to say that teaching through social media platforms like
WhatsApp can be more engaging to the learners. They were involved actively during
the entire period of the study. Out of twenty-five participants, twenty-two participants
were very active. The three participants who were not so active were interviewed by
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the researcher to obtain the reasons for their low levels of interaction. They cited problems that were personal in nature but not related to either the language tasks or social
media. They expressed a keen desire to participate in the next online training program
using mobile phones. As MALL offers immense scope for teaching and learning for
both teachers and learners, it is high time mobile learning is integrated with the regular
curriculum.
Further, the study [21] reveals that students have a positive attitude towards using
online tools in ESL writing. It is suggested that teachers should support and encourage
students to put in use online tools to enhance and enrich their writing skills.
The social media platform WhatsApp is found to be a productive tool to engage students in productive academic discussions even beyond the classroom. Furthermore, it
provides ample room for teachers and learners to interact outside the classroom. [22].

7

Conclusion

The study revealed that the participants were motivated to learn the language in an
engaging way using mobile technologies. Interaction on WhatsApp has led to greater
exposure to language outside the classroom and participants have interacted using a
good number of collocations collected from different sources leading to a rich collaborative learning experience. It has reflected in the improved performance in their writing
tasks.

8
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