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Abstract
This study aimed at investigating the impact of mobile learning on EFL learners’ listening anxiety and listening
comprehension. Fifty students of two intermediate English courses were selected and sampled as the
experimental (n=25) and control (n=25) groups. Students’ entry level of listening anxiety was assessed by
foreign language listening anxiety questionnaire and their listening comprehension was assessed by Key English
Test (KET) prior to the study. For one semester the experimental group did their listening activities by using
podcasts listened to on their mobile phones and/or portable digital media players. Meanwhile the control group
used their desktop computers to do their listening activities. The results of data analysis showed that listening
anxiety of the experimental group reduced significantly after the experiment. Further, a significant difference
between the experimental and control groups’ listening comprehension was found in favor of the experimental
group at the end of the experiment.
Keywords: listening comprehension, mobile learning, podcast, listening anxiety
1. Introduction
Listening is an important language skill that contributes to the internalization of language rules and facilitates the
emergence of other language skills (Vandergrift, 1997). Although listening might apparently be seen as a passive
process, it is actually a complex and active process of interpretation of what listeners hear and what they already
know (Vandergrift, 1999). Listening is an interactive process of recognition, perception, and understanding of the
oral input (Vandergrift, 2002) and “an intention to complete a communication” (Rost, 2002, p. 40).
Since listening is an unobservable skill, it is the least explicit language skill (Vandergrift, 2004) and second
language learners often regard it as the most complicated skill to learn and master (Graham, 2003). Finding
reasons of why listening is such a difficult skill is not an easy task and it seems that the answer is taking shape as
listening theories and practices are evolving. Listening has been reported to be a difficult skill due to the features
inherent in oral input such as phonological and lexical features (Flowerdew, 1994); reduced forms (Ito, 2001);
invisible word boundaries (Weber & Cutler, 2006); and irregular pauses, false starts, and intonation patterns
(Gilmore, 2007). However, listening can be difficult for some listeners due to their limited processing skill (Buck,
2001) and lack of control over the speech rate (Osada, 2004), or inadequate knowledge of vocabulary, topics, and
accents (Buck, 2001).
Listeners’ emotional side seems to be among the most important factors that can influence the way the
processing of information takes place. One of such traits that can hinder the understanding of oral input is
listening anxiety or “the type of anxiety experienced by language learners in situations that require listening”
(Bekleyen, 2009). Listening anxiety is believed to receive less attention than other facets of language anxiety
because listening was thought to be a passive skill for a very long time and it was thus difficult to be assessed or
identified by teachers or researchers (Ghapanchi & Golparvar, 2012).
The characteristics of listening task and the condition of listening are also considered to be important factors
affecting listening comprehension. As a result, there has been a surge of interest to investigate the role of
different types of listening instruction and materials in listening comprehension (e.g., Goh, 2000). By the advent
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of technological tools, the experts’ attention has been shifted to studying the role of computer-based learning
environment on both decreasing language learning anxiety and increasing teaching/learning efficiency. Recently,
Web 2.0 affordances (wikis, podcasts, social networking, and blogs) have been found to impact language
learning in general and the development of language skills in particular. While Wikis and blogging have been
reported to be useful in teaching and practicing written language skills (e.g., Li, 2011), podcasting has been
found to be beneficial in improving oral language skills (e.g., Kim, 2011) especially listening (Rosell-Aguilar,
2007). What seems to be neglected in podcasting research, however, is its contribution to mobile learning
(m-learning), that is, learning anywhere at any time (Evans, 2008). Podcasts have significantly contributed to
taking m-learning to the next generation as they extend learning out of the classroom situation (McKinney, Dyck,
& Luber, 2009). Podcasting enables learners to do the listening activities at their own pace and at suitable time
and place, as well as practicing individually. In this way, learners are provided with informal language learning
out of the classroom while flexibility, portability, time-shifting and multitasking are added to learning (Thorne &
Payne, 2005).
It is thus logical to argue that the type of listening task podcasts provide listeners with and the condition of
listening practice they offer can lower EFL learners’ listening anxiety as listening processing can take place more
efficiently with the help of technology. The purpose of this study is to investigate the impact of listening to
podcasts on mobile devices -in comparison to desktop personal computers- on EFL learners’ listening anxiety
and listening comprehension. Research questions of the study are as follows:
1). Does mobile learning have any impact on EFL learners’ listening anxiety?
2). Does mobile learning have any impact on EFL learners’ listening comprehension?
1.1 Listening Anxiety
Listening comprehension complexity can frequently cause irritation and anxiety among second or foreign
language learners (Graham, 2006). Anxiety is one of the vital individual differences that is defined as “the
subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and worry associated with an arousal of the autonomic
nervous system” (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986, p. 125). Concerning the impact of anxiety on foreign
language learning, two types of anxiety exist, facilitating or debilitating. Facilitating anxiety can act as a
motivator of the learners (Ellis, 1994); while debilitating anxiety linked to language skills like listening
(McIntyre & Gardner, 1994 cited in Gregersen, 2007) causes learners to avoid the language learning process
(Zhang, 2001). Research shows a significant negative correlation between foreign language listening anxiety and
listening proficiency of the learners (Kim, 2000). Anxious learners lack confidence and are not able to spot
language errors (Gregerson, 2003); can be distracted easily; have concentration problems and might have limited
short-term memory capacities (Piechurska-Kuciel, 2008); might forget previously learned materials; and tend to
be passive in classroom activities in comparison to their less anxious peers (Horwitz, Horwitz, & Cope, 1986).
Listening anxiety affects listening comprehension as well as listening ability (Horwitz & Cope, 1986) mainly
when the text is incomprehensible to the listener and thus can hinder students’ success in listening (Ozbay, 2010).
This type of anxiety which is associated with listening tasks is called listening anxiety. Learners’ listening
anxiety varies according to their level of ability in foreign language listening (Mills, Pajares, & Herron, 2006).
The reasons of listening anxiety might be attributed to the problematic nature of listening (Christenberry, 2003),
nature of the speech, level of difficulty, lack of clarity, lack of visual support, lack of repetition, spontaneous
speech, fast speech, and unfamiliar accents/topics (Vogely, 1998). Authenticity of the listening text and external
environmental factors such as noise, inaudibility, and incomprehensibility of the listening material can also affect
emotions of the listeners (Gonen, 2009). Also, facing a difficult or new listening situation and misunderstanding
the rest of the aural input because of not hearing some words have been identified as sources of listening anxiety
(Kim, 2000).
Learners might encounter listening anxiety in three stages: pre-listening which is linked to varied distractions
and not being familiar with the topic; during listening and post-listening when anxiety is created as a result of
listener’s failure to make a connection between new and previous knowledge (Tobias, 1986). If students improve
their listening skills, all the negative influences of anxiety start to disappear (MacIntyre & Gardner, 1989).
Hence, the teachers would try to help the learners conquer their listening anxiety by applying new approaches to
teaching and/or providing less anxiety provoking learning environments and listening tasks.
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1.2 Podcasting Technology
The second-generation of Web, known as Web 2.0, has provided new ways of online communication
(Warschauer & Grimes, 2007) with its exclusive tools for communication, interaction, and collaboration (Bennett
et al., 2012). Web 2.0 concentrates on the extensive applications such as blogs, video sharing, social networking
and podcasting to connect the users to web authoring rather than just making use of it (Anderson, 2007). Due to
the educational benefits and potentials of Web 2.0 technologies and affordances, Web 2.0 has become
enormously popular around the world and is used extensively by teachers and students.
Among web 2.0 tools podcasts have been found to be very useful for educational purposes (O’Bannon et al.
2011). The word podcast is a combination of the words iPod (a popular portable media player) and broadcast
(Rosell-Aguilar, 2007), and consists of media files that can be distributed via the Internet and played on
computers and handheld devices such as cell phones, iPods, or other digital audio players (Mathieu, 2009).
Podcasts may be delivered in audio formats only or in enhanced formats, audio and video. Video podcasts are
audio-visual files that are distributed in a digital format through the Internet using personal computers or mobile
devices (Kay & Kletskin, 2012). They are perhaps best known to students through the YouTube website where
over three billon clips are viewed each day (Henry, 2011).
Podcasts supply educational content in a format that is fitting to the student needs as it is available whenever and
wherever the student wants (Lazzari, 2009). The mobility of learning is considered as an advantage of
podcasting although students can also choose to listen to podcasts on a computer in a “study-like” environment
(McKinney, & Page, 2009). Podcasts can be used for different purposes such as substituting classroom lectures,
supplementing additional materials for classroom teachings, and raising creativity and collaboration among
students (Rahimi & Katal, 2012). Two types of podcasts frequently used in language education (Rosell-Aguilar,
2007) are:

Authentic podcasts: they have authentic content that are produced and used by native speakers such as
news.

Language courses podcasts: they can be categorized into stand-alone language courses and add on materials
for particular classes or independent audience.
Research shows that podcasts have several educational benefits. Podcasts can be easily published, subscribed,
and used across multiple settings and they can facilitate recording and distributing teachers’ notes and lectures as
well as students’ projects and interviews (Campbell, 2005). They may provide oral history archiving and
on-demand distribution and foster the integration of in-class and out-of-class activities (Meng, 2005). In
language classes they make authentic foreign language materials available for download (Thorne & Payne, 2005);
combine the advantages of radio and cassettes (McLoughlin & Lee, 2007); and increase creativity, independent
learning and collaboration (Clothey & Schmitt, 2008). Podcasts empower students by giving them opportunities
to create and publish for a real audience (Salmon et al., 2008), create intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (O-Bryan
& Hegelheimer, 2007), provide students with group and personal feedback (France & Wheeler, 2007), facilitate
revisiting of teaching/learning materials (Brittain et al., 2006), and encourage active learning (Jenkins & Lynch,
2006).
The new generation of students who has grown up and lived with digital technology can use podcasts easily and
efficiently on their portable digital tools (such as cell phones, MP3, MP4) to promote mobile learning. Podcasts
allow students to access educational materials at home, while commuting to university or work, or doing any
activity they choose (Prensky, 2001). They can play the recordings at any time rather than be confined to fixed
study times (Townend, 2005). This impacts students’ motivation, lowers their fear of learning, and possibly
increases their learning outcome.
2. Method
2.1 Participants
Fifty intermediate EFL learners participated in this study. Those participants who had access to portable media
player tools (such as mobile phones, MP3, MP4) to listen to audio files anywhere and anytime were put in the
experimental group (n=25). Those who did the listening tasks on their desktop computers were put in the control
group (n=25). The participants were all female and ranged in age between 12 and 30 (mean=17.94, SD=6.60).
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2.2 Instruments
Two instruments were used in this study:


Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Questionnaire



Key English Test (KET)

2.2.1. Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Questionnaire
Foreign Language Listening Anxiety Questionnaire (FLLAQ) (Kimura, 2008) was used to assess learners’
language listening anxiety. The scale was translated into Persian and then back-translated to check the clarity and
accuracy of its wording. The scale has 26 items that are categorized into 3 factors including emotional anxiety,
worry and anticipatory fear.
The respondents were asked to rate themselves regarding how they felt anxious when they listened to English
texts on a six-point Likert scale including 1 ‘never’, 2 ‘rarely’, 3 ‘seldom’, 4 ‘often’, 5 ‘usually’, and 6 ‘always’.
The reliability of the scale was estimated to be 0.91 for the whole scale and 0.85, 0.86, and 0.80 for the subscales
respectively.
2.2.2 Key English Test
The Key English Test (KET) examination is a type of examination developed by Cambridge ESOL called the
Cambridge Main Suite (KET, 2009). KET has three main sections including: reading and writing, listening, and
speaking.
For the purpose of this study, the listening part of KET was used to assess participants’ listening ability before
and after the study. The listening part has 5 parts and 25 items; and its administration takes around 35 minutes.
The reliability of the scale was calculated using KR20 and found to be .86.
2.3. Procedure
Two groups of students were selected based on their access to portable digital devices or desktop computers to
listen to audio files in the format of podcasts. Both groups listened to 12 podcasts to do the listening activities of
their course for twelve weeks. The students were asked to do a variety of exercises based on the audio files. The
experimental group downloaded and saved the podcasts on their portable devices and thus listened to them
anywhere at any time. The control group listened to the files on their desktop computers so they did not
experience mobile learning.
3. Results
3.1 M-learning and Listening Anxiety
Table 1 summarizes the mean scores of both groups’ listening anxiety after the experiment.
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of listening anxiety posttest
Groups

Mean

SD

Control group (n=25)

3.912

.841

Experimental group (n=25)

2.903

.488

As Table 1 shows, the experimental group had lower mean score on anxiety questionnaire after the experiment
(Mean=2.903) in comparison to the control group (Mean=3.912). In order to answer research question 1 and test
whether this difference was statistically significant, a one-way between-groups analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was conducted. Preliminary checks were conducted to ensure that there was no violation of the
assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances, homogeneity of regression slopes, and reliable
measurement of the covariate. Participants’ scores on anxiety questionnaire pretest were used as the covariate in
this analysis.
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Table 2. The result of ANCOVA
Source

Type III Sum of Squares df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Partial Eta Squared

Corrected Model

19.745

2

9.873

29.488

.000

.557

Intercept

2.735

1

2.735

8.169

.006

.148

7.001

1

7.001

20.912

.000

.308

Group

12.894

1

12.894

38.511

.000

.450

Error

15.736

47

.335

Total

616.163

50

Corrected Total

35.481

49

FLLAQ pretest

As Table 2 shows, the result of ANCOVA revealed that there was a significant difference between two groups in
anxiety questionnaire posttest [F (1, 47) =38.511; p=.000; partial eta squared=.450]. Accordingly, the conclusion
can be drawn that the experience of mobile learning by podcasts has caused a lower level of listening anxiety in
comparison to conventional computer-assisted learning that does not focus on using mobile devices in the
process of learning and doing listening tasks.
3.2 M-learning and Listening Comprehension
Table 3 presents the mean scores of both groups’ listening comprehension posttests.
Table 3. Descriptive statistics of listening comprehension posttest
Groups

Mean

SD

Control group (n=25)

13.920

3.787

Experimental group (n=25)

17.600

3.535

As Table 3 shows, the mean score of the experimental group is higher than (mean=17.600) that of the control
group (mean=13.920) in listening posttest. To compare the means of both groups’ listening posttests and to test
whether their difference was statistically significant due to mobile learning intervention, a one-way
between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted. Preliminary checks were conducted to
ensure that there was no violation of the assumptions of normality, linearity, homogeneity of variances,
homogeneity of regression slopes, and reliable measurement of the covariate. The scores on the pretests were
treated as covariates to control for preexisting differences between the groups.
Table 4. The result of ANCOVA
Source

Type III Sum of Squares df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Partial Eta Squared

Corrected Model

667.198a

2

333.599

82.861

.000

.779

Intercept

21.795

1

21.795

5.414

.024

.103

455.018

1

455.018

113.020

.000

.706

Group

119.974

1

119.974

29.800

.000

.388

Error

189.222

47

4.026

Total

12931.000

50

Corrected Total

856.420

49

KET pretest

As Table 4 shows, the result of ANCOVA revealed that there was a significant difference between two groups in
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listening posttest [F (1, 47) =29.800; p=.000; partial eta squared=.388] in favor of the experimental group.
Accordingly, the conclusion can be drawn that mobile learning intervention has caused a higher level of listening
comprehension in comparison to conventional computer-assisted learning that does not focus on using mobile
devices in the process of learning and doing listening tasks.
4. Discussion
The aim of the current study was investigating the impact of mobile learning on EFL learners’ listening anxiety
and listening comprehension.
The findings revealed that doing listening activities by mobile devices has a significant effect on reducing
language listening anxiety. The finding is in agreement with other studies and suggests that mobile learning and
technology-based intervention contribute to a reduction in student anxiety as more confidence is generated as a
result of increased comprehension ability (Evans, 2008). Podcasts provide flexible and mobile learning
opportunities for students (Chinnery, 2006) that reduce their fear of listening and its difficulty and have huge
potential in enhancing second language learners’ listening skills (Stanley, 2005).
Traditional face to face classroom learning is characterized with certain features including a priori syllabus, fixed
context of teaching, and predictable hours of study as well as principal components of one teacher, a textbook,
and teaching methodology that is mostly based on class presence. Classroom variables such as uninteresting
learning materials and boring teaching methodologies are found to be the sources of demotivation as “amotivated
people feel a lack of competence or control over their external environments” (Falout, Elwood, Hood, 2009, p.
404). Students’ demotivation can create negative attitudes towards the subject and the learning in general. Lack
of motivation and negative attitudes can amplify worries and anxieties of learners in doing their class activities.
Mobile learning, on the other hand, creates quick and simple interactions with people and technology; provides
flexible materials that can be accessed in different contexts; and takes advantage of mobile devices not only to
deliver learning but also to facilitate it (Sharples, Sánchez, Milrad, & Vavoula, 2009, p. 4). Due to the
communicative nature of language learning, these features contribute to more relaxed learning experiences and
thus motivate language learners to pursue difficult and challenging tasks like listening to a foreign language.
The findings also showed that mobile learning can have a significant effect on learners’ improvement of listening
comprehension ability which can be supported by the literature (e.g., Burston, 2013). The reason of this finding
might be justified by the transitory nature of mobile learning and the point that students can listen to the material
anytime and anywhere they wish (Goh, 2000) even outside the classroom (Hadley, 2001). In this ways there
would be no time limitation for doing activities or assignments and language learners can do them at their own
pace (Hew, 2009). Individualized instruction promotes learning responsibility and self-regulation among learners
and guarantees successful learning and better accomplishment.
Listening comprehension has been found to be a difficult skill for foreign language learners. The difficulty of
listening comprehension is related basically to the way the aural input is processed, as both bottom-up and
top-down processing are involved in this complex process. While computer-based learning environments have
been found to contribute to more successful listening, mobile learning has certain unique features that make the
whole task less threatening and more accomplishable. These include:
(a) Portability - can take the computer to different sites and move around within a location.
(b) Social interactivity - can exchange data and collaborate with other people face to face.
(c) Context sensitivity - can gather data unique to the current location, environment, and time, including both
real and simulated data.
(d) Connectivity - can connect handhelds to data collection devices, other handhelds, and to a common network
that creates a true shared environment.
(e) Individuality - can provide unique scaffolding that is customized to the individual’s path of investigation
(Klopfer & Squire, 2008, as cited in Squire & Dikkers, 2012, p. 447).
The findings of the study corroborate other studies that the availability and affordability of portable media
players among the young generation have paved the way for integrating podcasting technology into language
classes and promoting m-learning. M-learning helps students use their mobile devices to go through the activities
and tasks on-the-go. In case of language learning this feature of mobile learning is a more practical help, as
“extending language learning outside of classroom time, especially where in-class language practice time is
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limited, is essential to language acquisition” (Kennedy & Levy, 2009, cited in Steel, 2012, p. 2).
Further, mobile learning and podcasts can provide comprehensible input for the learners and thus increase their
motivation (Krashen, 1985) and consequently promote their listening comprehension. This supports the role of
podcasting in providing the added and informal language learning without increasing classroom time (Palalas,
2011).
5. Conclusions
Language learners are often overwhelmed by too much anxiety involved in the process of learning a foreign
language and its skills. Listening skill as a highly anxiety provoking skill is one of the essential skills which need
to be master and used for communication. The results of this paper indicated that mobile learning did have a
significant effect on the listening comprehension ability of experimental group, and reduced the listening anxiety
level of language learners. The study offers practical solutions for tackling emotional problems of EFL listeners
such as practicing listening skill with cell phones and having extensive listening in the form of podcasts to be
listened to at home or wherever the students like. When language learners have the opportunity to listen in
informal situations without time limitation pressure, they are more motivated to listen to English and thus
practice more.
The findings underline the need to use the state-of-the-art technologies in teaching and learning a foreign
language. More follow-up research is however required to find the impact of other mobile learning technologies
on the development of language skills and components. The future studies are urged to utilize mixed methods
research design to gather both qualitative and quantitative data to probe into the effectiveness of utilizing mobile
devices in language teaching/learning on the development of language ability and language learning motivation.
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