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Abstract 

Mobile-based extramural English (EE) activities, including watching movies, playing 
digital games, and listening to music outside the classroom, have played an important 
role in increasing learners’ interest in English as a foreign language (EFL). This mixed-
method design study aimed to investigate the role of EE activities in the vocabulary 
development of intermediate EFL learners. The study included a group of 60 learners, 
including 30 male and 30 female students from two language institutes. A pretest, 
posttest, and delayed posttest were used. The experimental group utilized WhatsApp 
to receive electronic vocabulary instruction four days per week for two months as part 
of the EE activities. In contrast, the control group received classroom instruction using 
the conventional approach typically employed in EFL contexts for teaching the same 
textbook vocabulary. A semi-structured interview was conducted to investigate the 
participants’ beliefs regarding their preference for EE-based activities. The results of the 
EG group revealed that EE-based activities significantly impacted the students’ vocabu-
lary learning (p < 0.001). The findings also revealed no significant differences in vocabu-
lary knowledge between male and female students after using EE activities (p = 0.34). 
The themes that emerged from the qualitative phase suggested that participants 
preferred EE-based activities as they can result in less mental stress, more vocabulary 
learning, improved conversation, and improved pronunciation and grammar. Also, the 
participants preferred various mobile-based EE activities, including watching mov-
ies, listening to music, playing multiple games, watching cartoons, and focusing on 
movie subtitles, which resulted in their vocabulary development. The findings call for 
language educators to integrate more virtual and online-based EE activities to supple-
ment traditional vocabulary teaching practices.
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Introduction
Extramural English learning encompasses naturalistic learning, self-instruction, and 
self-directed learning (Benson, 2011). It refers to any learning that occurs outside of the 
traditional classroom environment. Such learning activities, including digital games, 
movies, music, and other extracurricular English (EE) activities, have contributed sig-
nificantly to students’ interest in English and their motivation to achieve high academic 
performance. In teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) in Iran, the researchers 
observed a significant gap in English proficiency between students who routinely partic-
ipated in EE activities and those who did not. With the development of technology and 
the Internet, there are now more opportunities to practice English outside of the class-
room than twenty years ago. In addition, online communication platforms and social 
media have facilitated students’ daily language use. Among the technological advance-
ments in mobile communication, WhatsApp (henceforth, WA) has become a popular 
instrument in numerous academic disciplines. WA, initially introduced in 2009 as an 
instant messaging platform, now has approximately two billion monthly active users. In 
recent years, a growing body of research has examined the use of WA in diverse educa-
tional domains, such as computer science (Guler, 2016), language learning (Farahian & 
Parhamnia, 2022; García-Gómez, 2022), midwifery (Gonenc et al., 2021), and psychol-
ogy (Alshaibani & Qusti, 2021). In a recent review by Manca (2020) concentrating on 
social media platforms as language-learning tools, WA was identified as the platform 
with the most research. Several studies in the field of English as a foreign and second 
language have demonstrated the positive effects of using WA on students’ autono-
mous motivation (Alamer & Al Khateeb, 2021), engagement (Saritepeci et  al., 2019), 
and vocabulary acquisition and retention (Ankeny, 2019;  Cetinkaya & Sutcu, 2018). In 
addition, WA has been identified as advantageous for the professional development of 
language teachers, as it facilitates collaboration, material development, and the enhance-
ment of English language knowledge (Motteram et al., 2020).

The difficulties Persian speakers face when acquiring English are well documented. 
The acquisition of foreign languages, especially English, has become a major concern for 
language learners. To effectively learn the language, students spend countless hours in 
classrooms and at home engaging in activities such as viewing videos, listening to audio 
files, and listening to music.

In the past, the primary source of information for learning a foreign language was the 
classroom. However, the current landscape has expanded to include learning in various 
non-traditional contexts, particularly for English as a second language, which is read-
ily available online, in the media, and the swiftly expanding entertainment world. The 
Internet has facilitated access to resources in multiple languages and provides numerous 
communication instruments in the target language. In contrast to the traditional learn-
ing paradigm, the current study concentrates on computer-assisted language learning in 
extracurricular and extramural settings where learning is linked to educational institu-
tions (Sylven & Sundqvist, 2017).

In addition, research indicates that playing video games, which provide entertain-
ment for children, adolescents, and young adults, can also improve English language 
skills. Previous research has established a positive correlation between extensive gam-
ing and success on English vocabulary tests for EFL students (Brevik, 2016; Olsson, 
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2016; Sundqvist, 2009, 2019; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012). 
In the context of EFL in Iran, however, the potential contribution of extramural learning 
to the language proficiency of Iranian EFL learners, particularly in terms of vocabulary 
development, warrants further study. Consequently, this study aims to investigate the 
relationship between EFL students’ language knowledge and EE-based activities, with 
a particular concentration on the proficiency of intermediate EFL learners in receptive 
vocabulary at an English Language Institute (ELI) in the Iranian EFL context.

A further significant drawback in language learning education is the absence of a 
robust educational mobile messaging application designed for use in school curricu-
lums. This shortcoming hinders the effective incorporation of the energy exerted by 
these applications’ users into education and learning. It is hoped that a significant por-
tion of language learning can occur outside of traditional classrooms, in the comfort of 
learners’ residences, by incorporating an engaging mobile messaging application such as 
WhatsApp into language learning curricula for all age groups. Adult students who spend 
lengthy time in the classroom learning English frequently experience discomfort and 
disinterest (Dong, 2004). Learning vocabulary requires stimulation, which can be rein-
forced by associating it with meaning (Miramontes et al., 1997). Recognizing the existing 
research gap regarding the role of mobile messaging applications in enhancing L2 learn-
ers’ vocabulary knowledge in Iran, this study seeks to investigate the potential impact of 
E-learning on enhancing the vocabulary knowledge of Iranian EFL students. In addition, 
the study seeks to determine whether there are significant differences between male and 
female Iranian EFL students in their use of E-learning. This study aims to contribute to 
the existing body of knowledge in applied linguistics and provide language educators 
and policymakers with useful insights by examining the relationship between extramural 
English activities and language proficiency, particularly in terms of vocabulary develop-
ment, as well as the impact of using WhatsApp as an E-learning tool.

Literature review
It has been demonstrated that exposure to a language incidentally is beneficial for 
vocabulary learning. Researchers contend, however, that intentional/explicit learning 
generally results in faster improvements and greater retention, leading to higher levels of 
mastery (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). Even though explicit vocabulary instruction is more 
advantageous and effective, some measures can be taken to help students achieve their 
objectives more efficiently. Most textbooks lack a transparent and systematic approach 
to vocabulary instruction (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020), so relying solely on textbooks for 
language learning is problematic making.

Extramural English (EE) has been demonstrated to enhance learning a new language. 
Several studies have explored the beneficial relationship between frequent exposure to 
extramural English and language learning effectiveness, highlighting the importance of 
out-of-class activities for achieving good grades and language proficiency (Olsson, 2016; 
Lai et al., 2015; Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015; Smemoe et al., 2012; Olsson, 2012; Syl-
vén & Sundqvist, 2012). Due to the increased need for repetition, Matsuoka and Hirsh 
(2010) discovered that authentic texts are superior for vocabulary learning. Cobb (2007) 
also emphasized the significance of reading authentic texts rather than relying solely on 
textbooks to recycle vocabulary for effective learning. Therefore, teachers should modify 
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their curricula to more effectively cover textbooks and consider adding supplements to 
introduce new vocabulary (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020).

The benefits of learning vocabulary outside of the classroom are remarkable (Nation, 
2013). It not only relieves the teacher of challenges but also enables material to be 
related to real-world contexts, resulting in more fruitful learning. It has been discovered 
that incidental learning, which closely resembles most first-language vocabulary devel-
opment, is more effective than direct, purposeful learning for vocabulary acquisition 
(Nation, 2013). This holds for L2 learners as well. Lindgren and Muñoz (2013), Jensen 
(2016), and De Wilde and Eyckmans (2017), for instance, conducted research demon-
strating that young infants can acquire a substantial vocabulary through exposure to the 
target language. De Wilde and Eyckmans (2017) found that children in Belgium with-
out formal or informal training in the target language scored 66.20 out of 108 on the 
Peabody Vocabulary Test, highlighting the potential advantages of incidental learning. 
Lefever (2010) discovered that most learners can comprehend fundamental spoken Eng-
lish, with many able to engage in simple conversations even before formal education. 
This demonstrates how young language learners acquire L2 vocabulary predominantly 
through extramural English, frequently through media exposure (Lefever, 2010; Schmitt 
& Schmitt, 2020).

With the prevalence of extracurricular English activities such as social media, online 
gaming, viewing television, movies, and YouTube, young language learners have numer-
ous daily opportunities to acquire incidental vocabulary. Several studies have demon-
strated (Peterson, 2013) that playing English-language computer games significantly 
enhances learning outcomes. Many websites also facilitate explicit instruction and 
vocabulary acquisition (Schmitt & Schmitt, 2020). Schmitt and Schmitt (2020) contend 
that research on extramural English activities and their effects on language development 
will likely become a major focus in the coming decades. De Wilde et  al. (2020) stud-
ied Dutch secondary school students. They determined that speaking English, playing 
video games, and utilizing social media are the three most important forms of L2 input 
for various linguistic components, including vocabulary. These extracurricular Eng-
lish activities facilitate second language acquisition by fostering social connections and 
authentic participation. In the past decade, several studies have investigated the inci-
dental acquisition of L2 through online gaming (Jensen, 2016; Kuppens, 2010; Sylvén & 
Sundqvist, 2012).

In addition, several studies have highlighted the significance of watching brief, sub-
titled films for vocabulary development (d’Ydewalle & Van de Poel, 1999; Koolstra & 
Beentjes, 1999). Peters and Webb (2018) discovered that viewing a single, full-length 
television program with contextual vocabulary learning significantly improved vocab-
ulary knowledge. According to Ryu (2013), gaming can also aid in language acquisi-
tion through continuous exposure to the target language and interactions with native 
or more proficient peers in massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) (Peter-
son, 2010). In the field of second language acquisition (SLA), research on vocabu-
lary learning in gaming has garnered prominence (Jabbari & Eslami, 2019; Reinders, 
2017). Published meta-analytic analyses on game-based vocabulary teaching and 
learning support the efficacy of gaming as an instrument for vocabulary acquisition 
(Chen et  al., 2018; Chiu, 2013). In addition, qualitative research has demonstrated 
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that learners are motivated to acquire the language used in games and engage in 
language-related explanations and feedback with other players (Bytheway, 2015; Tur-
gut & İrgin, 2009). In a recent study by Zeidan (2020) investigating the relationship 
between extracurricular English activities and performance among Swedish school 
students, gamers performed better than non-gamers on vocabulary tests, indicating a 
potential link between gaming and vocabulary development.

Previous studies (Grant & Rong, 1999; Wong et al., 2002) have attempted to explain 
the significance of gender differences in L2 academic achievement. In addition to 
the social context, gender as an individual factor determines significant differences 
in the failure or success of second language acquisition (Catalán, 2003). Gender 
may influence a second-language learner’s success, but it is not always predictable 
(Bidlake, 2005). Several ideas regarding vocabulary acquisition coalesce around the 
performance of the sexes. Several studies (Geiger & Litwiller, 2005) attempted to 
explain why men have superior word and meaning memory. However, according to 
Gurian and Ballew (2003), most the female brains develop earlier and quicker than 
male brains, allowing females to acquire complex verbal skills before males. Con-
sequently, some researchers (Anderson, 2001; Lowe et  al., 2003) emphasize that 
females are superior to males in verbal and language tasks. The objective of Salamat 
and Pourgharib’s (2013) study was to enhance EFL students’ speaking skills through 
mobile phones. There were forty male and female EFL enrollees between 18 and 25. 
Participants who had benefited from mobile-assisted learning performed significantly 
better on a speaking post-test than participants in the control group, as indicated by 
the results.

Numerous studies have investigated the impact of extracurricular English activities 
on language learning. Still, there is a notable dearth of research on the role of such 
activities in vocabulary development among Iranian EFL learners. Xodabande (2017) 
found that mobile-assisted learning via platforms such as Telegram effectively teaches 
Iranian EFL students English pronunciation. In addition, Ataeifar et al. (2019) evalu-
ated the impact of mobile-assisted instruction on the English-speaking skills of Ira-
nian female students. However, research on the vocabulary development of Iranian 
EFL students through extracurricular English activities is required.

In conclusion, while previous research has highlighted the benefits of incidental 
and deliberate vocabulary acquisition, extracurricular English activities, such as gam-
ing and media exposure, have emerged as a prospective means of enhancing vocabu-
lary acquisition. To investigate the specific effects of extramural English activities on 
vocabulary development among Iranian EFL learners, additional research is required. 
This study seeks to fill this void by examining the effect of extramural English activi-
ties on vocabulary improvement in the Iranian EFL context, addressing the limita-
tions and gaps in the existing literature, and providing a rationale for conducting the 
current research. To address the gaps mentioned, this study was conducted to answer 
the following postulated questions:

1. Is there a significant relationship between Extramural learning and vocabulary devel-
opment of Iranian EFL learners in English Institutions?

2. Can gender significantly affect EE learning in an Iranian Extramural context?
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3. How do Iranian EFL learners perceive the impact of using Extramural activities out-
side the classroom walls?

Methodology
Design

Depending on the nature of the questions and the types of data required for answer-
ing the questions, the study employed a mixed-method research approach. The overall 
purpose and central premise of mixed methods studies is that combining quantitative 
and qualitative approaches provides a better understanding of research problems and 
complex phenomena than either approach alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Bet-
ter understanding can be obtained by triangulating one set of results with another and 
thereby enhancing the validity of inferences (Greene et al., 1989).

It also examined the co-relationship between EE and learning vocabulary at language 
teaching Institutes across Kermanshah. The present study is, therefore, theoretically 
aligned with the underpinnings of the mixed-method approach (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018) with a convergent-parallel perspective. Regarding the design, the study enjoyed 
convergent mixed methods (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) with a Data Transformation 
(Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017) way of analyzing the data. The reason behind selecting con-
vergent mixed methods design was that in such a design, the researchers converge or 
blend both quantitative and qualitative data to provide a more comprehensive analysis of 
the research problem. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analyzed 
concurrently. The qualitatively-gained themes or categories are transformed into quan-
titative counts, interrelated with quantitative data, while comparisons are made in the 
interpretation phase of the study.

Participants

The present study was conducted among 60 Intermediate EFL learners already learning 
English in language teaching institutes in Iran. Of the 60 participants, 30 were males and 
30 females, with 15 of each sex devoted to controlling and the other 15 to the experi-
mental group. The age range of participants was from 12 to 16. The participant’s native 
language was either Persian or Kurdish. All of the participants were learning English as 
their foreign language. The majority of randomly selected participants were language 
students of one of the researchers. Based on the participants’ informed consent, some 
participated in a semi-structured interview that probed into the learners’ perception of 
EE-based activities. Out of 60 participants, five males and five females were selected to 
conduct the qualitative phase of the study. Since data saturation was achieved through 
the data collected from the ten interviewees, no further participant was interviewed.

Instruments

Based on the nature of the study and the type of data required, two types of instruments 
were employed to collect the necessary data: semi-structured interviews to explore 
the perception of participants regarding the usefulness of EE for vocabulary develop-
ment and the Nation’s online vocabulary test to measure the intermediate EFL students’ 
knowledge of matching vocabulary test. The function of the test was prognostic, aiming 
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at specifying the proficiency level of the participants before the study. The test comprises 
just one section, namely vocabulary, 33 matching items in bundles of three. For the qual-
itative phase of the study, five questions in the form of semi-structured interviews were 
devised (see “Appendix 1”). The questions aimed at eliciting the perception of the experi-
mental learners, a convenient number of them, regarding the nature and convenience of 
extramural vocabulary learning.

Procedure

Following the pretest, the specified-for-the-study participants participated in the 
required activities for eight weeks. During experimentation, the EG group received the 
EE activities prepared through WhatsApp. For eight weeks, they learned vocabulary 
through electronic media twice weekly (16 sessions). Students were taught five new 
words in each session by contextualizing the targeted words by different means, i.e., 
via films, games, subtitles, music, etc. All learners in the EG were members of the same 
WhatsApp chat group. Different videos and cartoons available on YouTube were also 
sent to them, conveying the meaning of the new vocabulary items.

The participants in the (CG) group were taught the same vocabulary as the EG group 
in traditional ways. The CG group was taught vocabulary in the classroom, repeated, 
practiced, and completed the exercises, which included fill-in-the-blank exercises 
and sentence completions based on the targeted words. In other instances, they were 
required to assemble meaningful sentences from groups of related words. Although the 
students did not interact, they had common assignments. Different exams containing 
common words were administered. To convey the meaning of the new vocabulary items 
to the EG group, YouTube videos and animations were also sent to them.

After eight weeks of using EE activities, the participants were given a similar version 
of the pretest with different item arrangements (counterbalancing) used as a posttest. 
After two months, the study participants were also given a delayed posttest to ensure 
the results’ reliability. For the qualitative phase of the study, a semi-structured interview 
was carried out after the participants had taken the vocabulary test, aiming to answer 
the research question related to the student’s attitudes toward EE-based activities. The 
interview comprised five questions about the learners’ perception and personal opinion 
of English language learning with extracurricular activities. (“Appendix 2”). Ten experi-
mental group members (EG) willing to be interviewed were interviewed for this pur-
pose (see “Appendix 2”). It took each participant ten minutes and was conducted by the 
researcher herself. Their responses were captured and transcribed for analysis purposes. 
The interviews were conducted in Persian, but the transcript was translated into English.

Data collection and analysis procedure

An independent sample T-test was run to compare the experimental versus control 
group performance at the pretest, posttest, and delayed posttest phases. Regarding the 
qualitative phase of the study and to explore the perception of the experimental par-
ticipants on EE-based activities, Boyatzis’s (1998) thematic analysis was conducted. 
The study’s analytical framework has been schematized below for ease of interpre-
tation. This study used Boyatzis’s (1998) thematic analysis to analyze the qualitative 
data obtained from interviews. Thematic analysis is a frequently employed technique 
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for identifying and interpreting patterns, themes, and categories within qualitative 
data. It entails a methodical process of coding and organizing the data to extricate 
valuable insights. The interviews were transcribed as the initial stage in the analy-
sis procedure. The process of converting audio recordings of interviews into written 
text is transcription. This step ensures the data is readable, making analysis and inter-
pretation simpler. After the interviews were transcribed, the researchers thoroughly 
examined and familiarized themselves with the data. This step involved multiple read-
ings of the transcripts to immerse themselves in the content and gain a comprehen-
sive comprehension of the perspectives and experiences of the participants regarding 
extramural English activities and vocabulary learning. The subsequent phase involved 
identifying initial codes or labels that captured significant concepts, ideas, or patterns 
within the data. Codes are distinct words or brief phrases that label meaningful data 
units. Instead of imposing predetermined categories, the researchers used an induc-
tive methodology, allowing the codes to emerge directly from the data. They assigned 
pertinent codes to text segments that reflected similar concepts or ideas. After coding 
the data, the researchers organized and classified the codes to identify overarching 
themes. Themes are broader, more abstract concepts that incorporate multiple codes 
and provide a framework for conceptualizing the data. The researchers examined the 
codes and their relationships to identify similarities, differences, and patterns, which 
aided in the development of meaningful themes. The identified themes were exam-
ined and refined to ensure consistency and coherence. To ensure the accuracy and 
validity of the interpretations, the researchers engaged in a process of constant com-
parison, moving back and forth between the themes, the coded data, and the orig-
inal transcripts. The researchers then analyzed the data within each theme to gain 
meaningful insights and reach conclusions. They analyzed each theme’s content, con-
sidering the context, nuances, and variations in participant responses. This process 
entailed synthesizing the findings, distinguishing significant patterns or trends, and 
establishing links between the themes and the research objectives. Boyatzis’s thematic 
analysis presented a systematic and rigorous method for analyzing the qualitative 
interview data. It consisted of transcribing the interviews, identifying codes, organiz-
ing codes into themes, revising and refining the themes, and analyzing the data within 
each theme to generate insightful conclusions. This process thoroughly explored par-
ticipants’ perspectives and experiences, contributing to a comprehensive understand-
ing of the role of extramural English activities in Iranian EFL learners’ vocabulary 
learning (Table 1).

Table 1 Schematic representation of analytical tools

Quantitative phase Experimental versus 
control

Pretest Posttest Delayed posttest

Independent samples 
t-test

Independent 
samples t-test

Independent samples 
t-test

Male versus female: Independent samples 
t-test

Qualitative phase Experimental group Thematic analysis
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Results
Results of the pretest

The results of the pretest are displayed in Table 2. The control and experimental groups’ 
mean scores were 16.30 and 15.95, with a standard deviation of 1.78 and 1.97, respec-
tively. Participants in the control and experimental groups did not have significantly dif-
ferent vocabulary pretest results (p = 0.41, Table 2).

Additionally, the mean scores on the vocabulary pretest for the participants—male and 
female—were 14.90 and 1.54, respectively, with standard deviations of 1.51 and 1.42. For 
the vocabulary pretest, there was no statistically significant difference between males’ 
and females’ scores (p = 0.31, Table 3).

Tables 2 and 3 demonstrate that there is no statistically significant distinction between 
the experimental and control groups’ performance. Additionally, there was no signifi-
cant difference in performance between male and female participants’ language knowl-
edge before the intervention.

First research question

The first research question of the study was, “Is there a significant relationship 
between Extramural learning and vocabulary development of Iranian EFL learners 

Table 2 Results of the independent samples t-test for comparing the pretest score of the 
experimental group and the control group

F Sig T Df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean 
difference

SE difference 95% 
confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Pretest 
equal 
variance 
assumed

0.21 0.625 0.741 56 0.41 0.32 0.42 − 0.55 1.30

Equal vari-
ance not 
assumed

0.741 56.12 0.41 0.32 0.42 − 0.55 1.30

Table 3 Results of the independent sample t-test for comparing male and female pretest scores in 
the experimental group

F Sig T Df Sig (2-tailed) Mean difference SE difference 95% 
confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Pretest 
equal 
variance 
assumed

0.02 0.82 0.981- 25 0.31 0.51- 0.52 1.61- 0.54

Equal vari-
ance not 
assumed

0.981- 24.91 0.31 0.51- 0.52 1.61 0.54
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in English Institutions”? As Table  2 demonstrates, there is no significant difference 
between EG and CG groups regarding their vocabulary knowledge before interven-
tion. However, the results for the posttest show that the intervention significantly 
changed the groups’ performance regarding their vocabulary knowledge. The results 
of the analysis are summarized in Table 4 below.

The control and experimental groups’ respective mean posttest vocabulary test 
scores were 19.32 and 23.91, with standard deviations of 1.97 and 3.65. For the stu-
dents in the control and experimental groups, there was a statistically significant dif-
ference between their vocabulary posttest results (p < 0.001, Table 4).

To ensure the longevity of the effect of the intervention, a delayed posttest was also 
conducted with a 2-month postponement, comparing the performance of the EG and 
CG group. As the results in Table  5 demonstrate, the difference between EG and CG 
group regarding their vocabulary retention is still significant following the intervention.

As Table 5 demonstrates, the mean of delayed posttest of the control and experimen-
tal group is 18.99 and 22.16, with a standard deviation of 1.99 and 3.66, respectively. 
There are a statistically significant difference in vocabulary delayed posttest scores for 
the learners in the control and experimental groups (p < 0.001, Table 6), showing that the 
effect of teaching vocabulary through different means of EE is significantly long-lasting.

Table 4 Results of the independent sample t-test for comparing the control group and 
experimental group posttest score

F Sig T Df Sig (2-tailed) Mean difference SE difference 95% 
confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Posttest 
equal 
variance 
assumed

19.21 0.000 − 6.12 55 0.000 − 4.66 0.73 − 6.19 − 3.14

Equal vari-
ance not 
assumed

− 6.12 43.76 0.000 − 4.66 0.73 − 6.18 − 3.13

Table 5 Results of the independent sample t-test for comparing the control group and 
experimental group delayed post -test score

F Sig T Df Sig (2-tailed) Mean difference SE difference 95% 
confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Delay post-
test equal 
variance 
assumed

18.20 0.000 − 6.08 51 0.000 − 4.60 0.70 − 6.12 − 3.09

Equal 
variance not 
assumed

− 6.08 41.74 0.000 − 4.60 0.70 − 6.12 − 3.09
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Second research question

The study’s second research question asked, “Can gender play a significant role 
regarding EE-based learning in an Iranian Extramural context?”. Before the inter-
vention, there was no significant variance in the male and female groups’ language 
knowledge, as shown in Table 3. However, the results for the posttest show that the 
intervention does not favor either the male or female group regarding their vocabu-
lary knowledge following the intervention. To put it simply, there is no significant dif-
ference between male and female participants in their vocabulary knowledge due to 
the effect of the intervention. The results of the analysis are summarized in Table 6 
below.

In terms of the participants’ gender, the mean scores for men and women in control 
and experimental groups were 25.51 and 24.31, respectively, with standard deviations 
of 3.54 and 3.37. There is no statistically significant difference in vocabulary post-test 
scores for males and females (p = 0.34, Table 5). Since the difference between the male 
and female groups regarding their vocabulary knowledge following the posttest was 
insignificant, no delayed posttest was for this question.

Third research question

The third research question aimed to delve into the participants’ perceptions regard-
ing the impact of EE-based activities outside the classroom walls. The question was 
postulated:” How do Iranian EFL learners perceive the impact of using Extramural 
activities outside the classroom walls?” To this end, 10 participants were invited to 
attend an interview session in which five questions were posed. The interviews were 
recorded, transcribed, and translated into English, and then the participants’ answers 
were thematically coded. The themes of participants’ answers to each question are 
presented as follows:

First interview question

The first interview question asked, “What is your idea about out-of-class activities 
through various social networks?’’ The thematically coded answers to this question 
are presented in Table 7. It should be noted that in the table below and the upcoming 

Table 6 Results of the independent sample t-test for comparing male and female posttest scores in 
the experimental group

F Sig T Df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean 
difference

SE difference 95% 
confidence 
interval of the 
difference

Lower Upper

Posttest 
equal 
variance 
assumed

0.07 0.74 0.86 25 0.34 1.18 1.31 − 1.51 3.91

Equal 
variance not 
assumed

0.86 24.93 0.34 1.18 1.31 − 1.51 3.91
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tables reporting the frequency of answers, the cumulative frequency may be above the 
total number of participants, as some participants may have answered more than one 
code.

As reported in Table  7, half of the interview participants believe that out-of-class 
activities can result in more learning. They believe such activities’ funny and relaxed 
atmosphere makes them feel tranquil while learning vocabulary. Also, a significant num-
ber of interview candidates, 40%, hold the belief that out-of-class activities can act as 
stress reducers, which can be conducive to learning. Moreover, one of the participants 
suggested that activities outside the classroom can be a guide to improvement as they 
are optional, and this makes the atmosphere ready for the learner to scaffold his/herself 
based on his present capability.

Second interview question

The second interview question asked “What are the probable advantages and disadvan-
tages of out-of-class activities done through social networks?’’ The thematically coded 
answers to this question are as follows:

As reported in Table  8, half of the participants agree that out-of-class activities can 
improve the learners’ conversation ability. They attributed this to the extended exposure 
of the learners to the vast amount of dialogic materials. Also, half of the interview can-
didates believed that out-of-class activities via social networks could contribute to more 
vocabulary learning for the participants. Further, 30% of the interview participants sup-
ported the idea that via-social-network activities conducted outside of the classroom 
context can result in deeper learning as there is no presence of stress. Further, one of the 
candidates believed that the application of social networks outside the classroom context 
could be a good asset for those who are, due to illness or some other problems, unable to 
keep pace with the classroom procedure. More to add, 4 of the participating candidates 
4 of them complained that out-of-class activities through social networks might not be 
so rewarding as there is unfortunate disruption and disconnection of the Internet, which 
in turn results in nervousness and anxiety.

Table 7 Thematic answers to the first interview question

Answer Frequency Percent

Out-of-class activities reduce mental stress 4 40

Out-of-class activities result in more learning 5 50

Since they are optional, there is more improvement 1 10

Table 8 Thematic answers to the second interview question

Answer Frequency Percent

Such activities result in improvement in conversation 5 50

They result in more vocabulary learning 5 50

There is no stress, so learning is more resounding 3 30

When someone gets sick, there is room for compensating 1 10

There is the problem of frequent internet disruption 4 40



Page 13 of 20Ebadi et al. Smart Learning Environments           (2023) 10:33  

Third interview question

The thematically coded answers to the third interview question are presented in 
Table 9.

As reported in Table 9, half of the 50% of participants believed that applying social 
networks outside the classroom could improve vocabulary. Also, 20% of Participant 
2 believed attending social networks for out-of-class activities could improve the 
conversation. Interesting to mention that just one of the participants regarded social 
networks as contributors to grammar improvement. Last but not least, 30% of the 
participants believe that using social networks outside the classroom has been condu-
cive to improving their pronunciation.

Fourth interview question

The fourth interview question asked, “Can you, by example, refer to some out-of-class 
activities conducted via social networks which have been rewarding to your learn-
ing?” The thematically coded answers to this question are presented in Table 10.

As reported in Table  10, the interview participants had various ideas regarding 
activities to follow outside the classroom. Eighty percent of the interviewees believed 
that frequent movie watching is very determined in their language improvement. 
What comes close to watching the movie is playing various games. Seventy percent 
of the interviewees believed that playing games accompanied by English speaking 
improved their English significantly. They attributed this to their strong focus on the 
game and the speaker’s emotional tone while playing it. Listening to music was also 
considered a positive classroom activity for language improvement. Forty percent of 
the participants held such a belief. What comes next is watching cartoons. Three par-
ticipants regarded watching cartoons as a very effective out-of-class activity for their 
language improvement. Also, 2 of the participants referred to subtitles of the movies 
as an effective out-of-class activity for better language improvement.

Table 9 Thematic answers to the third interview question

Answer Frequency Percent

It has helped the improvement of my vocabulary 5 50

It has resulted in my conversation improvement 2 20

It made me improve my grammar 1 10

It has improved my pronunciation 3 30

Table 10 Thematic answers to the fourth interview question

Answer Frequency Percent

Watching movies 8 80

Listening to music 4 40

Playing various games 7 70

Watching cartoons 3 30

Focusing on movie sub-titles 2 20
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Fifth interview question

The fifth interview question asked, “which type of difference did you witness between 
out-of-class activities via social networks you experienced and previous traditional lan-
guage learning activities?’’ The thematically coded answers to this question are presented 
in Table 11.

As reported in Table  11, 40% of the interviewees referred to stress-free learning 
opportunities created by out-of-class learning through social networks. As noted earlier 
in previous questions, the participants believed that reducing stress in enjoyable learn-
ing opportunities from social networks can result in better learning. Next to stress-free 
learning opportunities was teacher imposition which caught the attention of the inter-
viewees. Three participants believed that with the employment of social networks, there 
is no imposition which results in less stress and more learning. Also, 2 of the partici-
pants suggested that, when they use networks, there is no force for choosing types of 
materials or kinds of activities, which can result in their enhanced interest in following 
learning activities. It is noticeable to mention t the interviewees mentioned the manage-
ment of time by learners in out-of-class activities performed via social networks.

Discussion and conclusion
The first and second research questions investigated the relationship between extramu-
ral English (EE) activities and vocabulary acquisition in English institutions in Iran, as 
well as the potential role of gender in EE acquisition in an Iranian extramural context. 
A comparison of pre- and post-test results revealed that participation in EE activities 
significantly impacted students’ vocabulary skills. These results support the findings of 
Gooniband Shooshtari et  al. (2013), who demonstrated the efficacy of mobile device 
applications in teaching English vocabulary items to semi-literate students. In addition, 
the results of this study are consistent with those of Basoglu (2010), who found that par-
ticipants using mobile applications had superior word recall abilities compared to those 
employing conventional methods. Stickler and Hampel (2010) emphasized incorporat-
ing various learning and teaching strategies, such as communicative language use, form-
focused instruction, and language practice, in online language programs. These findings 
are also consistent with the findings of the current study. Moreover, Taki and Khazaei 
(2011) investigated the presentation of language in written and visual forms on mobile 
devices, and their findings demonstrated that studying vocabulary with pictorial or tex-
tual annotations resulted in superior performance compared to no annotations. These 
findings are consistent with the research conducted by Thornton and Houser (2005), 
who investigated the use of mobile devices in language learning and found that students 

Table 11 Thematic answers to the fifth interview question

Answer Frequency Percent

Stress-free learning opportunities 4 40

Less teacher imposition 3 30

Less obligation and more interest in learning 2 20

Learner learning-time management 1 10
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had favorable opinions of educational smartphone applications that enhanced their 
learning experiences and sparked their interests.

Furthermore, this study found no significant differences in vocabulary knowledge 
post-test performance between male and female pupils. This result is consistent with the 
findings of Salamat and Pourgharib’s (2013) study, which examined the effectiveness of 
EE activities in enhancing the speaking abilities of EFL students.

Regarding the third research question, the thematic analysis of the semi-structured 
interview questions revealed that respondents favored engaging in EE activities outside 
the classroom. They believed that these activities reduced mental stress, encouraged 
more learning and improvement, enhanced conversation skills, facilitated vocabulary 
acquisition (De Wilde & Eyckmans, 2017 2017; Jensen, 2016; Lindgren & Muñoz, 2013; 
Nation, 2013), promoted deeper learning, and enhanced pronunciation (Nation, 2013; 
Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012). These findings are consistent with the findings of Kuppens 
(2010),   Nation (2013), Schmitt and Schmitt (2020), and Sylvén and Sundqvist (2012), 
which all unequivocally support the notion that engaging in EE activities outside of the 
classroom context results in enhanced L2 development. In addition, regarding the pre-
ferred form of EE application, the participants mentioned various activities with varying 
frequencies, such as watching movies, listening to music, playing video games, watching 
cartoons, and concentrating on movie subtitles. This result is consistent with the find-
ings of Jensen (2016), Ryu (2013), and Zeidan (2020), who found that individual prefer-
ences for EE applications vary and that various applications may result in varying levels 
of L2 development.

Incorporating mobile-assisted language learning into a foreign-language curriculum 
presents numerous benefits and challenges. Benefits include facilitating collaboration 
through group project tasks, providing learning opportunities even during pandemic 
periods when physical classroom interactions are limited, and enhancing students’ 
vocabulary through engaging EE activities. These results are consistent with previous 
research demonstrating the positive impact of mobile device applications on vocabu-
lary acquisition, recall skills, and overall language development. The use of online lan-
guage programs and the incorporation of various learning and instructional strategies 
strengthen the efficacy of mobile-assisted language learning in fostering language skills.

However, some obstacles must be overcome. Cost and the possibility of a digital divide, 
in which pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds may have limited access to mobile 
devices and internet connectivity, represent a significant obstacles. This issue must be 
addressed to assure equitable access to mobile-assisted language learning resources. In 
addition, creating or locating a suitable mobile platform for language learning can be 
difficult for educators and institutions. Pedagogical considerations and research-based 
evidence should guide the selection of mobile applications and platforms. In addition, 
the recruitment of native speakers or language experts to provide authentic language 
input and cultural insights can pose difficulties in the implementation of mobile-assisted 
language learning initiatives.

In conclusion, incorporating mobile-assisted language learning into a foreign cur-
riculum has numerous advantages, such as enhanced vocabulary knowledge, col-
laboration, and flexible learning opportunities. Cost, the digital divide, platform 
selection, and the recruitment of native speakers are, however, obstacles. Educators 
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can effectively integrate mobile-assisted language learning to enhance language 
acquisition and create engaging learning environments by addressing these chal-
lenges and capitalizing on the benefits. Additional research and ongoing evaluation 
of mobile-assisted language learning strategies can contribute to enhancing lan-
guage education practices.

The findings of this study could be advantageous for field stakeholders in several 
ways. The study revealed that EE-based activities are more effective than traditional 
instructional methods in developing vocabulary. To this end, instructors can be 
more thoughtful in selecting the types of EE applications that can most effectively 
support them during vocabulary instruction. In addition, teachers must recognize 
that they must abandon their traditional methods of teaching vocabulary in favor 
of virtual and online-based practices. The outcomes are also advantageous for TTC 
instructors, who can recommend and introduce various websites and applications to 
the mentored and supervised teachers during mentoring and supervising sessions. 
As for material designers, the outcomes can be beneficial. Material designers should 
be aware that including new techniques for EE-based activities in their course texts 
and supplementing EE-based applications can enrich their designed materials.

There were some limitations in this study. First, due to limitations on L2 classes in 
English institutes during the Covid-19 outbreak, the sample size was small because 
the researcher had limited access to additional participants with the same charac-
teristics as the target participants. Therefore, a study with a larger sample size may 
produce a more accurate analysis and more comprehensive findings regarding the 
effects of EE activities on vocabulary development. Second, the research was con-
ducted with L2 learners of intermediate proficiency. Research conducted on other 
levels of proficiency may produce different results. Thirdly, this research was con-
ducted in an EFL setting, where exposure to English outside of the classroom dif-
fers from ESL settings. Comparatively, conducting the study in an ESL context could 
yield distinct results. The study’s EE-based activities were conducted primarily via 
WhatsApp. Using other EE-based applications to conduct the research could result 
in different findings.

Appendix 1
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Game Island Mouth Movie Song Yard

1. Land with water all around it

2. Part of your body used for eating and 
talking

3. Piece of music

Boy Rent Report Size Station Thing

4. How big or small something is

5. Place buses and trains to

6. Young man

Ear Gold Lake Letter Office People

7. Information sent to people

8. Men and women

9. Place for working

Fellow Hat Ice Joke Light System

10. Funny story

11. Man or boy

12. Something worn on your head

Date Forest Mistake News Record Shop

13. Latest information

14. Place with many trees

15. Something that is not right

Bar Conversation Neighbor Rain Rubbish Shirt

16. Person who lives nearby

17. Things that are thrown away

18. Type of clothing

Continue COOK Phone Pull Sail Share

19. Hold and move something toward 
yourself

20. Keep happening

21. Use together with others

Enter Finish Happen Own Sing Worry

22. End

23. Go inside

24. Have something that is yours

Arrive Collect Consider Glance Need Pack

25. Look quickly at something

26. Reach the place you are going

27. Think about something

Affordable Beautiful Boring Dry Rough Tall

28. Higher than normal

29. Not flat

30. Not interesting

Closed Dirty Empty Musical Orange Sad

31. Having nothing

32. Not clean

33. Unhappy

Appendix 2

1. What do you think about extramural activities through various social networks?
2. List and explain the potential advantages or disadvantages of extramural activities 

through social media.
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3. Did doing extramural activities through social media help you learn better? Please 
explain.

4. Can you cite examples of extramural activities through social media that have con-
tributed to your better learning?

5. What is the difference between extramural activities through social media that you 
experienced during the course and traditional and previous activities? Please explain.
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