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Abstract: Research questions are central to mobile assisted language learning
(MALL) projects and studies, yet they have received little attention to date. Taking
research questions as its central focus, this paper offers some reflections on the
complexity of the broader field of mobile learning, on different kinds of research,
on salient themes and challenges in mobile learning and MALL, and it suggests
some research directions for the future. Since MALL research is interdisciplinary,
and since research questions are an object of study in other fields of knowledge,
the paper refers to sources from multiple disciplines to support a more comprehensive consideration of current and future research questions in MALL. The paper
is fundamentally an invitation to a global conversation about research questions in
MALL.
Keywords: MALL; mobile devices; mobile learning; research agendas; research
questions; research topics; smartphones

1 Introduction
In this paper I draw on my experience of research, evaluation, project
development, as well as supervision and examining of doctoral students’ theses
over the past two decades, in mobile assisted language learning (MALL) and
in mobile learning more broadly. During that time, there have been many
opportunities to think about what is worth researching, how the research should
be carried out, and what useful knowledge it may produce. Many research
projects and studies in MALL are driven by one or more research questions, and
that is the aspect I have chosen to focus on in this paper. It seems valuable to
reflect on research questions because they underpin the development of any field
of research, they may evolve as the field advances, and they set a course for future
studies.
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There is a growing body of publications reviewing the state-of-the-art in
mobile learning and mobile assisted language learning, but none of these works
looks specifically at what research questions are being addressed overall. This
stands in contrast to other fields of knowledge where research questions are
frequently debated and priority questions are proposed (Antwis et al., 2017;
Freudenberg & Sharp, 2010; Oldekop et al., 2016; Seddon et al., 2014). In the ﬁeld
of e-learning, Cronje (2020: 13) has recognized “a lack of clarity in terms of what is
being researched, as well as in how it is being researched” and has proposed a
model for developing research questions that are aligned to research aims, using
design research as an illustrative example. In language education and applied
linguistics, a reference book due to be published in late 2021 (Mohebbi & Coombe,
forthcoming) promises a wealth of suggestions for research questions organized
by topic, including some questions for MALL. As yet there appears to be no
dedicated published work on existing or future research questions in the ﬁeld of
MALL.
This paper offers some reflections on the nature and focus of research in
language learning with mobile technologies and suggests directions for the future.
The paper is simultaneously an invitation to a global conversation about research
questions in MALL. The conversation might include topics such as: What do researchers, teachers, and others, think about the questions that have guided MALL
research to date? Would it be valuable to create a database of research questions
that could be analyzed in various ways, and if so, how might they be analyzed?
What new research questions, or types of questions, could be suggested for future
studies? I hope that readers of this paper will be stimulated to continue this conversation around the world, approaching the issue of research questions from
global and local perspectives alike.

2 The complexity of mobile learning
Since we shall be considering research questions in MALL, which may be seen as
a subfield of mobile learning, a necessary first step is to acknowledge that conceptions of mobile learning are not universal, its definitions have evolved over
the years and it has a relationship with the fields of e-learning as well as computer
assisted language learning (CALL). Mobile learning may be understood as “an
extension of e-learning” (Nami, 2020), or the exact opposite, “not an extension of
e-learning” (Hewagamage, Wickramasinghe, & Jayatilaka, 2012), and “not a new
variant of e-learning” (Kukulska-Hulme & Traxler, 2013). MALL may be considered an extension of CALL (Chang, Warden, Liang, & Chou, 2018), or the
distinction between MALL and CALL may be emphasized (Kukulska-Hulme &
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Shield, 2008). These different viewpoints exist because mobile devices may be
seen as a way to access or interact with materials, resources and communities on
digital platforms; or alternatively, the focus may be on what learners can do with
personal devices when they are mobile and immersed in diverse physical environments. E-learning is mainly associated with formal education and training,
but mobile learning is conducted in both formal and informal settings. Any
research questions may thus be inﬂuenced by the researcher’s choice of
perspective and setting.
Different conceptions of mobile learning are likely to have an influence on
research questions that guide projects and studies. An explanation of mobile
learning offered by the Higher Education association EDUCAUSE (2021) has the
traditional classroom as its central reference point:
“Using portable computing devices (such as iPads, laptops, tablet PCs, PDAs, and smart
phones) with wireless networks enables mobility and mobile learning, allowing teaching and
learning to extend to spaces beyond the traditional classroom. Within the classroom, mobile
learning gives instructors and learners increased ﬂexibility and new opportunities for
interaction.”

The research literature offers many other definitions of mobile learning developed over the last two decades. Crompton (2013) reviewed several deﬁnitions and
concluded that there were four central constructs: pedagogy, technological devices, context, and social interactions. Together with the editors of the handbook
for which she was writing, Crompton added the idea of “content interaction” and
suggested that mobile learning should be deﬁned as “learning across multiple
contexts, through social and content interactions, using personal electronic
devices” (Crompton, 2013, p. 4). While learning ‘across multiple contexts’ can
include the classroom, this deﬁnition is more inclusive of diverse scenarios such
as informal learning and on-the-job learning where no classrooms are involved.
In line with this more inclusive perspective, MALL may be deﬁned as “the use of
smartphones and other mobile technologies in language learning, especially
in situations where portability and situated learning offer speciﬁc advantages”
(Kukulska-Hulme, 2018). It is important to note that deﬁnitions are frequently
surrounded by further elaboration and exempliﬁcation that may also be relevant
to consider; for example the deﬁnition in Kukulska-Hulme (2018) is accompanied
by some important remarks: “Increasingly, MALL applications relate language
learning to a person’s physical context when mobile, primarily to provide access
to location-speciﬁc language material or to enable learners to capture aspects of
language use in situ and share it with others … Mobile learning is proving its
potential to address authentic learner needs at the point at which they arise, and
to deliver more ﬂexible models of language learning” (para. 1).
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Definitions of mobile learning partly reflect real-world practices in terms
of how researchers or practitioners are using mobile technologies in their
projects, but perhaps they also describe what their authors would like mobile
learning to be (ideally, or in the future) in terms of where the learning takes place
or how it is supported. Some believe there is great value in situated mobile
learning at home, at work, outdoors, or across a variety of contexts. Others wish
to draw attention to how people may learn by interacting with different types of
content (learning materials, artifacts, the natural world) and with other human
and artificial beings (teachers, learners, support staff, parents, friends, volunteers, artificial agents) with whom they are in physical contact or connected
remotely.
Another distinction worth making is that although pedagogy is identified as
one of the central constructs in definitions (Crompton, 2013), mobile learning
research is primarily concerned with learners and learning. An alternative term,
‘mobile pedagogy’ (Kukulska-Hulme, Donohue & Norris, 2015) was devised to
make explicit the teacher’s role in the design and promotion of mobile activities
that encourage students to engage in language learning as a form of mobile inquiry. For example, students can investigate how language is used in different
settings, ﬁnd ways to practice it in a variety of contexts, and record their experiences for subsequent reﬂection and discussion. Mobile pedagogy can be viewed as
a subset of the broader ﬁeld of mobile learning which also includes informal
learning without teacher involvement.
As pedagogy evolves towards more consideration of how and where learning
takes place and how it can be developed beyond the classroom, definitions of
mobile learning emphasizing pedagogy or learning design can be enriched by the
broader context of learning within a society. Traxler (2009) gave a personal
account of the evolution of mobile learning, highlighting numerous deﬁnitions
and theories, and concluded by suggesting mobile learning is learning that is
“most aligned to progressively more mobile societies” (p. 11). At that time, in
2009, it was not a common way of conceptualizing mobile learning and still
seems not to have become widespread. What constitutes a ‘mobile society’ may
be understood in various ways, but according to Traxler, Read, Kukulska-Hulme,
and Barcena (2019) in the context of mobile learning what matters is that such
societies are permeated by personal digital technologies. In mobile societies,
there are likely to be evolving conceptions of learning and of how learning can be
encouraged and supported through use of personal technologies such as
smartphones, tablets, and wearables.
Opinions also differ as to whether the field of mobile learning is young or
already in a state of maturity. Kukulska-Hulme, Sharples, Milrad, ArnedilloSánchez, and Vavoula (2011) describe the origins of mobile learning in Europe
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as dating back to small trials and projects in the 1980 and 1990s, with larger
projects emerging in the early 2000s. A review of MALL-related literature published between the years 2000 and 2012 (Duman, Orhon, & Gedik, 2015) noted an
increase in publications in the year 2008 and a peak in 2012. According to a
subsequent literature review by Aguayo, Cochrane, and Narayan (2017) “mobile
learning as a research ﬁeld has matured since the ﬁrst attempts at large scale
exploratory projects in the early 2000s” (p. 34). Yet some researchers are claiming
that the use of mobile wireless technologies is a “recently developed approach
to learning in educational environments” (Sarrab, Elbasir, & Alnaeli, 2016).
Others are noting that in their speciﬁc contexts or countries mobile learning is
new. For example, “Within the Greek formal educational context, mobile
learning is in its infancy” (Nikolopoulou, 2018, p. 500); “learning through mobile
devices is still in its infancy in Pakistan” (Uppal, Ali, Zahid, & Basir, 2020, p. 105);
and “the ﬁeld of mobile learning in Tanzania is still in its infancy (Ndume,
Songoro, & Kisanga, 2020). Consequently, research questions that are posed in
different contexts may, to some extent, reﬂect the perceived maturity of mobile
learning in those contexts.
Furthermore, since most fields of research are made up of different strands in
which new topics and challenges are constantly emerging, it is possible for a field
to be mature in some respects and immature in others. Within the field of mobile
learning, Buabeng-Andoh (2021) argues that research into the determinants of
mobile learning acceptance is in its infancy phase, even though the issue of
technology acceptance in education has been studied for a long time. Within
MALL, Nami (2020) observes that “there have been relatively few published studies
on the use of particular smartphone applications designed for language learning”
and suggests that “app-based language learning research is still in its infancy”
(p. 85). Therefore, the focus of research questions may be determined by perceptions of aspects of mobile learning that are under-researched, globally or in a
particular setting.
The fields of mobile learning and MALL are capacious, ready to embrace a
wide range of themes and stages of development. Studies devised by experienced
researchers may differ in scope, focus, and methods from those that are devised by
researchers who are less experienced, and they may also differ from studies
devised by teachers, some of whom have only just begun to research mobile
learning as part of their classroom practice. Even if education practitioners are
aware that there is an extensive literature on mobile learning, they may be constrained in the extent to which they can access or engage with it, which may mean
that they have fewer opportunities to learn from the research questions that others
in the field have already explored.
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Research into how people learn with the aid of mobile technologies has
changed in some important respects over the past two decades (Crompton &
Traxler, 2019). In early studies, research participants were usually given smartphones and other devices they had never used before and they were asked to try
out new applications and sometimes completely new activities. In later studies, a
broader range of learners of all ages and in diverse settings have more often used
their own technologies and increasingly familiar applications to extend their
learning and to focus on speciﬁc personal requirements. In the past, research
participants may have been largely passive “subjects” who undertook activities
requested by researchers (for example, completing a questionnaire, carrying out a
task), while more recently, some of them participate more actively, sometimes as
co-researchers who may even be involved in the design of the study and learning
tasks. In the early days, the bulk of mobile learning research was conducted,
published and shared in English; now there are growing numbers of studies
available in other languages too. Increasingly, studies investigate real-world
contexts; they use a range of research designs and methods; some studies have
compared mobile learning with other learning methods or they have compared
different designs of mobile learning, but the majority have not been comparative
and instead they have focused on mobile learning implementations, investigations, or design improvements (Lai, 2020).
Mobile learning research is shaped by many factors, including, but not
limited to: research traditions, competences and beliefs of researchers, available
technologies and applications, software development capabilities, resources for
data collection and analysis, and expectations regarding the outcomes as well as
the impact of the research. These factors are rarely mentioned in overviews of
mobile learning research. Burston (2021) has drawn attention to the fact that
mobile learning studies are published in a broad range of journals across
different disciplines and several domains of professional practice. This suggests
that the nature of the research and the methods used are likely to be drawn from,
or inﬂuenced by, those disciplinary and professional practice values, conventions, and traditions.

3 The nature of research in mobile learning
The OECD’s Frascati Manual (OECD, 2015) states that research, along with
experimental development (collectively known as Research and Development, or
R&D) comprises “creative and systematic work undertaken in order to increase
the stock of knowledge – including knowledge of humankind, culture and society – and to devise new applications of available knowledge” (p. 44). The
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Frascati Manual goes on to identify two types of research, basic and applied:
“Basic research is experimental or theoretical work undertaken primarily to
acquire new knowledge of the underlying foundation of phenomena and
observable facts, without any particular application or use in view.” Applied
research is also undertaken to acquire new knowledge, however it is “directed
primarily towards a speciﬁc practical aim or objective” (p. 45).
Research in MALL is mainly “applied”. Data on aspects such as teachers’ or
learners’ perceptions, attitudes, and practices may be collected, interpreted, and
used to inform learning designs and pedagogical interventions that make use of
mobile technologies. Empirical studies based in classroom practices are widely
used to generate data that supports or refutes an explicit or implicit hypothesis
about whether a proposed approach brings about a desired improvement
in language learning and associated aspects such as learner motivation. Experimental development of systems and software is also common, especially in
projects originating in software engineering and intelligent systems design.
Researchers may be steeped in either quantitative or qualitative research traditions and may be unwilling or unable to adopt an alternative approach.
In his commentary on research in educational technology, Selwyn (2010)
argued that “academic researchers and writers should give greater acknowledgement to the inﬂuences on educational technology above and beyond the
context of the individual learner and their immediate learning environment” and
that “the use of technology in education needs to be understood in societal terms”
(p. 68). If certain technologies are commonly used in daily life, then perceptions of
their adoption in education may be inﬂuenced by those daily life experiences.
Global and local societal challenges may be reﬂected in mobile learning research
projects, for example recent concerns about sustainability (Ng & Cumming, 2016),
and if a technology is widely available, it might be a means to satisfy increased
demands for education in contemporary times (e.g., Ally & Tsinakos, 2014;
Almarwani, 2011).
In Canada, Pulla (2017) draws attention to the relevance of mobile learning to
Indigenous cultures. In contrast to researchers who have been calling for more
work on theory in mobile learning (e.g., Traxler & Koole, 2014), Pulla (2017) argues
that “Canadian education researchers need to be re-focusing their efforts away
from the theoretical frameworks of education technology and toward the practical
application of the lessons learned from the international learning community in
the design and delivery of scalable, accessible and inexpensive MLT [mobile
learning technology] education applications” (p. 45).
We may ask what is mobile learning research trying to achieve and who
will assess whether it is generating useful knowledge. Hulley, Newman, and
Cummings (1988) observed that “a good research question should pass the “so
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what” test – getting the answer should contribute usefully to our state of knowledge” (p. 58). For example, answering the research questions makes a positive
difference by providing evidence that could lead to an improvement in how
something is taught or learned, or who beneﬁts from such an improvement.
However, the phrase “our state of knowledge” presupposes that there is a shared
pool of knowledge that has been harnessed into an inspectable state or perhaps it
is taken on trust. In a world where publications are growing exponentially, researchers may rely on a subset of knowledge within their sphere of interest or they
may refer to published, peer-reviewed state-of-the-art reviews. Such reviews, while
valuable, are selective in the literature they include and exclude. They may focus
on papers published in certain journals only, usually in English (for further discussion of where mobile assisted learning literature is published, see Burston,
2021). While “we” may not all agree on the state of knowledge in MALL or what is
important for our context, the “so what” test is still worth applying.

4 Research topics in mobile learning and MALL
Fifteen years ago, I took part in a workshop on “Big issues in mobile learning”
(Sharples, 2006), in which we explored the meaning and dimensions of the
emerging ﬁeld of mobile learning, and identiﬁed several major themes that we
(a small group of devoted researchers) considered important to address in mobile
learning research:
– How to enhance the learning experience without interfering with it
– Affective factors in learning with mobile devices
– Addressing conﬂicts between personal informal learning and traditional
classroom education
– Appropriate methods for evaluating learning in mobile environments
– How learning activities using mobile technologies should be designed to
support innovative educational practices
– How mobile devices could be integrated with broader educational scenarios
While these were identified ‘issues’ rather than specific research questions, they
highlighted several areas of challenge, such as disruption, conflict, integration,
informal learning, personalization, and learning design. Each of them seemed to
matter. Mobile learning researchers have subsequently worked to some degree on
these areas of challenge (e.g., Pollara & Broussard, 2011; Qing, 2017; Sharples,
2009). As mobile learning has become more widespread over the years, challenges
have evolved and other research agendas have been developed (for example,
Aguayo et al., 2017; Looi et al., 2010).
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Most recently, researchers have been concerned with adoption of mobile
learning (Moya & Camacho, 2021); implementation (Al-Siyabi & Dimitriadi, 2020);
sustainability (Okai-Ugbaje, Ardzejewska, & Imran, 2020; Viberg, Andersson, &
Wiklund, 2021); as well as safety, security and privacy (Elaish, Shuib, Ghani,
Yadegaridehkordi, & Alaa, 2017). There have been ongoing attempts to develop an
understanding of the processes and products of mobile learning (Bernacki, Greene,
& Crompton, 2020), teaching practices (Romero-Rodríguez, Aznar-Díaz, HinojoLucena, & Cáceres-Reche, 2020), learning practices (Viberg & Grönlund, 2017),
perceptions (Nikolopoulou, 2020) and challenges in relation to speciﬁc subjects or
learner groups (e.g., STEM – Hwang, Li, & Lai, 2020; mobile journalists – Lee,
2021).
Within MALL, alongside abundant research focusing on specific individual
language skills or proficiency, recent prominent themes include learner autonomy
(Nasr & Abbas, 2018; Sato, Murase, & Burden, 2020), use of online sources and
apps (Loewen et al., 2019; Zou, Yan, & Li, 2020) and learning in authentic environments (Shadiev, Hwang, Huang, & Liu, 2018; Yeung & Sun, 2021). Hwang and
Fu’s (2019) review of mobile assisted language learning studies from the period
2007–16 conﬁrms that early studies mainly focused on fostering learners’ individual language skills, while later studies have looked at multiple skills in
authentic learning environments. Based on a meta-analysis of MALL research and
design, Chwo, Marek, and Wu (2018) highlighted “discrepancies between how
teachers and instructional designers expected MALL devices to be used and how
the students actually used them” (p. 66), which suggests that this could be a topic
for further research. They also found that issues of access, motivation, and curriculum often have negative impacts on learning outcomes, which reminds us that
research studies that are narrowly focused on mobile technology may overlook the
inﬂuence of other factors. Commonly investigated topics in MALL studies and gaps
in research are also discussed by authors such as Duman et al. (2015) and Burston
(2021).

5 Research questions in mobile assisted
language learning
Many years ago, Dillon (1984) observed that in general “little is known about the
kinds of questions that may be posed for research” (p. 361). His review of classiﬁcations of question types showed them to be inadequate. Subsequently, White
(2013, 2017) has inquired into research questions and has sought to guide
researchers in the process of research question development. White (2013: 213)
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explains that the process of formulating, developing, and reﬁning research
questions “allows researchers to make connections with existing theories and
previous empirical ﬁndings and helps avoid unnecessary repetition of, or overlap
with, previous work”.
Research questions chosen for a study may also reveal something about what
researchers consider important to investigate. As noted by Farrow, Iniesto,
Weller, and Pitt (2020), “almost all research projects are grounded in trying to
answer a question that matters or has consequences” (p. 12) and the starting point
for a research project “will usually be a research question framed within a
particular paradigm” (p. 13) such as positivism or interpretivism. Cronje (2020)
refers to the pursuits of knowledge, virtue, value, and power as four underpinning drivers for research. Yet what matters to a research project may also be
related to a local context or issue. At times, what researchers have chosen to
investigate may be inﬂuenced by what their organization, research funding
agency, or Ministry of Education considers to be important. Furthermore,
discussions with colleagues around the world suggest that our cultures and
education systems play a role in shaping conceptions of MALL and what kinds
of research studies and questions are valued. Such considerations are rarely
articulated in published work.
Research should begin with clear aims and objectives, which will help in the
formulation of appropriate research questions. Yet even then, research questions
are not easy to get right, and in some research studies they may have to be
repeatedly revisited and refined as new data emerge and change our understanding of a phenomenon. Below are several common types of questions that may
be encountered in mobile assisted language learning studies. They are formulated
here as generic questions. Researchers may wish to consider whether research
questions they have used to guide their own studies have been similar to any of
these, or whether they are pursuing very different lines of inquiry.
–

Does the use of this mobile system lead to improvement in the acquisition of a
speciﬁc language skill?

This question type focuses on a specific language skill or skills, and it implies that
improvement is the desired outcome. The study is probably looking at one specific
mobile system. It is focused on a particular technology and a specific skill. It may
be trying to measure improvement by using language tests and comparing results.
–

What evidence is there that the proposed mobile learning design supports
learner collaboration, negotiation, critical thinking, etc.?
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In this type of question, the focus is on a mobile learning design. A learning design
could include use of a mobile application as part of a task or a series of tasks. In this
research there might be a concern with the various people involved when an
application is used – not only the learners, but also those who support the learners,
and what resources are available to them. Furthermore, in this question we can
detect an interest in some interpersonal and thinking skills that might support
language acquisition.
–

Does a mobile learning approach have beneﬁcial effects on motivation or
affective aspects of learning?

This is another common focus for mobile learning designs and research. The focus
here is on learner motivation and affective aspects of learning which may be linked
to motivation. The research may be trying to find out whether students are enjoying
their learning experience, and whether they are engaged in it, which might have
immediate or long-term consequences for their learning. If they are motivated,
then perhaps they will sustain their learning for longer and reap the benefits of
that.
–

How do learners engage in self-organized language learning and what beneﬁts
do they derive from it?

Here the learners are using some mobile applications or resources that they found
for themselves or that other people have recommended to them. So, the learning is
self-motivated and self-organized. The researchers might be interested in the
learners’ motivation, but also what benefits they derive from the activity. With this
type of research question, we are getting closer to the learners’ experiences,
engaging with the learners, trying to find out what they do and perhaps how it
complements their classroom learning.
These “generic” questions could perhaps be mapped on to the four broad
question types identified by Cronje (2020) in the context of e-learning research,
where the research aims or intent (expressed in research questions) would be to
“explain”, “develop”, “describe”, or “explore”. However, in the generic questions
outlined here, question types have been combined with discipline-speciﬁc areas of
common interest and concern, namely language skills, interpersonal skills,
personal experience, and learner agency. Sunderland’s (2018) introduction to
research questions in linguistics categorizes questions as descriptive, explanatory,
and evaluative.
Experimental research is perhaps increasingly valued in mobile learning, as
researchers conduct studies to show how one way of teaching and learning
may be superior to another or produce better outcomes for students. A recent
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experimental study by Hwang and Chang (2021) tries out a new approach to
peer-assessment, using a mobile concept mapping system the researchers have
developed which should facilitate knowledge construction in elementary science
classes. The researchers are interested in the effectiveness of the bi-directional
peer-assessment approach supported by their system. The study compares the bidirectional peer-assessment approach with a conventional peer-assessment
approach. There are seven research questions, and all of them are in exactly the
same form:
RQ1-7: Did the students using the bi-directional peer-assessment approach
have … [better science learning achievement/ better concept mapping scores/
better learning motivation/ better self-efﬁcacy/ better environmental identity/
better critical thinking tendency/ better feedback quality/ lower cognitive load]
… than those learning with the conventional peer-assessment approach?
These questions enable the researchers to provide answers showing whether the
proposed approach resulted in improvements with respect to the aspects they
chose to investigate. “Did the students have … ” is a straightforward question type
that could also prove useful if other researchers wanted to run studies in a similar
area and compare results. It can be used not only in science learning but in
language learning too.
In contrast to the experimental approach, Lai and Zheng’s (2018) study
explored language learners’ self-directed use of mobile devices beyond the
classroom. They have argued in favor of investigations of learning in informal
settings, remarking that “insights into the learning experience in this territory are
much needed in order to maximize the educational potentials of mobile learning”
(p. 299). The following questions guided their research:
RQ1. What are the different dimensions of learners’ self-initiated, self-directed
out-of-class language learning with mobile devices?
RQ2. How do language learners utilize different technological tools to
construct self-directed out-of-class mobile learning experiences?
Factor analysis enabled the researchers to explain some of the variance in learners’
out-of-class mobile learning experience, in particular their activity in terms of
personalization, engagement in authentic learning, and using mobile devices to
connect with native speakers of the target language and other learners. “What”
and “How” in the research questions indicate that the researchers set out to
discover more about self-directed mobile language learning and the learners’
choice of tools.
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There is room for many different types of studies within mobile assisted language learning, guided by different questions, and more thought should be put
into how such studies could complement and build upon each other. In the field of
medicine, Perillat and Baigrie (2021) argue that a lack of prioritization among
research questions and therapeutics related to the present pandemic was
responsible for the duplication of clinical trials and the dispersion of precious
resources. Thus sharing research questions could sometimes be a good strategy. It
may, however, be constrained by the fact that in some contexts originality of
questions may be an implicit requirement, for example in dissertations and theses
at doctoral level. It might also be a factor in research that will be judged on its
originality for the purposes of quality assessments that evaluate the extent to
which an output makes an important and innovative contribution to understanding and knowledge (e.g. REF, 2021).

6 Conclusions
This paper has been a means to reflect on challenges and developments in mobile
learning and MALL, with special reference to research questions. It brings into
focus some of the research questions and question types that are guiding research
in mobile assisted language learning, within the broader field of mobile learning.
There is scope for a great deal of further investigation of the types of questions that
have been pursued to date and what they may reveal about what different stakeholders consider important to investigate in MALL projects and studies in different
contexts across the globe.
The field of MALL continues to grow and diversify, which means that an
analysis of research questions will need to consider the field in all its complexity.
MALL research and development has expanded to include more diverse learners
and communities, such as refugees and migrants (Abou-Khalil, Helou, Flanagan,
Pinkwart, & Ogata, 2019; Kukulska-Hulme, 2019), learners with disabilities
(Alonso, Read, & Astrain, 2020), and indigenous youth in cities (Shilling, 2020). In
a recent chapter (Kukulska-Hulme, 2021) I highlighted some of the opportunities
and issues associated with mobile assisted language learning, based on case
studies representing innovative MALL across different sectors of education. Five
notable themes running through the case studies were uncovered, suggesting that
MALL supports breaking down barriers; unfettered ﬂow of information; frequent
interaction and reﬂection; enjoyment and personal gains; and that it involves a
multiplicity of technologies, modalities, and methods. These themes represent key
strengths of mobile approaches to teaching and learning that may be developed in
environments where teachers and researchers have the ability to try out something
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new. Good research questions could help take these themes forward so that they
grow into more substantial bodies of research.
As mobile learning expands beyond smartphones and tablets to other ubiquitous, wearable, and companion-like technologies that are entering our lives,
MALL research will continue to thrive. These thoughts are echoed by Shadiev,
Hwang, and Huang (2017) when they declare that future studies should investigate
the “application of newly learned knowledge to solve daily real-life problems in
authentic language learning environments with technology, how to ensure that
students are engaged in learning activities, and long-term continuation of such
activities.” (p. 290). For future studies, they suggest considering more advanced
intelligent technologies for supporting language learning in authentic environments: “For example, wearable devices, such as clothing and accessories, incorporating computer and advanced electronic technologies. Some recent popular
examples are optical head-mounted displays, smartwatches or smart bracelets”
(p. 292). New research questions will need to accompany these developments,
some based on previous questions and others that we have not thought of yet.
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