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Abstract

Technology has brought up tremendous changes in the education field. Technology
has become a powerful platform in the ever-changing pedagogical approaches which meet
the current context where learning could be done using various technology tools instead of
relying on paper and pen approach. Newly, online tools have become educators’ focus as they
are interesting and easily available for language teaching and learning around the world. This
review addressed two research questions, namely how online tools enhance students’ English
vocabulary learning and what are the challenges faced by the English learners and teachers
in using online tools. Thirty-one studies from the year 2015 to 2021 were shortlisted from the
Google Scholar and Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC) databases based on the
two review questions. Therefore, this paper reviewed 23 relevant published studies on the
teaching and learning of English vocabulary through various online tools and 8 pertinent past
studies on the challenges faced by the educators and learners in using online tools in a
language classroom. This review explored the effectiveness of online tools in enhancing
vocabulary learning in the language classroom under five key concepts namely vocabulary
knowledge and retention, motivation in learning, active participation, immediate feedback
and self-regulated learning. This study further revealed that the educators and learners are
facing numerous challenges in using online tools in the classroom. This study proposes further
researches on overcoming the barriers of using online tools to enhance the learners’ language
learning in par with the current technology advancement.
Keywords: Online Tools, Technology, Effectiveness, Challenges, Vocabulary Language
Learning

Introduction

As an international language and the United Nations' official language, English has
demonstrated its importance as a means of worldwide communication. English is also known
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as the international language around the entire world where it is being used as the main
medium of communication to connect people from various parts of the world. Every learner
in Malaysia is required to learn and master two main languages which are Bahasa Malaysia
and English as stated in the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025 (Ministry of Education,
2013). This further explains in the National Education Policy where in Malaysia, as mentioned
in article 152, English is known as the second language which is a required language that needs
to be learnt after the national language which is Bahasa Melayu (Ministry of Education, 2017).
The two crucial actions taken by the government to enhance English language learning is the
extension of English learning hours in national secondary schools for a week from 240 minutes
to 270 minutes and making English a must-pass subject in SPM (Ministry of Education, 2013).
Besides, the implementation of two new programs under ‘Uphold Bahasa Melayu (Malay
Language) and strengthen the English Language’ policy in the Malaysia Education Blueprint
2013-2025, which are the Highly Immersive Programme and the Dual Language Programme
(DLP) in year 2016 further proves the governments’ concern about the significance of English
in Malaysia (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2017).

As a result, most schools, beginning at the elementary level, prepare children to
master English. Earlier exposure to English would ensure better language proficiency. This is
due to the fact that in elementary school, children's brains are still developing (Jasiriska &
Petitto, 2018). Pupils as early as seven years old start learning English formally in Malaysian
classrooms. Vocabulary learning is the most important component of learning any language
including the learning of English as a second language (Ying, 2010). Learning vocabulary is an
important skill that aids the learning of the other two main skills which are reading and
writing. According to Graves and Watts-Taffe (2008), in order to build the high reading levels
necessary for success in school and beyond, pupils' vocabulary knowledge should be
improved first. Dalton and Grisham (2011) believe that digital tools and media that are widely
available in almost every school can improve pupils’ learning of vocabulary.

According to Nomass (2013), the fast rise of ICT (Information and Communication
Technologies) has challenged teachers’ style of thinking in order to improve the worldwide
picture of education. In fact, ICT has altered the educational environment (Azmi, 2017).
Learning has undergone a revolution as a result of the fast growth of ICT. New teaching and
learning methods and media have resulted from technological advancements in education.
Teachers and students are now facing new obstacles in the modern learning environment,
mainly IT (Information Technology) which can be accessed via mobile devices (Hernandez,
2017). Traditional methods of teaching vocabulary are no longer preferred by the pupils,
causing teachers to utilise available online tools to somehow narrow the educational gap to
improve pupils’ vocabulary learning for their better mastery of English language.

The rapid development of technology has increased the number of online tools
available that can be used to cater language teaching and learning. Online tools that can be
used in language teaching in the classroom has been categorised based on internet-based
tools that are now available and free to use under 12 categories (Son, 2011). Based on the
categorisation of online tools by Son (2011), Learning Management Systems/ Content
Management Systems such as Moodle, Drupal, Joomla are tools to plan, execute and evaluate
language learning. Second category is communication and tools such as Messenger, Gmail
and Skype used for voice texting and video conferences. Next category is Live and Virtual
World and tools such as ActiveWorld, WiZiQ and Wimba Classroom are to conduct live
meetings. Fourth category is social networking and bookmarking in which Facebook, Tweeter
and Myspace are tools for saving and sharing information. Next, Edmodo, Penzu and

874



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN PROGRESSIVE EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Vol. 10, No. 3, 2021, E-ISSN: 2226-6348 © 2021

WordPress.com, are tools for collaborative language learning categorised under Blogs and
wikis. Besides, for the presentation category, tools like Prezi, Animoto and SlideRocket can be
used to present information in a creative way. The seventh category is resource sharing in
which Google Docs, Slideshare, YouTube can be used as tools to share information. Website
creation is the eighth category that helps to create your own websites for learning using tools
like Webnode, SnapPages and KompoZer. Following that is Web search engines. This category
of online tools such as Yahoo, Bing and Google are to search information. The eleventh
category of online tools by Son (2011) is dictionaries and concordancers. Under this category,
tools like YourDictionary.com, Merriam Webster Online and Forvo are used for language
reference. The last category is utilities. This category tools such as Doodle, Storybird and
SurveyMonkey are for active language activities.

There are many previous studies that have been discussed and reported on using
countless online tools in language learning that have been published but so far, there are a
few of recent studies on how effective online tools are in vocabulary learning among English
learners on whole and the challenges faced by the English learners and teachers in using
online tools in the classroom. Therefore, this review addressed two research questions: 1)
How do online tools enhance students’ English vocabulary learning? 2) What are the
challenges faced by the English learners and teachers in using online tools?

Methodology

Two databases were used to conduct the search for references for this study. The
procedure of finding the article began with a search in Google Scholar and Education
Resources Information Centre databases (ERIC). To begin, broad query phrases were used to
compile a list of essential and related research articles. The study selection criteria which were
extracted from the review questions were ‘online tools in learning vocabulary’, ‘usefulness of
online tools to teach vocabulary’, ‘challenges in using online tools in learning’ and ‘challenges
of using online tools in classroom’. The two databases used to search for research studies or
articles written in English published in the year 2015 to 2021 were Google Scholar and
Educational Resources Information Centre (ERIC). The procedure of inserting keywords for
the search of articles in Google Scholar and ERIC were different. While using Google Scholar
to search for articles regarding effectiveness of technology tools in enhancing students’
English vocabulary learning, the keywords “online tools” (or the terms “digital tools” or
“technology tools” or “web-based learning tools” or “e learning tools) and “vocabulary
teaching and learning” were entered. Then, in order to narrow down the articles to relevant
articles, the year of publication was set to 'Since 2015', which enables the search of articles
that are published within the recent five years (2015 to 2021). Next, under the search criteria
'with the exact phase' under the 'advanced search' function, the phrase ' online tools in
vocabulary teaching and learning ' was entered to avoid the articles which were related to
English language teaching but without the term 'vocabulary' appearing in the search results.
Whereas, for ERIC searches, the keyword 'online tools and challenges in classroom' was
entered. Then, two aspects were refined: the 'publication date' and 'descriptor'. For
'publication date', 'since 2015 (last 5 years)' was chosen whereas for 'descriptor’, 'English
(Second Language) was chosen to avoid articles related to online tools in teaching and
learning of other subject areas such as engineering or business.
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Literature Review Findings and Discussions
Effectiveness of Online Tools in Enhancing Vocabulary Learning

Online tools are proved to be useful and effective in enhancing learners’ language
learning as well as teachers teaching methodology (Kessler, 2018). This review specifies the
effectiveness of online tools in learning that focuses on vocabulary. The usefulness of online
tools in improving learners’ vocabulary learning are numerous and this review has revealed
how online tools are improving the learners’ vocabulary learning via several main concepts.
Effectiveness of online tools in enhancing vocabulary learning among English Language
learners are reviewed based on several past studies under the five main concepts namely
vocabulary knowledge and retention, motivation in learning, active participation, immediate
feedback and self-regulated learning. In general, online tools act as a mediator to increase
learners’ vocabulary knowledge and retention; increase learners’ motivation in learning;
increase active participation among the learners; provide immediate feedback and promote
self-regulated learning. All these factors help the learners to acquire the desired amount of
vocabulary to develop their language proficiency and each will be discussed below.

Vocabulary Knowledge and Retention

Knowledge of vocabulary is an important part of language ability. The number of
known words by the learners and how well they know them in the sense of the quality or
depth of word knowledge are related to the student's listening, speaking, reading and writing
skills in the target language as well as their overall English language proficiency (Elgort, 2018).
According to Ghobadi and Taki (2018), online tools can provide significant benefits to learners
in developing their vocabulary knowledge by helping them to acquire new vocabulary items.
The study consisting of seventy-seven male EFL Saudi students at Imam Mohammed Ibn Saud
Islamic University at Deanship of Preparatory Programs conducted by Al Shra’ah (2021) shows
that using Kahoot as an instructional strategy had a positive effect on developing student’s
vocabulary acquisition after viewing the statistically significant differences in their post-tests.

Online tools enhance the performance of language learners. According to Al Buraiki
and Al-Hamdani (2017) study on the effectiveness of online tools on the performance of the
vocabulary test of Omani EFL learners that consists of twenty-four in the experimental group
and twenty-three in the control group shows that experimental group obtained higher marks
in the vocabulary post-test as the online tool facilitate the learning of new vocabulary through
memorisation and retention. Quiroz (2021) investigates the effects of online tools in
improving English vocabulary learning where he observes that there is improvement
regarding English vocabulary knowledge from the increase in results of an intervention.
Teaching using online tools outperformed traditional instruction in terms of overall
accomplishment as well as the learning of a vocabulary item according to the post test results
from a study conducted by Dehham (2021) in fourth-grade preparatory school for boys in the
province of Karbala. Online tools demonstrated to provide an efficient mastery of words. This
is because digital tools provided various excellent psychological and cognitive circumstances
that had an effect on short-term memory and also on long-term memory (Ciaramella, 2017).

Luik (2019) conducts a study using a web-based tool, Kahoot in acquiring vocabulary
competence and the results obtained from the participants before and after playing Kahoot!
during a vocabulary lesson. The participants learned new words as well as synonyms for some
vocabulary. The EFL students were able to attain their aim of not only knowing the meaning
of the words, but also how to utilise them in various contexts, by playing Kahoot! 51 students
from 1st year at South Korean University were involved in a study conducted by Taylor and
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Reynolds (2018) to assess the impact Kahoot had on their vocabulary retention by. Kahoot
promotes vocabulary retention while also establishing an optimistic learning atmosphere and
a meaningful learning experience, according to the findings. In general, the use of online tools
reinforces vocabulary instruction resulting in an increase of vocabulary acquisition through
vocabulary retention. So, online tools are effective to improve vocabulary knowledge and
retention.

Motivation in Learning

Education aims at creating learning environments that encourage pupils to be
motivated and learn. The value of the positive and lively learning environment in motivating
students in school cannot be overstated. As stated by Chen et al (2018), the learning
environment influences students’ learning achievement. Learners learn in a better way when
they are provided with a positive learning environment that can motivate them to learn.
According to Plump and LaRosa (2017), online tools provide a positive learning environment
in the classroom that encourage idea exploration and make learning more enjoyable that
eventually lead the learners to feel motivated in enhancing their understanding of what is
being taught. Learners' motivation is determined by why they want to learn something, how
long they are willing to stick with it, and how hard they are willing to work (Lee, 2012).
Students will find the class more fascinating and motivated to study if their teachers use more
interesting teaching methods. Baez et al (2017) agrees that in regards to students' mentalities,
most learners felt spurred and excited about utilizing online platforms as it urges them to
carry out their tasks better while permitting them to acquire the confidence to foster their
linguistic abilities.
Online tools provide a positive learning environment for the learners as well as motivate
them to learn vocabulary which eventually enhances their vocabulary knowledge. This is
reiterated by Mansur and Fadhilawati (2019) in their study where the use of Kahoot
application was able to improve students' English Vocabulary achievement that eventually
increased their vocabulary learning result from 59.23 to 84.58. Similarly, Huei et al (2021)
performs research on Quizizz in improving vocabulary achievement among primary English as
Secondary Language (ESL) pupils in rural schools. The finding revealed that Quizizz was able
to arouse a positive learning environment and provides an engaging learning environment by
recapping words which helps the pupils to enhance their vocabulary learning. Masoud et al.
(2020) prove that web-based learning (i.e. the use of Kahoot) is effective in enhancing
vocabulary learning of the experimental group, proving that web-based tools enhance
students’ motivation in learning new words. Rakangthong and Yimwilai (2020) found that
using digital online tools improved students' vocabulary understanding since it made the
vocabulary learning process easier and more pleasant. It was also found that digital online
tools are beneficial not just for academic objectives, but also for motivational objectives, since
they provide engaging vocabulary tasks, incentive, and a pleasant setting. In a study on 33 EFL
students from three different levels of English (B2, C1 and C2 on the CEFR scale) to check the
effectiveness of an online tool in improving vocabulary learning, Vurdien (2020) proves that
the competitive aspect of the quizzes via online tool boosted the students' interest in
vocabulary recall and it is an efficient tool for establishing a learning environment and
inspiring students to acquire lexicon in a more dynamic and engaging way. Thus, online tools
are effective to create a positive and fun vocabulary learning environment that motivates the
learners to learn vocabulary.
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Active Participation

Active learning is the polar opposite of passive learning: it is learner-centered rather
than teacher-centered, and it entails more than just listening (Croker & Kamegai, 2017).
Active learning necessitates active engagement between learners where they must be able
to do and think synchronously. Active learning creates learning environments that are centred
on the students and designed to encourage interaction and participation. They are intended
to reduce the distance between the teacher and the student, allow collaborative learning
activities, and improve teaching techniques (Chiu & Cheng, 2016; Metzger, 2015).

Learning via online tools has the potential to create an engaging learning environment
that encourages active involvement in the classroom (Plump & LaRosa, 2017). According to
Khan et al. (2017), there are various digital tools available to actively engage students in the
courses and improve learning. Online tools play its role to promote active learning among the
language learners which eventually enhances their vocabulary learning. This is supported by
Sanosi (2018) who records substantial improvement in vocabulary post-test because online
tools are great tools for active learning in the classroom or even outside of it when it comes
to acquiring vocabulary. Another study that yields the same result was conducted by Hadijah
et al. (2020) which confirms that digital tools improve the learners’ vocabulary learning as it
attracts the students’ attention in learning which eventually leads to their active participation
in the classroom to learn new sets of words. Students' engagement in the classroom may
improve as a result of active learning activities in classrooms that were designed to suit the
current instructional practice and active learning has a favourable effect on pupils' capacity
to recall and comprehend new information such as vocabulary (Plump & LaRosa, 2017). In
agreement with Kent (2019), the use of a variety of digital technologies in the classroom has
been proved to increase active learning and student engagement with the topic. It gives a
technologically interactive learning opportunity for all students, which is appreciated, as it
helps pupils focus on the material and improves their vocabulary knowledge. Hence, online
tools are effective to foster active learning of vocabulary among the English language
learners.

Immediate Feedback

Role of online tools in the feedback process of learning vocabulary is explored by
Nurhasanah (2020), which indicated that online tools have made it possible for teachers to
give learners individual feedback and guidance in learning vocabulary. Giving and/or writing
comments on students' work was always a difficult and time-consuming process for most
teachers before the inclusion of technology into education (Manegre & Sabiri, 2020).
Teaching using online tools helps in providing feedback and makes the class interesting, fun
and informative (EImahdi et al., 2018). Formative assessment conducted in the presence of
digital tools in a vocabulary learning classroom provides room for immediate feedback.
Yarahmadzehi and Goodarzi (2020) conducts a study on Iranian pre-intermediate EFL learners
in an experimental research indicating that learners were able to retain more information on
vocabulary and perform better in the post-test compared to the pre-test. In this study, the
experiment group underwent a formative assessment using Socrative and recorded
improvement in their vocabulary learning.

Apart from the appealing atmosphere of mobile testing applications and its faster
process of test-taking, mobile-based formative assessment (e.g. Kahoot) offers an advantage
over paper-based assessments, which takes longer time for teachers to correct papers and
return feedback to students. Because they are able to see immediate results from the, pupils
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try harder on subsequent assessments. In a study by Nurhasanah (2020) on the eleventh
grade students of SMA Muhammadiyah 1 Ponorogo, there is a significant difference in
vocabulary mastery scores between students who used Socrative application and students
who utilised paper based assessment for formative assessment. Students who utilised the
Socrative app for formative assessment received a higher grade than those who did not. In
consequence, online tools are effective in giving instant feedback in vocabulary learning for
further improvement.

Self -regulated Learning

Learner’s autonomy is where the learners learn a language at their own initiative and
responsibility which paves a platform for their self-regulated learning. Learner’s autonomy in
language acquisition, according to Benson (2007), is the learner’s capability to undertake
responsibility for the learning outcomes and the language. Language learning procedures
necessitate students' active engagement in the learning process, with the learning objective
always being the development of learner autonomy. Hence, improvement of learners'
autonomy is viewed as one of the significant and main considerations in the accomplishment
of language learning (Ngoc Nguyen & Nguyen, 2020). Even though learner’s autonomy in
learning English helps the learners to acquire the language, teachers play a vital role in
preparing the learners towards taking charge of their own learning. As stated by Pershukova
et al. (2020), learners don't always accept responsibility for their own learning and don't
always find it simple to reflect on the process and that is where the teachers must give
students with the tools and opportunities they require. It is challenging to educate students
to be masters of their own learning since both the instructor and the students must swap
roles in order to establish a healthy self-regulated learning environment.

Self-regulated learning describes how students take charge of their own learning and
develop techniques to support it and this process develops them to be independent learners
(Yot-Dominguez & Marcelo, 2017). Self-regulated students are conscious of their own
learning process and are aware of what they require for learning as well as what they should
do to improve their academic performance. According to Kingsbury (2015), the capacity of
pupils to learn without the assistance of teachers has an impact on their academic progress.
2.0 social software technologies, such as communication tools, resource and experience
sharing tools, and even social network tools, offer a lot of promise to help students regulate
their learning. (Valentin et al., 2013). Technologies aid in the development of self-regulation
learning to enhance language learning. This is proven by Waluyo (2018) on 68 First-year
students on their vocabulary acquisition using Socrative where the findings confirmed that
formative evaluation using Socrative enhances the learners’ vocabulary acquisition through
the use of self-regulated learning methods. Setiawan and Wiedarti (2020) also reiterate that
the learners are able to learn vocabulary independently with the aid of digital tools. Formative
evaluation that precedes with instant feedback after the pre-test on their vocabulary
acquisition in the classroom using digital tools provides room for the learners to do self-
reflection and self -assessment that leads to self-regulated learning. Students evaluate their
learning at this step and develop justifications for the outcomes that help them to do better
in their post test that eventually paves a way for vocabulary acquisition to take place.
Therefore, online tools are effective in creating self-regulated vocabulary learning among
English language learners.
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Challenges of using Online Tools in Language Classroom

In this digital world, using online tools in the classroom is critical for students to
acquire and apply the necessary 21st century competencies. Many studies suggest that online
tools have a lot of promise for being used in language classrooms (Alkamel & Chouthaiwale,
2018; Hajebi et al., 2018). As a result, exploring the concerns and problems on the use of
online tools in teaching and learning can help instructors in becoming effective technology
users (Hernandez, 2017). While there are numerous past studies that acknowledge the
significance of online tools in learning English Kent (2019), there are some on identifying the
challenges faced by the teachers and learners in using online tools in a language learning
classroom. Some of the challenges faced by the teachers in technology-based classrooms is
the teachers’ lack of computer skills (Hernandez, 2017; Prasangani, 2019; Singhavi &
Basargekar, 2019). These researchers add on other types of challenges, such as the lack of
financial support, poor internet connection, epileptic power supply, limited access to
computer facilities, lack of pedagogical models, inadequate time for the teachers, lack of
flexibility in implementing ICT and teachers’ willingness to use ICT in the classroom.

When discussing the provision of ICT training for teachers, Azmi (2017) reveals a lack
of proper training and planning as hindrance for using online tools in the classroom. In order
to maintain the smoothness and effectiveness of a lesson, the teacher has to pre plan the
teaching by exploring the online tool that is intended to be used in the language lesson. Not
all educators are well versed in using technologies and when there is nor being provided with
sufficient training, the lesson that integrates online tools fails to achieve the lesson objectives.
Furthermore, inadequate ICT tools and failure to comply with the schools’ regulations are the
two challenges in using technology-based teaching via online tools in classroom teaching and
learning (Razak et al., 2019). Some schools with rigid rules are not allowing teaching and
learners to use all types of online tools, especially learning via social media. The selection of
online tools is very limited and has to adhere to rigid rules.

Ghavifekr et al (2016) also identifies having sufficient ICT tools in rural schools is one
of the challenges where basic technology tools such as computers are lacking causing the
pupils to be illiterate in using ICT. Most students were incapable of operating digital gadgets
and learning language using online tools was far from possible. When the students'
perspective was investigated, Hadijah et al (2020) claims that the learners showed a lack of
self-confidence when playing Kahoot. Some students get disappointed whenever they get the
lowest score and their names are displayed on the leader’s board in Kahoot! alongside with
other high achievers. Despite the scores, some students become less confident because they
have limited knowledge in using online tools as not all students are trained the same way. In
a study by Waer (2021) who explores learners’ attitudes toward Quizizz usage, she found out
that the students who used Quizizz in learning vocabulary, were excited and enjoyed their
learning session, despite the poor internet access. Internet access is vital to operate all the
online tools and it is almost impossible to conduct the lesson without a proper internet
connection.

Conclusion

This review revealed the answers for the two research questions. As for RQ1 (How do
online tools enhance students’ vocabulary learning?), a review on past studies indicated that
using technology is effective in enhancing teaching and learning of vocabulary where online
tools are advantages to improve vocabulary knowledge and retention; create a positive and
fun vocabulary learning environment that motivates the learners to learn vocabulary; foster
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active learning of vocabulary among the English language learners; give instant feedback in
vocabulary learning for further improvement; and create self-regulated vocabulary learning
among English language learners. As per RQ2 (What are the challenges faced by the learner’s
and teachers in using online tools?), past studies showed that time management, technical
issues, adaptability struggle and computer illiteracy among teachers and learners are the
possible challenges of using online tools in a language classroom.

This review was impeded by two aspects. First of all, university students and teachers
were chosen as research participants for most of the studies in this review on the
effectiveness of technology in teaching and learning of vocabulary. As such, further studies
can be done on investigating the effectiveness of using technology in teaching and learning
of vocabulary among primary school students since online teaching and learning is now
increasingly applied in primary and secondary education. Another limitation identified is the
challenges in using technology in the classroom which are mostly focused on the teachers
where learners might also face these challenges and problems in using technology in the
classroom. Most of the studies focus on the foreign context where some challenges might not
be applicable in Malaysian classrooms as the infrastructure of every country differs. Future
studies should also include the challenges faced by the learners in using technology in learning
in Malaysia.

This review evidently showed that digital tools are effective in teaching vocabulary.
Most of the past studies reviewed in this paper are conducted in foreign context which
focuses on tertiary level learners and there is a lack of studies in Malaysian context especially
among young learners to prove the effectiveness of digital tools in enhancing vocabulary
learning. Teaching English lessons via digital tools in Malaysia might not be as effective as in
other countries and it needs to be identified. Therefore, this study opens up a new dimension
for further researchers to fill in the gap by carrying out researches that based on Malaysian
young learners’ and teachers’ perceptions of using digital tools in enhancing vocabulary
learning by considering the five main concepts which are vocabulary retention, learning
environment, active participation, self-regulated learning and instant feedback.

For both instructors and students, dealing with the problems of digital learning may
be disappointing and stressful. Based on the review, time management, technical issues,
adaptability struggle and computer literacy among teachers and learners are the possible
challenges of using online tools in a language classroom. Yet, in order to maximise the
potential of ICT and provide students with the skills they need to be lifelong language learners,
instructors and students' confidence in using technology must be boosted by providing them
with the necessary electronic equipment, training, and time resources. There is limited
research on possible ways of solving the problems that occur to enhance the students'
learning via online tools. The future researchers may fill in the research gap by exploring
studies on overcoming the barriers of using online tools to enhance the learners’ language
learning stresses on maximising necessary electronic equipment, training, and time
resources.
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