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Abstract: This pilot study aimed at examining the effects of a context-aware ubiquitous system 

on oversea Chinese students’ Mandarin Chinese learning. The research was undertaken on 49 

CFL learners of Chinese descent, with whom we conducted interviews regarding their 

experience using the mobile learning system. It was discovered that the CFL learners found the 

new learning system both more interesting and informative than conventional teaching 

methods, but also pointed out several correctable flaws and technical defects which hampered 

the learning process.   
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1. Introduction 

 
Due to the rapid development of technology and the increased population of wireless communication, 

research about mobile learning (m-learning) has been conducted increasingly over the past decade 

(Hwang & Tsai, 2011). They have also pointed out the importance of further study on m-learning to 

facilitate learning. 

M-learning is also proven to benefit learning in many aspects, such as increasing young adults’ 

motivation (Attewell & Webster, 2004). Hence, using mobile devices to support learning has raised 

more open possibilities for learners to access learning activities anywhere and anytime with the 

assistance of supportive learning materials and real-time feedback (Lan, Sung & Chang, 2007).   

Furthermore, Lan et al. (2007) suggested that m-learning reduces learners’ stress in cooperative reading 

activities, and particularly low- and medium- level learners showed a high level of concentration on 

reading tasks.  

Therefore, the purpose of this pilot study was to examine the effectiveness and viability of a 

new Mandarin learning system in development for use on mobile devices, and to promote a more 

effective system for Mandarin learners.  

 

2. Methodology  

 

2.1 Participants 
 

Forty-nine teenagers of Chinese descent from mostly Europe and America, whose first languages (L1) 

or home languages are not Mandarin, participated in the pilot study. Due to their family background, 

most of them have one or two parents from a Chinese speaking country, such as China or Taiwan.  Some 

of their parents or other family members speak Mandarin to them. However, they have fewer 

opportunities to read and write Chinese due to the general environment in their own countries. Thus, 

their Chinese oral proficiency might be near fluent while their Chinese written language (reading and 

writing) and vocabulary size are relatively limited.   

 

2.2 Research Design 



 
This pilot study used a qualitative approach to investigate how effectively the new system works by 

conducting an experiment where Chinese learners utilized the system to finish a collaborative learning 

activity. This experiment allowed us to pinpoint what needs to be improved and changed in the system 

of both learning process and technical issues.    

 

2.3 Instrument 
 

In this experiment, we designed a Mandarin learning activity designed for use on a recently developed 

Mandarin learning app for mobile devices as well as for the eBook platform on computer for Chinese as 

Second Language (CSL) learners (see Figure 2-c for the system screen shot).  Each student was given a 

tablet computer (Eee Pad Transformer Prime TF201) and had access to the lab computer to finish the 

learning task they were given. 

 

2.4 Procedure 

 
The participants were given a training session before the formal learning activity. After the training 

session, the participants were divided into small groups of 3-5 people.  The formal activity proceeded as 

the following illustration:  

 

 
Figure 1.The process of the designed learning activity. 

 
Field Notes – From the Observers’ Perspective  

 

The researchers took filed notes of every small group in every class regarding the phenomenon they had 

observed during the whole learning activity, which included the technical issues they had encountered, 

learning problems they had experienced, and all circumstances they had observed.  

 
Semi-structured Interview questionnaire 

 

After the learning activity, participants were randomly chosen and interviewed after the learning 

activity to investigate their attitudes toward the learning system and materials. Some open-ended 

questions were designed for this semi-structured interview regarding the following aspects: 

participants’ background, how they felt about the learning activity, if the learning materials were 

suitable, if the app and eBook system were user-friendly and what flaws and technical defects were 

there we can revamp to improve the learning process.   

 



 
Figure 2.The pictures taken during learning activity.  

 

3. Results   

 
From this pilot study, we have learned valuable facts which continue to help us improve this learning 

system.  

 

3.1 Interesting and Attractive Ideal to Learn a New Language for Young Adults  
 

Most participants in this experiment liked the idea of the learning activity and referred to it as 

“interesting and useful”.  Due to the trend of the increasing population of smart phones, mobile devices 

such as tablet computers are not foreign to young learners. Participants pointed out that this learning 

activity was amusing to them because it involved more engaging exercises than traditional classroom. 

For instance, many participants enjoyed taking pictures and exploring the learning spots because it was 

interesting and “special” to them. Some of them mentioned that they practiced more in speaking in 

Chinese presentations, and making an eBook offered them more opportunities to practice in typing 

Chinese characters, which are less taught in traditional classroom but useful in practice. 

The idea of mobile learning is attractive to teenage students, and most of them thought this 

learning system was recommendable, especially if some current issues could be solved. However, as 

previously mentioned, we have also noticed some issues from both the users’ and observers’ 

perspective. The following presents these issues from both the aspects of learning material design and 

technical issues.   

 

3.2 Technical defects and flaws that require improvement 
 

3.2.1 Learning Material issues 

 

 The learning materials need to be simpler and more supportive. 

 There was not enough time to finish the reading materials of the learning spots.  

 The reading materials need to be less complicated or shorter since reading Chinese characters could 

be time-consuming for non-native speakers. 

 The learning material design need to suit students’ interests so students could be more motivated. 

 
Technical issues 

 

 The system needs to be more user-friendly, such as the interface of the app and eBook. 



 A clear guild line is needed to lead users about how to use the app and eBook system. 

 Internet quality is important for mobile learning in this case. The participants encountered the 

problem of being disconnected from the internet and thus needed to keep re-connecting.  Because 

of this issue, the learning activity kept getting interrupted. 

 To avoid the internet issue, the system needs a mechanism that will automatically save pictures on 

the mobile device, and then later upload them when an internet connection again becomes 

available.  

 

4. Conclusion  
 

This pilot study provides a great opportunity to evaluate the new Mandarin learning system in 

development from both instructors' and users' perspective. It provides a good starting point for both the 

learning material design as well as for the development of the app and eBook system. 

However, there is still much room to improve this learning system.  By examing the flaws and 

issues with the initial system design, we will be able to draw guidelines that lay the foundation for an 

even better future iteration of this teaching method. 
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