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Abstract—Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) is widely adopted
worldwide. One related issue under discussion is how to effectively harness
mobile devices to help English writers. This discussion paper first unpacks writ-
ing as a meaning-making process from the perspective of systemic functional
linguistics. It then summarizes the major MALL-based studies on writing in-
struction, including the affordances and challenges of mobile-assisted writing
instruction. The paper is followed by discussing pedagogical tips for teachers
interested in using MALL and SFL to improve students' English writing con-
struction across different educational contexts (e.g., at the tertiary and pre-
tertiary level).
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1 Introduction

With the assistance of wireless networks, the use of mobile devices, such as
iPhones and tablets, is widespread in educational settings [1], [2], [3], [4]. Mobile-
assisted language learning (MALL) generally refers to language learners' use of port-
able devices (e.g., mobile phones, laptops) for learning and practicing knowledge,
either through using materials or interacting with teachers or peer learners in and out
of class anytime and anywhere [5]. MALL is ubiquitous among language learners,
especially college students who have more freedom to use portable devices [6]. Com-
pared to traditional learning, MALL and its accompanying resources (e.g., web and
applications) have been found to foster students’ engagement with learning, such as
providing collaborative spaces and conveniently accessible information [6]. Neverthe-
less, Xu, Banerjee, Ramirez, Zhu, and Wijekumar reported that MALL is primarily
used to teach vocabulary with little attention paid to writing, despite the potential to
improve instruction through mobile devices [7]. Besides, while "it would not be very
realistic to expect learners to write or edit a paper on mobile devices" [6, p.138], it
would be helpful to rely on them to deliver information and improve students’ litera-
cy, given the popularity of mobile devices in this digital world and their convenience
as a medium for knowledge building.
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In particular, student writers often misuse language during their written expression,
such as incorporating spoken expressions in their writing [8]. This means that before
utilizing MALL, writing teachers must first have adequate language knowledge to
understand the intricacies of writing composition, especially on how to teach students
to write meaningfully since meaningful writing is what is valued [9]. In this sense,
writing teachers need to know the close relationship between language and context
(i.e., how particular language resources are used in response to diverse contexts—a
meaning-making process) [10]. Unfortunately, among the limited research on MALL
for writing instruction, grammatical accuracy is emphasized more than meaningful
and effective writing, such as [11] and [12]. This may be due to constrained teacher
education for preservice and in-service language teachers, blurring students' vision in
understanding the underlying nature of effective writing [13]. There is an imperative
need for writing teachers to receive effective teacher education and deliver practical
knowledge when using the technological functions of mobile devices to help student
writers understand language effectively and enable them to navigate written discourse
autonomously [7].

To facilitate the design and use of MALL and contribute to the literature on writing
instruction, this paper first unpacks writing as a meaning-making process from the
perspective of systemic functional linguistics. It then summarizes relevant research
and demonstrates the potential of incorporating meaning-making knowledge into
mobile-assisted writing instruction. It is followed by pedagogical tips for writing
teachers who intends to integrate MALL and SFL inside and outside their classroom.

2 Systemic Functional Linguistics as a Potentially Helpful
Framework for Mobile-Assisted Writing Instruction

Halliday’s systemic functional linguistics (SFL) emphasizes that effective writing
is more than language accuracy [14]. It highlights the dynamic mechanism of effec-
tive writing while making transparent what constitutes effective writing. In particular,
SFL, at a higher level, points out that written communication is presented through
different generic stages to achieve a social purpose (e.g., to narrate). For instance,
when narrating, a story starts with orientation and ends with code, see also [15] for
different generic stages). SFL then provides multiple constructs to unravel the mys-
tery of writing through a crystal explanation of the interactions between meaning (i.e.,
content) and language (i.e., using vocabulary and grammar appropriately) in different
contexts.

In particular, the contextual variables include what is talked about, at whom the
communication is targeted, and how information is conveyed. Echoing the three con-
textual variables, written communication has three dimensions of content (i.e., mean-
ings) to be expressed. The three meanings are, respectively, ideational meaning (i.e.,
the gist of thoughts to be delivered, including the logical relationships between the
thoughts), interpersonal meaning (i.e., the content concerning authorial stances and
the formality of the content), and textual meaning (i.e., the content about how a large
stretch of sentences or utterances is connected).
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SFL has its codes, in addition to structural accuracy, which explains how to use
context-specific linguistic choices to express the three dimensions of content; see [14]
for details. With these codes, some language features beyond grammatical accuracy
have been identified in valued writing. Take informative writing, for example. The
generic stage may be an introduction, body paragraphs, and conclusion. In terms of
ideational meaning, codes, such as participant (a label for understanding nouns and
noun phrases in sentences) and logical connectors (labels for revealing logical rela-
tionships), show that ideational meaning prefers topic-related nouns or noun phrases
and the explicit use of logical connectors in informative writing rather than casual use
of language as in spoken English. Expressions at the interpersonal level can be un-
packed through codes such as attitude (a label for emotional words) and engagement
(a label for words meaning certainty or the source of information). These codes show
that interpersonal meaning prefers an implicit use of evaluative words and a calibrated
use of modal verbs concerning the strength of evidence in informative writing [13].
The codes for understanding textual meaning include cohesive devices (i.e., labels for
conjunction words, synonyms, antonyms, and repetition) and theme-rheme patterns (a
label for the arrangement of starting points of sentences). It shows that in academic
writing, textual meaning prefers cohesive devices or diverse theme-rheme patterns
(e.g., repeating starting information) to connect a large stretch of texts and achieve
unity in the text [10], [16]. In all, SFL-based knowledge seems valuable for meeting
students' linguistic needs using mobile devices (e.g., material development and deliv-
ery), enhancing their knowledge of writing beyond language accuracy.

Relevant research, especially in the traditional classroom, has demonstrated the
usefulness of SFL to help students power through challenges in the writing class-
rooms following the reading to learn cycle (i.e., reading sample texts and then guiding
students in understanding meaning-making and constructing their writing) [13], [17],
[18], [19]. For example, Moore, Schleppegrel, and Palincsar focused on elementary
English-as-a-second-language (ESL) students in the US who were exposed to the
teaching of narratives from a functional linguistic perspective [20]. Over two years,
the students were able to identify the interrelationships between linguistic resources
and meanings in sample narrative texts, such as the identification of processes at the
ideational level and appraisal resources at the interpersonal level. They also practiced
their writing accordingly. Yasuda’s research also showed the value of teaching writ-
ing from the perspective of SFL in an English as a foreign language (EFL) context at
the college level [19]. In the study, Japanese EFL college students majoring in biolo-
gy demonstrated their writing development when summarizing information. For ex-
ample, following exposure, students used grammatical metaphors (e.g., nominal
groups) and reporting verbs, meeting the demands of summary writing in their field.
Zhang also showed how SFL benefited Chinese EFL students’ argumentative writing
[13]. In the study, the college students also transcended themselves, switching the
focus from structural accuracy to meaning-making (e.g., students’ use of modal verbs
and citations at the interpersonal level and their use of conjunctions or synonymy in
creating cohesion at the textual level). In all, these studies demonstrated the useful-
ness of SFL to enhance student writers’ knowledge of writing.
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3 Significant Findings on MALL-Based Writing Instruction

Research on writing instruction and composition through mobile devices has
emerged within the past ten years, especially at the college level. The research context
in colleges may be due to the greater freedom afforded to college students to use mo-
bile devices in and out of class [6]. This line of research can be categorized into three
main streams, although there are some overlaps.

One is on mobile devices in conveying knowledge of writing at the linguistic level,
especially grammar knowledge, whereby delivery is achieved through mobile applica-
tions. For example, Li and Hegelheimer investigated MALL-based writing among
ESL learners in a college writing course in the United States (US) [6]. Using a gram-
mar application (i.e., Grammar Clinic), students were guided to learn grammar
knowledge related to their academic writing (e.g., avoiding run-on sentences and
using the correct verb tense). Their study showed that the students generally liked the
mobile application, used it after class on their own (e.g., on the bus) to improve their
grammar knowledge, and edited their essays accordingly. With the same focus on
grammar, writing teachers also used mobile devices and created peer-collaborative
environments for student writers [6]. Andujar focused on how short message applica-
tion-based communications created a collaborative space for peer writers and reported
how mobile-based learning impacted students' linguistic accuracy [21]. In the six-
month study conducted among third-year college students from a university in Spain,
Andujar found that in comparison with the control group, the ESL students’ linguistic
errors improved through mobile-based interactions, such as lexical errors, grammati-
cal errors, and mechanical errors (e.g., spelling and punctuation). This study also
resonates with the latest review study conducted by Kukulska-Hulme and Viberg [22],
who examined publications from 2012-2016 and concluded that mobile devices help
create collaborative learning contexts and support students' academic development at
the linguistic level.

Another line of research focused more on the technological functions of mobile
applications concerning students' writing engagement. Al-Naibi, Al-Jabri., and Al-
Kalbani investigated a mobile application (i.e., Edmodo, an educational website for
users to collaborate and solve problems) and its impact part-time English language
learners from the Arab Open University [11]. The application included uploading,
saving, and sharing documents or videos and providing online feedback on the part of
the teachers. It also included “quiz, poll, assignment, grade book and other tools that
assist teachers in assessing students” [11, p. 130]. Besides, it had an autocorrect fea-
ture for grammar errors so students could focus on writing paragraphs. The students
were instructed about the structure of writing and identified sentence structures in
texts through quizzes (e.g., topic sentences) in the application, based on 10 hours of
teaching over 15 weeks. The students took pictures of how they brainstormed and
uploaded these to the application. They also wrote and edited their writing within the
application. Nevertheless, they also complained about the difficulties involved with
using mobile phones, such as mobile phones' limited storage and using the technology
itself. Overall, students reported that mobile-based learning was valuable, such as
correcting grammar, spelling, and other relevant mobile-based activities. Sessions,
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Kang, and Womack’s nine-week study focused on fifth-grade students and their iPad
applications in the US [23]; their findings also echoed Al-Naibi et al.’s research [11].
Thirty students were involved in the study, of which 15 were in the control group, and
the other 15 were in a treatment group. They found that students with iPads could
visualize their thoughts and better sequence them logically during their narrative writ-
ing. They also felt more motivated to write and were willing to cooperate than the
control group, who just received the same teacher’s instruction.

The third research line primarily focused on a mobile device-based peer learning
environment, especially through short message service (SMS), and its effect on stu-
dent writers. In the latest study, Kayaoglu and Cetinkaya conducted a seven-week
study among 26 English students from a Turkish university [24]. Through SMS, the
instructor sent the students one sentence as a starter. Working in groups, the students
followed a predetermined order, adding to the sentence and forwarding it to the next
group. Each group was offered one more chance to look at their sentence before the
last student sent the final version to the instructor. The instructor also offered face-to-
face feedback on language form and the use of conjunction words through video con-
ferencing. The students reported that they could choose a convenient time to respond,
practiced the grammar learned and the new vocabulary acquired from their class-
mates, and gained ideas through collaborative work within the group. Some challeng-
es were also reported in the study, such as storage capacity limitations and difficulties
in writing on the screen.

What particularly merits attention is that the knowledge of writing delivered
through mobile devices is still limited to language form at the linguistic level, without
incorporating a meaning-making process—the valued mechanism of writing [10].
This may be due to under-resourced teacher education; indeed, teachers and their
pedagogical knowledge influence their technological practices [13]. This suggests the
importance of promoting MALL beyond grammar at the linguistic level while includ-
ing its technological affordance to provide comprehensive assistance and implement-
ing relevant teacher education. Indeed, Xu et al.'s review studies on writing instruc-
tion concerning MALL, spanning 2000 to 2017, revealed that relevant research
showed the positive role of technology in facilitating students' writing, such as provid-
ing collaborative environments through a wiki, online corrections, and feedback from
peers and teachers on, for example, grammar [7], but these studies seemed to down-
play the importance of meaning construction beyond grammar within the demands of
genres [7]. Besides, in Xu et al.'s review on collaborative (e.g., blogging) and non-
collaborative (e.g., the delivery of podcasts) writing, they also concluded that non-
collaborative technologies seem to have a more significant impact on writing than
collaborative technology applications [7, p. 155] because of the cognitive load needed
to process information from the group and transfer it to their writing. This suggests
the favorable adoption of mobile-based content delivery to enhance students' in-class
learning and facilitate their knowledge of writing and practice, in terms of both lan-
guage (e.g., grammar) and meaning (idea developing and supporting) [25].

Existing mobile-based research, informed by SFL, such as [26], provides insights
into advancing MALL. Among a few studies, Noriega demonstrated how SFL-
informed genre pedagogy in tandem with mobile technology impacted students’
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meaningful writing [26]. Through an eight-week track of one college student from
Colombia, the study found that podcasts on genre delivered through mobile devices
facilitated the student's narrative texts production. For example, in addition to improv-
ing her grammar, the student found the mobile-based podcasts helpful for producing
and revising her texts, such as the generic structure of the narrative texts and cohesive
devices. The study illuminates the practical value of integrating SFL and mobile tech-
nology. Nevertheless, this type of research is scarce and merely involves generic
structure and cohesive devices, making a more comprehensive tandem between SFL
and MALL necessary and promising.

Overall, the value of mobile devices for student writers is obvious, such as creating
multimedia-based learning without geographic constraints. However, the instructional
and learning content delivered via MALL is limited to grammar, which needs further
enhancement. SFL's perspective on writing shows the different layers that constitute
effective communication, making it useful for students' writing development when
synthesizing valuable features of mobile devices for writing instruction.

4 An Instructional Model Based on MALL and SFL

A scarcity of studies on the comprehensive integration of MALL-SFL may be due
to a lack of teacher education [27], [28], pointing to the need to help teachers conju-
gate the two constructs and assist them with its implementation. This section deline-
ates how to integrate MALL and SFL inside and outside the writing classroom.

4.1  Teachers’ embrace of technology

The convenience of technology is sometimes in conflict with teachers' practices.
Some teachers may be unwilling to use technology or feel uncomfortable with it [29],
[30]. However, in this digitalized world, students’ repertoire of technology is increas-
ingly essential as a critical competency in their study and future work, and teachers
play a vital role in shaping their literacy learning and production [31] [32]. For teach-
ers, “significant questions arise and further research is needed to address matters such
as access to technology as well as teacher training that would enable them to feel fully
confident in using tools that support the instruction of writing” [30, p. 49]. To en-
hance their use of technology and related self-efficacy, teachers need to change their
conceptualization and wire themselves with a technological mindset [27], [32], [33].

This may include the following four recursive components. One is brainstorming
with teachers to galvanize their interest [34]. Teachers should first be encouraged to
become familiar with different functions of mobile technology, such as diverse appli-
cations that can be used for writing (e.g., Edmodo), in addition to web resources, see
[30], [32] for other applications. This can be achieved by inviting experts in mobile
technology and introducing the latest applications. Doing so may pique teachers’
interest. The second is to encourage teachers to design and implement technology-
based instruction in a supported environment [35]. Teachers could be encouraged to
understand students’ needs, where they may understand students' positive stance to-
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ward the use of technology, such as mobile use. Teachers can then assist with tenta-
tively enacting applications, particularly the most accessible ones such as podcasts,
and ask for students' feedback. The third is the teachers' reflections and modification
making (self or external) [33], [36]. This involves the teachers identifying the techno-
logical hindrances encountered during implementation and solving them independent-
ly or through external assistance. Furthermore, teachers may also encounter the chal-
lenges, such as what content to deliver to their students, which will be addressed in
the following two sub-sections. Fourth is changing teaching beliefs and practices [27].
In this recursive dynamic, teachers may understand the usefulness of mobile technol-
ogy and become gradually more confident in using it. They may also update their
teaching beliefs and become willing to enact new practices, such as using mobile
devices in their classrooms.

4.2  What teachers should know

Materials are the primary sources for students' learning and gaining knowledge
[13]. Therefore, the first thing is to sift through and curate materials, including videos,
web-related resources, and portable document formats (PDF), which relate to and
supplement their classroom teaching.

Regarding MALL-based writing instruction, to complement the accuracy-based
practices via mobile devices, teachers need to gain a meaning-making perspective on
writing before organizing, implementing, and delivering resources. However, in this
aspect, teachers generally appear to have limited knowledge [37] [38]. To this end,
SFL experts can be invited to assist teachers. The intention is to understand different
varieties of language use across contexts used for effective communication. In par-
ticular, learning and digesting this could be complex and takes time [20]. To alleviate
the cognitive burden and engage teachers authentically rather than mechanically in
using the toolkit from SFL, SFL experts could follow good-enough principles (i.e.,
choosing the most relevant content and make it accessible to writing teachers), see
[39] and expose teachers to reflection-based practices [33]. That is, SFL experts could
teach features that are most prominent in different modes or genres of discourse, use
plain language in unpacking the language theory, see also [8], and help teachers re-
flect upon the theory based on their actual teaching (e.g., model teaching among col-
leagues or their own in-class teaching).

Meanwhile, application designers are encouraged to collaborate with SFL experts
in the process of offering teacher education. By working together, they can convey
elements that include SFL and technological conveniences (e.g., relevant applications
such as Edmodo), which are pertinent to effective written communication.

Take an informative essay as an example. When teaching this, SFL experts could
first help teachers contextualize writing beyond the grammatical level, using the read-
ing to learn approach. Teachers are also expected to follow these procedures in their
future classrooms. Below are the sample procedures, based on a freely accessible
sample of informative writing (https://ngl.cengage.com/assets/downloads
[greatwi_pro0000000335/gw5 _unit6.pdf; pp.139-141).
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Contextual variables: Field (i.e., the influence of weather on history), tenor (i.e.,
an information-broadcasting tone), and mode (in formal written language) are taught.

Meaning representation in this text: In terms of ideational meaning, labels, such
as participants, and processes, and logical connectors can be highlighted to unveil the
use of nouns, verbs, and conjunction words, respectively. When illustrating the influ-
ence of weather, the author used effects, caused and led to presenting an event involv-
ing causes and effects, among similar semantic representations throughout the text. In
terms of interpersonal meaning, labels such as attitude and engagement can be high-
lighted. The label of attitude can help sensitize teachers regarding the implicit use of
authorial emotions. One example is the use of simple facts when talking about how
Napoleon overlooked the cold weather. This can help teachers understand that while
an informative essay is about conveying information in an objective tone, it can still
convey authorial stances, although in implicit ways (i.e., through the word overlook).
Besides, the label of engagement can guide teachers in understanding the use of cita-
tions to enhance the reliability of evidence, and the use of mitigated expressions to
construct effective claims, such as modal verbs (e.g., might) and other lexical catego-
ries, including verb phrases (e.g., appear, be likely). The labels of cohesive ties and
themes can help teachers understand the relationship between sentences, such as tran-
sitional words (e.g., however, nonetheless), and the constant use of semantically relat-
ed words to start sentences (e.g., repetition of the word Napoleon when describing his
failure in Russia). By exposing them to the teaching mentioned above, pre-or in-
service teachers may understand SFL and its application in deconstructing and con-
structing texts.

4.3  Teaching via the conjugated use of mobile devices and SFL

Teachers unpack writing, solidifying or engaging students' understanding of what
constitutes effective writing from the perspective of SFL and MALL. This approach
may include the following dimensions.

Deliver supplementary resources through mobile devices: This may include
multimedia resources from an SFL-based perspective (see Appendix for sample
links). Desirably, the resources should be short in length so teachers can use mobile
devices to help students learn anywhere, for example, during transportation [6]. By
doing so, teachers can enhance students' understanding of SFL-based materials used
in class or clarify their confusion.

Independent work on the part of students: Following model learning, students
could be guided in finishing similar tasks, identifying the linguistic resources that are
used. Teachers could consider applications (e.g., Edmodo) that have forums and help
users communicate and evaluate each other’s progress [30]. Other similar applications
can also be used to create a learning space for students, such as wikis. The task and
evaluation can be based on their text understanding (i.e., ideational, interpersonal, and
textual meaning) concerning the linguistic resources in different contexts.

Mobile-based mediation of students’ learning: Video conferencing through chat
tools (e.g., Wechat, a multimedia chatting tool developed by a Chinese company) can
be used to provide feedback and clarify confusion among students through texts or
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voice messages. Another mobile application that can be used in this case is Zoom (an
application for video conferencing developed by a US company), a newly popular
tool for conferring while documents under discussion are shared and seen by the par-
ticipants of the video conference. Teachers could provide implicit feedback in line
with a meaning-making perspective (e.g., the relationship between linguistic choices
and three meanings for different writing genres). The comments could be: "What do
you think of the cohesion between the text chunks? Do you notice authorial stance in
the texts?” It is worth noting that writing teachers could have students think about or
correct writing issues beforehand by providing them with written feedback on their
work via paper or Microsoft Word since writing comments directly on mobile devices
may be constrained by space limitations [6]. The pedagogical intention is to help
students develop their meaning-making awareness and ultimately self-regulate their
essays. Indeed, the focus of mobile-based technology is not on the fancy use of tech-
nology itself. Instead, it is intended to foster students' learning engagement, autono-
my, and lifelong learning [40], [41].

4.4  Continuous development in the institution

Educational policies also condition teachers' enactment of teaching, which may
hinder their development. As Aguirre-Mufioz et al. noted, language teachers' align-
ment with SFL-based training receded in schools where accuracy is emphasized [42].
This means that teachers may need to gain administrative support by showing admin-
istrators the empirical effects of SFL in writing classrooms and the content delivery
through technology [41], [43].

More importantly, teacher development is not one for all. They need to rely on
themselves and constantly reflect on their teaching and make appropriate adaptions
that ensure all parties' interests (e.g., students' high stakes tests) [43]. In particular,
students in local contexts vary with their preferences, learning styles, cognitive pref-
erences, and different mobile devices [44], [45]. To make both technology and
knowledge of writing accessible to students, teachers may need to rely on themselves
and constantly reflect on engaging students and enhancing their writing in local con-
texts [46]. As Malekzadeh and Najmi also point out, teachers need to understand stu-
dents’ learning styles and choose appropriate technological tools through flexible
adaption [45]. For example, for some students, using mobile devices and creating a
collaborative learning environment may improve their efficacy in understanding re-
quired writing content. Other students may prefer receiving podcasts related to mate-
rials and having their own space for writing through mobile devices. In either scenar-
i0, this requires teachers' constant efforts to prioritize their student writers' needs.

5 Conclusion and Implications
With improvements in the technology, batteries, and processors of mobile devices,

MALL is an area that cannot be ignored in this digitalized world. However, writing, a
crucial literacy for students, has not been combined with MALL as much as other
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literacies (e.g., learning vocabulary). A meaning-making—based approach to mobile-
assisted writing instruction seems quite promising because this combination aligns
with expectations of effective writing and incorporates the advantages of MALL (e.g.,
portability and engaging platform for learning). Accordingly, it merits empirical stud-
ies conducted in the context of higher education.

The implications of this discussion paper include the following. While mobile
learning is convenient for its portability and freedom from geographic constraints,
students may be distracted by games or other entertaining programs [47]. Predictably,
some students may be distracted in the process of learning (e.g., responding to
friends” messages on social media). This means that mobile users may need to devel-
op the habit of focusing on learning as they do with in-class learning to improve their
learning efficiency. Additionally, mobile application designers and instructors should
work with each other and integrate meaning-making knowledge with multimedia
features (e.g., voice recording, camera, graphic tools), thereby enhancing students’
learning inside and outside the classroom, including speaking and listening. Most
importantly, more research along this line is urgently needed, especially with a more
critical and analytical perspective, to supplement and strengthen the findings of the
present study.
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8 Appendix

1. An introduction of SFL

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RWznZo0g43xQ (a 21-minute introduction of
SFL, including what is field, tenor and mode)

2. Textual meaning and linguistic resources

http://www.funenglishgames.com/grammargames/conjunction.html ~ (an  online
game for practicing textual meaning and conjunction words)

https://writesite.elearn.usyd.edu.au/m3/m3u5/m3u5s3/m3u5s3_1.htm (online learn-
ing for thematic progression in writing)

3. Interpersonal meaning and linguistic resources

https://writesite.elearn.usyd.edu.au/m2/m2u4/m2u4s4/m2u4s4 1 1.htm (a link for
understanding evaluative verbs as one part of interpersonal meaning)

4. Ideational meaning and linguistic resources
http://blogs.ubc.ca/lled3602015/files/2015/08/Schleppegrell_Linguistic_Features.
pdf (a link for understanding the choice of processes or participants at the ideational

level in academic writing).
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