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ABSTRACT: This paper reports on an exploratory study examining parental involvement 
in preschool-level English language learners’ use of smartphone apps in a Chinese context. 
The study aimed at understanding the challenges that Chinese parents experienced, and how 
they responded to these in their engagement with their children’s mobile-assisted langua-
ge learning. We collected data from 12 Chinese parents using surveys, daily records, and 
semi-structured interviews. The data analysis revealed that the parents participated in their 
children’s smartphone-based English learning by regulating their involvement time and se-
lecting the learning content in response to their children’s needs. The findings suggest that 
Chinese parents’ knowledge of using smartphone apps and their awareness of the English 
language, as essential cultural capital, increased their active involvement in their children’s 
English learning. They also faced challenges such as English knowledge constraints and 
the perceived risks associated with children’s smartphone exposure. The results highlight 
the need for schools and teachers to support parents’ efforts to get effectively involved in 
their children’s smartphone-based language learning through modelling, reinforcement, and 
direct instruction. Implications for English language teachers, schools, and app developers 
are discussed in relation to the application of smartphone apps in supporting young language 
learners’ learning. 
Key words: parental involvement, young Chinese ELLs, MALL, Chinese parents, smartpho-
ne learning apps

Participación de los padres en el aprendizaje de idiomas extranjeros asistido por dispo-
sitivos móviles de los niños en edad preescolar chinos

RESUMEN: Este trabajo trata de un estudio exploratorio que investiga la participación 
de los padres en el uso de aplicaciones móviles por parte de estudiantes de inglés de nivel 
preescolar en el contexto chino. El estudio tenía como objetivo entender los desafíos que los 
padres chinos experimentaron y cómo respondieron a estos al participar en el aprendizaje 
de idiomas asistido por dispositivos móviles de sus hijos. Se recogieron datos de 12 padres 
chinos mediante encuestas, registros diarios y entrevistas semiestructuradas. El análisis de 
datos mostró que los padres, a través de regular el tiempo dedicado y seleccionar el conte-
nido de estudio, participaban en el aprendizaje de inglés basado en los smartphones de sus 
hijos según las necesidades de estos. Los resultados también sugieren que los conocimientos 
de los padres chinos sobre el uso de aplicaciones móviles y su conciencia del idioma inglés, 
como capitales culturales esenciales, aumentaron su participación activa en el aprendizaje 
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del inglés de sus hijos. Además, se enfrentaron a retos como limitaciones de conocimiento 
del inglés y riesgos percibidos relacionados con la exposición de los niños a los dispositivos 
móviles. Los resultados también ponen de manifiesto la necesidad de que las escuelas y pro-
fesores apoyen los esfuerzos de los padres para que estos puedan participar de forma efectiva 
en el aprendizaje de sus hijos mediante técnicas de modelado, refuerzos e instrucción directa. 
Al final del trabajo se discuten las implicaciones para los profesores de inglés, las escuelas y 
los desarrolladores de aplicaciones en relación con el empleo de smartphones para apoyar el 
aprendizaje de los jóvenes estudiantes de idiomas.
Palabras clave: participación de los padres, jóvenes estudiantes de inglés, MALL, padres 
chinos, aplicaciones de aprendizaje para teléfonos inteligentes

1. INTRodUCTIoN

The rise of high-speed internet, smartphones, and educational apps has facilitated 
the emergence of mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) as an essential pedagogical 
approach in language education. For instance, 72 percent of recorded smartphone users in 
China in 2019 were under 18 (Slotta, 2021), while in the United States, 60 percent of US 
parents of children aged 11 or younger reported their children’s frequent use of smartphones 
at home (Auxier et al., 2020). Compared with other technological media, MALL presents 
specific advantages, such as convenience, immediacy, portability, and sensitivity (Callaghan 
& Reich, 2020; Pérez-Paredes & Zhang, 2022; Wang & Xing, 2018). Thus far, most MALL 
studies have focused on language learners in secondary schools and universities (Ahmadi, 
2018). However, limited research has examined young language learners’ engagement with 
technologies in primary and pre-primary educational settings (Chen et al., 2019; Sundqvist 
& Sylvén, 2014). Yet, young learners’ engagement with MALL to facilitate their “language 
skill development is the most common application” as identified by a systematic review of 
journal publications on the use of mobile devices in early childhood education from 2010 
to 2019 (Liu & Hwang, 2021, p. 8).

Since young language learners require assistance in using technology in learning, previ-
ous research has investigated language teachers’ use of technology to teach young language 
learners. However, as MALL involves learning engagement beyond the classroom, and 
parents are often closely involved in their children’s learning, it is essential for researchers 
to understand how this involvement takes shape in the context of MALL. Recent studies 
also shed light on parents’ perceptions and strategies to incorporate digital technologies for 
education at home to facilitate their young children’s use of technology (e.g., Zaman et al., 
2016). However, research on parental involvement in young language learners’ MALL is 
scarce, and there is little knowledge about their experiences and the challenges they face in 
such involvement and their strategic responses. To address this critical gap, we undertook 
this exploratory study to explore Chinese parents’ involvement in young language learners’ 
smartphone-based MALL in the context of early childhood education. The study addresses 
the following research questions: 

 1. How do Chinese parents construct their engagement with young language learners’ 
MALL?
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 2. What challenges do parents face during their involvement? 
 3. How do they overcome challenges to support young language learners’ MALL?

Chinese parents are known for their active involvement in and commitment to supporting 
their children’s education (e.g., Duan et al., 2018; Sun & Ng, 2021). In addition, Chinese 
parents have long recognized the importance of learning English for their children. In China, 
English has been introduced as a school subject in primary schools nationwide since 2001 
(Hu, 2007) while families with resources have been sending their children to private tutoring 
or international kindergarten even before they start primary school (Nunan, 2003).

2. LITERATURE REvIEw

Research has maintained that successful MALL, or the effective use of composite 
socio-technical tools for language learning relies on various stakeholders’ cooperation and 
concerted activities (e.g., Admodisastro et al., 2021; Loewen et al., 2019; Okai-Ugbaje et al., 
2020; Pfenninger, 2022). These stakeholders may include key players such as parents and 
teachers, who interact directly with the children in their immediate environment. In the case 
of young language learners, parents are critical stakeholders whose involvement is needed 
to ensure that they benefit from MALL. Research has acknowledged the importance of the 
parental role in assisting children’s learning (e.g., Liu & Hwang, 2021; Sun & Ng, 2021). 
For example, Neumann (2018) revealed that young children require significant scaffolding 
support from their parents during their learning. Meanwhile, Chen et al. (2019) examined 
parents’ motivation toward supporting their young children’s language education through 
MALL. Nevertheless, despite the rapid rise in the number of young smartphone users, few 
studies have examined how parents participate in young language learners’ MALL. 

It must be noted that parental involvement in children’s learning has long been discussed 
in research from various perspectives. Multiple studies have found that parental involvement 
effectively improves children’s learning and motivation in general (e.g., Chen et al., 2019; 
Majoral, 2018). Parents are taking an essential role in selecting appropriate smartphone apps 
for young children’s learning (e.g., Disas & Brito, 2021; Montazami et al., 2022). Studies 
have revealed that parental involvement can have a positive direct effect on children’s aca-
demic performance and school activity engagement (e.g., Chung et al., 2020). Regarding 
language learning, parental involvement was also found to be more strongly associated with 
academic achievement compared to scientific learning due to the subjectivity of language 
mastery (Tan et al., 2020). Parents’ beliefs on multilingualism can shape their home language 
policy accordingly (Wan & Gao, 2021). 

Research on parental involvement has also identified that parents can face barriers and 
challenges, such as limited language proficiency, unfamiliarity with technology, and a desire 
to avoid interfering with their child’s learning (e.g., Chen et al., 2019). Other research has 
noted that parents may consciously apply different involvement strategies in their children’s 
learning process, such as mentoring, rewarding (Aquino et al., 2019), or taking on the roles 
of facilitators and collaborators (Raguindin et al., 2021). Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) 
presented three major types of parental involvement, namely modelling, reinforcement, and 
direct instruction. Modelling refers to parents acting as role models for learning-related 
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behaviours, beliefs, and interests. Reinforcement describes parents’ use of developmentally 
appropriate strategies for their child’s learning efforts and behaviours. Direct instruction en-
compasses any form of direct instruction engaged in or organised by parents (e.g., tutoring, 
teaching, correcting). As very little has been done to understand parental involvement in 
young Chinese language learners’ MALL, this study draws on Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s 
(1995) conceptualisation of parental involvement to explore how Chinese parents participate 
in and support young language learners’ MALL through smartphone app use.

3. ThE ENqUIRy

To explore Chinese parents’ involvement in young language learners’ MALL through 
smartphone app use, we adopted an interpretative, exploratory approach as the methodolo-
gical approach in the study. The study took place in a private kindergarten, a pre-primary, 
early childhood education institution, in a Central Chinese province. While English is not 
mandatory for all students until the third year of primary school, many Chinese parents 
want their children to start learning English as early as possible. In this kindergarten, chil-
dren have two English lessons (a total of 90 minutes) every week. One lesson is instructed 
by an English teacher whose first language is English, and the other lesson is taught by a 
Chinese English teacher. 

3.1. The Smartphone App

Since 2019 the kindergarten has experimented with an English learning app called 
“Newstar”. This app is free to download for all parents and contains learning resources 
such as an English read-aloud audio story animated with pictures and words as well as in-
teractive educational games. The replay function of the pre-recorded audio allows children 
to read along and practice. The app provides complete units composed of word learning, 
story listening, sentence speaking, review games, and English letter learning. The interactive 
games allow students to team up with each other online. The format of the game is either 
picture matching or translation matching based on word cards. Additionally, the kindergarten 
provides the parents with access codes. The children can then use the virtual classroom 
platform with the teacher, who sends daily audio-based review tasks in English for parents 
and children to review the learning content together.

3.2. Participants

A total of 12 parent participants were recruited, using purposive sampling to ensure 
that the study involved parents of various backgrounds who participated in their children’s 
MALL (Lavrakas, 2008). They were selected according to the following criteria at the time 
of data collection: 1) their children were enrolled at the kindergarten; 2) their children had 
already started English language learning at least 5 months before the commencement of 
data collection; and 3) they were using the digital learning option (e.g., the smartphone 
learning app) to support their children’s learning of English. Among these 12 participants, 9 
were aged 30 to 40, while 3 were in their 20s. According to the selection survey results, the 
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participants’ occupations included homemaker, legal representative, teacher, actress, business 
owner, nurse, and fitness coach. Their education level ranged from high school diploma, 
associate degree to bachelor’s degree. The study involved 11 mothers and one father. 

The participants’ children were younger than six years old. In the kindergarten, chil-
dren were grouped into different classes based on their Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR) assessment outcomes. The participants’ children were all 
taking classes at the A1 level (beginner), who can grasp and apply common everyday idioms 
and very simple words to meet specific requirements (Europass, 2017).

3.3. Data Collection

A variety of data were collected following ethical clearance by the researchers’ institution. 
First, a selection survey was distributed to potential participants who might be willing to 
participate. The questions included were related to the frequency of their children’s smartphone 
use at home, attitudes toward smartphone usage, as well as their availability to participate 
in the enquiry by compiling daily records and being interviewed about their experiences. 

After the parents had confirmed their participation, a daily documentation form was 
sent to each participant. The participants were asked to record all activities related to their 
involvement in their children’s English learning through smartphone use for a week (seven 
days). The form asked the participants to include details such as date, time, duration, the 
app used, learning content, task difficulty level, child’s task, and their involvement.

Finally, semi-structured 30-minute interviews were conducted in Chinese with the 
participants. The interviews consisted of 16 questions divided into three sections. The first 
section contained two questions derived from the parents’ demographic information collected 
from the selection survey. These questions focused on the participants’ education history, 
occupation, prior experience of learning English, and perceptions of English language learn-
ing. The second section contained questions that varied according to different participants’ 
daily documentation forms, focusing on their involvement in their child’s MALL learning, 
and the learning content introduced through a smartphone. For example, Huang recorded 
herself switching between four different apps to use with her child. One of her interview 
questions was therefore “How did you decide which apps to use every day?” The third section 
contained ten questions related to the participants’ experiences, challenges, and strategies. 
They were designed to follow up with the information that different participants provided 
in their daily documentation forms. 

3.4. Data Analysis

The data recorded in the daily documentation forms and interviews were analysed and 
interpreted using NVivo 10, thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), and the inductive 
approach. Data were coded thematically in relation to the challenges that the participants 
experienced and their strategic responses in facilitating their child’s MALL. The first round 
of coding happened after participants completed the daily documentation form. Initial codes 
were then produced to generate questions for the semi-structured interviews. The open-coding 
method was used to assemble the categories defining the different dimensions of the parents’ 
involvement. These codes were then categorized into groups and given themes related to 
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the research questions. The daily documentation forms were examined and grouped into 
three types of parental involvement for further analysis, namely modelling, reinforcement, 
and direct instruction.

The next data analysis step was theoretical coding (Glaser, 2005), which was conducted 
on the semi-structured interview scripts. The interview recordings were transcribed verbatim 
by the first author. The challenges the parents faced during their involvement were analysed 
as the interview questions guided the participants to address questions related to these two 
topics. The participants also discussed how they overcame these challenges, which later became 
one of the essential foci of the coding analysis. The theoretical coding method was used to 
see how the produced categories and codes combined to form possible themes. Briefly, the 
themes reviewed in this research are, first, parental involvement in English language learning 
through MALL, second, challenges in parental involvement, and third, parental involvement 
strategies. The generated codes (with samples from the interviews and observation forms) 
are presented in Table 1. For the final data analysis step, themes were generated to answer 
the three research questions.

Table 1. Coding according to the research questions

research Questions
saMple codes froM the 

interView

saMple codes froM the daily 
obserVation forMs

Question 1: How do 
Chinese parents construct 
their engagement with 
young language learners?

•	 Set English learning 
goals

•	 Importance of 
regulation

•	 Goals: Academic 
and social goals; 
acceptance of English 
in life

•	 Modelling: parents’ control 
and monitoring 

•	 Direct instruction: high 
frequency of English learning 
through apps at home

Question 2: What challenges 
are faced by parents during 
their involvement process? 

•	 Newstar app 
dysfunction

•	 Parents’ limited use of 
English

•	 Risks of smartphone 
exposure

•	 Parents consider smartphones 
as interfering factors (3 out 
of 12)

•	 Parents’ unfamiliarity with 
smartphone apps (2 out of 12)

Question 3: How do they 
overcome challenges to 
support young language 
learners’ MALL?

•	 Parent modelling; 
monitoring strategy 

•	 Smartphones to 
reinforce, and guide 
learning and teaching

Smartphones as facilitators 
and 

assistive tools during their 
daily involvement
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4. RESULTS

The data analysis revealed details about the parents’ involvement in their children’s 
language learning through smartphone use. The results showed how participants actively used 
strategies in response to the challenges and perceived risks associated with smartphone use in 
monitoring, regulating, and strengthening their children’s smartphone-based language learning.

 
4.1. Chinese Parents’ Engagement with Young Language Learners in MALL

It was found that the participants engaged with their children during MALL by select-
ing the learning content and managing their time to support their child’s learning through 
smartphone app use. 

As previously stated, the Newstar app provides the following resources and activities 
for learning English:

 • Stories aligned with learning content in class 
 • Vocabulary 
 • Sentence reading
 • English songs related to the unit topics (see Figure 1)
 • Assigned homework tasks from the teacher
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• Stories aligned with learning content in class  
• Vocabulary  
• Sentence reading 
• English songs related to the unit topics (see Figure 1) 
• Assigned homework tasks from the teacher 

    
Figure 1. Newstar App 

 

 
     

 
The daily documentation forms (see Appendix) showed that the parents often chose to 

get involved in the vocabulary, sentence reading, and stories section, whereas they were 
least involved in the English song content. The parents’ preferences regarding their 
involvement in content areas could be explained by their perceived difficulties in using 
these learning resources and opportunities. For instance, Deng described her preference for 
helping her child with vocabulary and sentence learning: 

 
I preferred helping with these two tasks because they are straightforward to work 
with. The English song is too difficult for my child to learn. (Deng Interview, July 2, 
2021) 

 
The participants also explained how they decided to manage the length of their daily 

involvement. As recorded in the daily documentation forms, the average time reported by 
the participants in the interviews was 15 to 30 minutes each day. Only Lu reported being 
involved for one to two hours each day, while Wu referred to her involvement time as 
“unlimited” (whenever her child needed assistance). At least three parents (Hu, Meng, and 
Yin) explained that they considered their children’s feelings when deciding how long they 
should be involved.  

Figure 1. Newstar App
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The daily documentation forms (see Appendix) showed that the parents often chose to 
get involved in the vocabulary, sentence reading, and stories section, whereas they were least 
involved in the English song content. The parents’ preferences regarding their involvement 
in content areas could be explained by their perceived difficulties in using these learning 
resources and opportunities. For instance, Deng described her preference for helping her 
child with vocabulary and sentence learning:

I preferred helping with these two tasks because they are straightforward to work 
with. The English song is too difficult for my child to learn. (Deng Interview, 
July 2, 2021)

The participants also explained how they decided to manage the length of their daily 
involvement. As recorded in the daily documentation forms, the average time reported by 
the participants in the interviews was 15 to 30 minutes each day. Only Lu reported being 
involved for one to two hours each day, while Wu referred to her involvement time as 
“unlimited” (whenever her child needed assistance). At least three parents (Hu, Meng, and 
Yin) explained that they considered their children’s feelings when deciding how long they 
should be involved. 

The analysis also identified that their engagement was facilitated by their familiarity 
with smartphone apps, the perceived importance of parents’ involvement, knowledge of 
English, and smartphone learning experiences. During the interviews the parents discussed 
significant benefits originating from their experiences with their children’s MALL. At first 
their familiarity with smartphone apps helped them to better support their children’s MALL. 
Ten parents, all except for Wen and Wu, expressed familiarity with smartphone learning 
apps. For example, Huang already used the JiLiGuaLa app to supplement her child’s Eng-
lish grammar learning. The participants’ familiarity with smartphone apps can be seen as a 
technology-based fund of knowledge that is critical to their involvement in their children’s 
learning process. According to Moll et al. (1992), technology-based funds of knowledge 
describe the knowledge and skills accumulated by individuals, families, and communities, 
specifically in the field of technological experiences. The participants’ familiarity with smart-
phone apps also sustained their beliefs in the importance of using smartphone apps to learn 
English. Hence, participants such as Yang explained in the interviews that the smartphone 
app provided adequate fun content for young children to learn English, including interactive 
games for vocabulary review. As Liu commented:

Parents can get involved by helping with reinforcing certain knowledge. I think 
this could benefit the child in developing a better understanding of the learning 
content. (Liu Interview, July 2, 2021)

The second benefit was their involvement’s positive influence on keeping children effect-
ively focused on the task. They believed that their children paid much more attention to the 
learning content when they were involved than when they were not. For example, Deng said: 

The child may just refuse to continue with the learning on smartphones without their 
parents’ help, at least that is what my child would do. (Deng Interview, July 2, 2021)
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Meanwhile, participants were passionate about learning with their children, as they 
recognized the importance of the English language. All parents mentioned that their children 
needed to learn English for a good education in China as well as for future academic studies 
abroad. In addition, the participants also felt that they could improve their own English by 
supporting their children’s learning through smartphone use. During her interview Huang 
stated that she was also learning and making progress in the language by being involved 
in her child’s learning process. At least five parents (Lu, Wen, Huang, Wu, and Meng), 
who were passionate about learning English themselves, recorded learning English with 
their children on the daily documentation forms (see Appendix). Their passion for learning 
English created opportunities for them to acquire valuable cultural capital by participating 
in their children’s learning of English through smartphone app use.

4.2. Challenges Experienced by Parents During Their Involvement

As documented above, the participants noted that their familiarity with smartphone 
apps and their passion for learning English helped them to recognize the benefits of MALL 
for their children. Nevertheless, the analysis of the interview data also revealed that they 
experienced challenges in using smartphones. Echoing findings from previous studies (e.g., 
Chen et al., 2019), the participants reported challenges in their efforts to support their child’s 
smartphone-based MALL, including their limited smartphone knowledge and the perceived 
risks of children’s smartphone use.

Wen and Wu claimed to be unfamiliar with the smartphone learning app in the selection 
survey. This was confirmed in the interviews, where both parents stated that their involve-
ment was undermined by their lack of smartphone app knowledge. Wu said: “I think I have 
failed in the role of a good parent in my child’s English learning through the smartphone 
app… Secondly, I don’t know how to use the smartphone app” (Wu Interview, July 5, 2021).

The participants also complained about specific design features of the Newstar app, 
which combined with their limited smartphone knowledge to increase their confusion. The 
main problem that all twelve parents encountered was the frequent dysfunction of the voice 
recognition feature. In the sentence reading and vocabulary review section, learners are 
asked to record themselves reading a sentence aloud; the app’s built-in voice recognition 
programme then grades the students’ audio immediately (Hidalgo, 2021). However, all par-
ticipants complained that their children’s audio recordings were not being recognised by the 
app. As a result, the children were unable to obtain scores that matched their performance, 
which demotivated them. Yin commented:

The scores produced by the app were mostly inaccurate, but I don’t know exactly 
how the audio was not recognised because I don’t know much about the smartphone 
app. (Yin Interview, July 5, 2021)

The participants were also concerned about whether young children could self-regulate 
their learning process when learning English through the smartphone app. Bereiter and Scar-
damalia (as cited in Pellerin, 2014) define self-regulation as “the ability to arrange and plan 
one’s learning: to track success and to plan” (p. 15). At least three parents (Yang, Meng, and 
Deng) regarded smartphones as a potential source of distraction in young children’s learning, 
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echoing findings from Chen et al. (2019). During the interview, Deng added: “I have to be 
there to monitor usage because my child will just launch other entertainment apps or games 
without my supervision” (Deng Interview, June 30, 2021).

In addition, the participants also expressed their concerns about the risks of children’s 
exposure to smartphones. First, they perceived that using smartphones too much can be 
harmful to children’s physical health (particularly eyesight). Liu, Hu, and Yang specifically 
related this risk to young children’s low level of self-regulation ability. Second, they also 
expressed a concern that the risk of the children being exposed to inappropriate content in-
creases with their increased smartphone usage (Huang, Liu, Lu, Meng, and Wu). They were 
worried that their children might become dependent on smartphones due to their constant 
exposure to them.

There is some content in other smartphone apps that may be inappropriate for 
children. He might click on other apps on the smartphone by mistake and see this 
information sometimes. (Huang Interview, June 30, 2021)

These perceived risks motivated the participants to take action to manage and regulate 
their children’s smartphone use during MALL. 

4.3. Parents’ Strategies to Support Young Language Learners during MALL

In response to the challenges encountered, participants reported using a variety of 
strategies to facilitate their children’s learning of English via MALL. These strategies helped 
to compensate for limitations such as the parents’ lack of English proficiency and time 
constraints. They also helped to maximize the positive impact of MALL on their children’s 
learning through monitoring, reinforcing, and explicit instruction.

4.3.1. Strategies to compensate for parents’ limited English proficiency

As identified in the analysis, all participants regarded smartphones as facilitators and 
assistive tools in their children’s English language learning process. The participants used 
smartphone apps to provide direct instruction and reinforce their children’s learning of English, 
roles that they would have otherwise felt obliged to take on themselves. Due to the parents’ 
reported inadequate knowledge of English lexis and phonology (Deng, Huang, Lius, Meng, 
Wen), the app’s built-in read-aloud function was useful. For example, Lius explained: “I use 
the audio function [pronunciation] of the app to correct my child’s pronunciation because 
my English is not good enough to provide corrections” (Lius Interview, July 2, 2021).

The participants also discovered that the smartphone app could provide pronunciation 
audio for vocabulary and sentence readings (Marecka et al., 2021). Some parents then act-
ively learned these sections to gain a knowledge foundation before instructing their children 
(Deng, Liu, Wu, Yin). As Yin described:

The app has pronunciation audio for all words and sentences. I can click on the 
play button on the interface anytime. If time permitted, I would learn these contents 
ahead of time to teach my kid later when needed. (Deng Interview, July 7, 2021)
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Based on the interview quotes, the participants felt it was necessary to clearly understand 
how well their children were progressing with their English learning. The smartphone app 
enabled them to monitor their children’s learning progress and provide direct instruction, even 
though they did not have enough English proficiency to teach their children the language 
themselves. Some participants even took the initiative to learn relevant knowledge from the 
app ahead of time to compensate for their limited English proficiency.

4.3.2. Strategies to tackle the risks of using smartphones

The participants adopted some strategies to mitigate their concerns about young children’s 
lack of self-regulation as a significant risk associated with smartphone use. They actively 
monitored their children’s learning through a smartphone app and monitored for the potential 
harm caused by smartphone apps. Time control and parental presence during the smartphone 
time were two of the most common strategies employed among the 12 participants. For 
instance, Yang kept a close eye on how long her child spent on smartphone use:

I think the monitoring of time is quite necessary because my child is too young to 
plan his time spent on smartphones appropriately, especially when he could expe-
rience all the interesting content on the smartphone. (Yang Interview, July 5, 2021)

Other participants such as Deng decided to rely on face-to-face teaching to balance the 
potential negative impact of smartphone use on their children’s learning of English in MALL:

The face-to-face instruction of the English class can provide much more vivid 
learning experiences for children because children can receive direct feedback on 
the pronunciation right away. However, it is not possible for the teacher to be 
available for feedback 24 hours every day. Therefore, this is when the smartphone 
app can be used to supplement this vacancy. (Deng Interview, July 2, 2021)

As can be seen in the interview extract above, Deng regarded the use of smartphones 
for learning as complementary to face-to-face, in-class, offline teaching. While the use of 
the smartphone app fills the gap left by limited offline, face-to-face contact hours, face-to-
face instruction also gives learners a vivid learning experience that they are unable to have 
through smartphone apps.

4.3.3. Strategies for modelling, reinforcement, and direct instruction

To support their children’s learning of English, the participants also found ways to 
strengthen their involvement in the learning process by adopting strategies to model, rein-
force and offer direct instruction for their children’s MALL. 

In alignment with the typology of parental involvement proposed by Hoover-Dempsey 
and Sandler (1995), the participants modelled their children’s use of smartphones. For instance, 
Yin expressed her concerns related to the risks of young children using smartphones during 
the interview. These concerns made her decide to minimise her own smartphone use in front 
of her child at home so that he would recognise her as a model to guide his smartphone use:
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I seldom use the smartphone in front of my child at home. Even if I do, I usually 
just open an e-book or listen to the news on podcasts. I make sure I act as good 
role model with wise usage of my smartphone. (Yin Interview, July 5, 2021)

Additionally, most participants (10 out of 12) recorded using a smartphone to rein-
force their children’s English learning outcomes. Specifically, Lu believed that the Newstar 
app was primarily designed for reviewing the learning content from the classroom. Most 
parents typically used the smartphone to help their children review what they had learned. 
For example, Yin stated:

My child just couldn’t remember all words in the drama story learned in class. 
He’s too young, so we still need to review it at home and practice it together. 
(Yin Interview, July 5, 2021).

The participants also offered direct instruction, such as correction and providing guidance 
for learning. As an example, Lu corrected her child’s pronunciation errors when the Newstar 
app failed to provide the correct pronunciation audio (Lu Interview, June 29, 2021). Wen 
provided segmentation guidance for her child, but only when her child asked for help. She 
stated that some sentences in the English story section were “too long for children to read 
aloud in one single time” (Wen Interview, July 2, 2021). By breaking long sentences into 
two to three chunks of semantic units, the child could recite the long sentence in segments.

5. dISCUSSIoN

This study investigated parents of kindergarten children learning English in the Chinese 
context, focusing on the challenges and opportunities they faced during involvement in their 
children’s MALL. The study revealed that the parents mainly engaged with their children 
during MALL by choosing the learning content they were comfortable dealing with, and 
by managing the time spent on MALL (RQ1) (e.g., Admodisastro et al., 2021; Callaghan 
& Reich, 2020; Disas & Brito, 2021; Montazami et al., 2022). The analysis also helped to 
identify a number of challenges that the participants experienced in the process, such as 
limited smartphone knowledge and perceived risks associated with children’s smartphone 
use (RQ2) (e.g., Chen et al., 2019). The analysis also addressed various forms of parental 
involvement, including modelling the appropriate use of smartphones, offering direction 
instruction in using smartphone apps, and judiciously selecting smartphone app content to 
reinforce their children’s learning (RQ3) (Chung et al., 2020; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 
1995; Raguindin et al., 2021). 

While these findings enrich the understanding of parental involvement in young lan-
guage learners’ MALL (e.g., Chung et al., 2020; Duan et al., 2018; Sun & Ng, 2021; Tan 
et al., 2020), the study does have a few limitations, which researchers or end-users should 
consider when using the findings for pedagogical improvement. First, the study is exploratory 
in nature and involved a small number of participants, which limits the generalisability of 
the findings to other contexts. Second, the study relied on the participants’ self-reporting to 
examine their involvement in their children’s MALL. 
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Despite these limitations, the findings have important implications for language teachers, 
schools, and smartphone learning app developers. Suggestions for app development include 
upgrading the voice recognition feature and integrating levels of assessment to monitor the 
children’s learning progress. Early childhood education institutions may consider establishing 
a reward system and providing presentation opportunities for young language learners to 
practice and reinforce their learning outcomes. To further enhance young language learners’ 
learning, the teachers should provide correction, feedback, and instruction to both the child 
and the parent. They may also need to work closely with parents to support young language 
learners’ MALL through mobile phone apps: 

 1) Language teachers need to recognize that parents play an important role in modelling 
the appropriate use of smartphone apps for young language learners. Their mode-
lling of self-monitoring or regular strategy use is foundational to young children’s 
effective use of smartphone apps in MALL (Swendeman et al., 2020).

 2) Language teachers may consider conducting workshops to help parents develop 
critical knowledge and strategies for MALL so that they can effectively manage 
and support young children’s use of smartphone apps. Language teachers may need 
to advise parents on how to use smartphones strategically in MALL. 

 3) Parents will be a great source of feedback on how smartphone apps and MALL 
programmes can be improved. Language teachers work together with parents to 
ensure that MALL facilitates young language learners’ learning. 

6. CoNCLUSIoN

It is hoped that this exploratory study will add to the body of knowledge on language 
education and MALL in terms of young English language learners and parental involvement. 
Future research should involve a greater number of participants with equal gender repres-
entation, over an extended time span and in a variety of educational contexts. These studies 
should also adopt other methods of data collection such as observation to triangulate our 
self-report data on parental involvement. Such studies will allow additional critical insights 
to inform the collaborative efforts of language teachers and parents in supporting young 
learners’ learning of languages other than English, such as Chinese, Japanese, and Spanish. 
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Table C1. Observation form data for Lu, Liu, and Lius 
 

NAME LU LIU LIUS 
Length of time 
involved 15 min (7) 10 min (6) 

1 rest day 
15 min (4) 
20 min (3) 

Learning 
content during 
involvement 

Vocabulary (4) 
Sentence reading (2) 
Story (1) 

Vocabulary (4) 
Sentence reading (3) 
Story (2) 
Homework task (6) 

Vocabulary (3) 
Sentence reading (3) 
Story (1) 

Involvement 
record 

Learning together (4) 
Monitoring (7) 

Pronunciation correction 
(7) 

Learning together (4) 
Monitoring (6) 

 

Table C2. Observation form data for Wen, Huang, and Deng 
NAME WEN HUANG DENG 
Length of time 
involved 

20 min (3) 
30 min (4) 

10 min (3) 
15 min (2) 
2 rest days 

10 min (4) 
15 min (1) 
2 rest days 

Learning 
content during 
involvement 

Vocabulary (4) 
Sentence reading (6) 
Story (2) 

Vocabulary (5) 
Sentence reading (2) 

Vocabulary (3) 
Sentence reading (3) 
Story (3) 
Songs (2) 

Involvement 
record 

Learning together (4) 
Monitoring (6) 

Learning together (2) 
Monitoring (4) 
Reviewing study report 
(3) 

Monitoring (5) 

 
Table C3. Observation form data for Wu, Yin, and Hu 

NAME WU YIN HU 
Length of time 
involved 

15 min (4) 
20 min (3) 

10 min (5) 
15 min (2) 

10 min (2) 
8 min (5) 

Learning 
content during 
involvement 

Vocabulary (4) 
Sentence reading (4) 
Story (3) 
Songs (2) 

Sentence reading (7) Sentence reading (7) 
Homework task (7) 

Involvement 
record 

Monitoring (7) 
Help with operation (7) Observing (7) Monitoring (7) 

 
Table C4. Observation form data for Jing, Meng, and Zhong 

NAME YANG MENG ZHONG 
Length of time 
involved 

30 min (1) 
6 rest days  15 min (7) 

10 min (2) 
8 min (1) 
4 rest days 

Learning 
content during 
involvement  

Homework task (1) 
Help with operation (1) 

Vocabulary (5) 
Sentence reading (1) 
Story (6) 

Sentence reading (3) 

Involvement 
record 

Monitoring (2) 
Teaching content (1) 

Learning together (7) 
Monitoring the process 
(7) 

Monitoring (2) 
Help with operation (2) 
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20 min (3) 
30 min (4) 
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content during 
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Sentence reading (6) 
Story (2) 

Vocabulary (5) 
Sentence reading (2) 

Vocabulary (3) 
Sentence reading (3) 
Story (3) 
Songs (2) 

Involvement 
record 

Learning together (4) 
Monitoring (6) 

Learning together (2) 
Monitoring (4) 
Reviewing study report 
(3) 

Monitoring (5) 
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NAME WU YIN HU 
Length of time 
involved 

15 min (4) 
20 min (3) 

10 min (5) 
15 min (2) 

10 min (2) 
8 min (5) 

Learning 
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Vocabulary (4) 
Sentence reading (4) 
Story (3) 
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Involvement 
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