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Abstract
The use of word cards has been found to be a very 
effective strategy for studying new vocabulary and 
that explicit learning is more effective than 
incidental learning.  However, to be successful, 
word cards require careful management in terms of 
sequencing and spacing.  The obvious downside to 
such a strategy when learning vocabulary therefore 
is the requirement for learners to be aware of the 
conditions necessary for success as well as the 
practical need to manage their cards in accordance 
with these conditions.  This pilot study looks at an 
attempt to address both of these issues through the 
use of technology.  Ankiweb.net is both a website 
and a mobile application that allows users to study 
with online word cards managed according to the 
requirements for optimum sequencing and spacing.  
This paper will summarize student responses to 
studying vocabulary online using mobile devices, 
most notably with smartphones, and explore 
possible practical applications in the light of these 
responses.     

Introduction
Vocabulary is one of the most well researched 
fields in language learning. In fact, there is such a 
profusion of research that increasingly, researchers 
are beginning to specialize within the field (Nation, 
2008). There is good reason for this. As Gardner 
(2013) says, it is possible to “view grammar as the 

engine of language, giving it order and structure, 
and vocabulary as the fuel of language, without 
which nothing meaningful can be understood or 
communicated” (p.2).  And students agree:

“I had no my vocabulary and was not able 
to convey that I wanted so say to partner. I 
was not able to talk by not having known 

the words.” – Tatsuki 

“Because I stopped conversation 
sometimes. I didn't know what I say, I 
didn't brainstorm good words. I was 

ashamed… I think I should raise English 
vocabulary.” - Miwa 

“Also I have to improve make sentence, 
but I don't have enough words to make 

sentence. So I study more English word.” 
– Sae 

*all names are pseudonyms

The above quotes were given by participants in this 
study in reflective learning journals and it is clear 
that not only does a deficit in vocabulary affect 
students’ ability to communicate, but it can also 
undermine their self-esteem and sense of identity 
as English learners. It is simply not possible to 
concern oneself with the mechanics of grammar if 
one does not have the raw material of vocabulary 
available to start with. Fortunately, research shows 
that vocabulary can be deliberately learned. In fact,  
“every piece of research comparing deliberate 
learning with incidental learning has shown that 
deliberate word learning easily beats incidental 
vocabulary learning in terms of the time taken and 
the amount learned” (Nation 2008, p.104). 
Furthermore, “there is probably no vocabulary 
learning technique more rewarding than the use of 
word cards” (Thornbury 2002, p.145).  

Combined with the established efficacy of the 
deliberate learning of vocabulary using word cards, 
are the studies by Cote et al. (2014), and Pegrum 
(2014) suggesting that almost one hundred percent 
of students in the developed world possess a 
smartphone. Mobile technologies have advanced at 
a rapid rate; they have become faster, cheaper, 
lighter, and more powerful. It is clear that they have 
the potential to be highly influential tools in 
language learning (Stockwell, 2007). This raises 
the obvious question of how to combine the two. 

This study seeks to address not the theoretical 
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foundations of studying vocabulary on mobile 
devices, but rather students’ perceptions of doing 
so. Students studying English at a university in 
Japan completed reflective journals as part of their 
coursework. Two of the questions they were asked 
were “how did you feel about your own 
conversation skills?” and “how could the (specific 
and recorded) conversation be improved?” A large 
percentage of the class identified vocabulary as a 
significant area of concern. This paper was borne 
out of an effort to address these concerns.  

Rationale 

It is commonplace to comment on the prevalence 
of mobile technologies among language learners in 
Japan and most of the developed world. Thornton 
and Houser (2005) found that of 333 Japanese 
university students polled, 100% reported owning a 
mobile phone. More important to note is the fact 
that “with the development of mobile systems that 
can access the Internet, more sophisticated 
applications which allow the use of databases and 
interactive web content have been made 
possible” (Stockwell 2007, p.365). And further, 
students are very comfortable in this environment, 
and that they largely view it as a useful tool for 
language learning (Felix, 2001).

When it comes to learning vocabulary, there is 
research going back over 100 years indicating that 
learning new words via spaced repetition with word 
cards is one of the most efficient ways to improve 
vocabulary size (Browne and Culligan, 2008). 
Spaced repetition involves learning new words and 
then reviewing them at increasing intervals. An 
example of review times might be 5-10 minutes 
after learning, then 24 hours later, then one week 
later, one month later, and so on (Russell, 1979). 

The issue is that spaced repetition requires 
learners not only to be aware at this meta-level of 
the requirements for learning vocabulary, but also 
to manage their paper word cards in accordance 
with these requirements. Leitner (1972) and 
Mondria (1994) both found this aspect of learning 
vocabulary with paper words cards too demanding 
for most learners (both cited in Browne and 
Culligan, 2008). However, “by utilizing electronic 
applications, many of the weaknesses inherent in 
working with paper cards and shoeboxes can be 
eliminated” (Ibid, p.9).
The Website 

Ankiweb.net is a website and mobile application 
that combines the effectiveness of spaced 
repetition with the ease of electronic organization. It 
offers a media-rich environment (audio clips, 
images, videos etc.) and allows for synchronization 
across a range of devices. Learners are able to 

download lists uploaded previously by other users. 
Or, alternatively, they can create their own custom 
word lists. It is also available across all of the major 
PC and mobile operating systems. 

Users can create as many lists as they like, 
allowing them to focus on different aspects of 
learning at different times. The website has a 
reduced range of features compared to the 
downloaded desktop version but both allow 
learners to create lists of cards to study anything 
they choose. In this study, students were able to 
select their own vocabulary words and input them 
on one ‘side’ of the card. On the other side, they 
were able to input definitions in the L1, L2, or both, 
along with example sentences if they chose (see 
image 1). 

Image 1.
The site also allows students to set the number of 

new cards they wish to study each day as well as 
the number of review cards from previous study. 
The desktop version provides access to a broader 
range of features including sounds and images.

Ankiweb.net was chosen for use in this research for 
the simple reason that it was the site with which the 
researcher was most familiar.

Methodology

Context 

The current study was conducted in one class of 
freshman learners in the International Languages 
and Communication Department of a private 
university in Japan. Students were double majors, 
majoring in English and an additional language. 
Classes met four times a week for 90 minutes for a 
total of six contact hours per week. Classes in the 
department were st reamed according to 
proficiency, meaning that all of the learners were of 
a similar level of ability. All of the learners had 
completed a minimum of six years of English 
instruction through the Japanese public school 
system prior to beginning their classes at the 
university. The freshman English course was 
designed to give students a solid grounding in 
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English across a broad spectrum of situations and 
topics and therefore devoted equal time to the four 
major skills using what Nation (2013) has called the 
four strands of balanced language learning. In 
addition, all students and teachers at the university 
were required to have an iPad. This added degree 
of Internet accessibility made the notion of using 
online resources even more appealing.

Research Design and Data Collection 

Participants were introduced to the Anki website in 
class. The teacher explained the various features 
and uses of the site to the entire class. Students 
then spent a brief period experimenting with 
inputting their own word on one side of the 
flashcard and the definition on the other.  After this 
short session, the teacher encouraged students to 
continue using and exploring the website in their 
own time as it would be a direct help to their self-
identified shortcomings in vocabulary size. No 
further time was spent with the website in class. 
Approximately two weeks later, the teacher asked 
for volunteers in this study. Eight students agreed 
to participate. 

The data collected was a mix of both qualitative 
and quantitative data. Participants were asked to 
keep a diary for four weeks which logged the time 
spent studying with Anki each day. They were also 
asked to make notes of any thoughts and 
impressions they had while using the site each 
week. After completing the four-week study period, 
participants were then asked to complete a 10 item 
questionnaire. The questionnaire utilized a range of 
data collection methods, including likert scale, short 
answer, and open ended questions.  

Results
The part ic ipants in th is study appeared 
overwhelmingly positive in their responses to 
studying vocabulary online. When asked whether 
they enjoyed using the website, 87.5% of 
respondents either agreed or strongly agreed. 
Likewise, when asked whether they thought the 
website was helpful for improving vocabulary size, 
all of the participants responded positively. 

Table 1. Responses to studying with Anki.

An interesting corollary to this however, was that 
when asked whether they felt that their vocabulary 
had actually improved through using the site, 50% 
answered affirmatively while the other 50% 
responded with an answer of ‘neutral’. There are a 
number of possible reasons for this, including; the 
length of the study, differences between 
participants in the time devoted to using the 
website, and the absence of any objective measure 
of vocabulary size. 

The comments of the respondents helped to 
explain the generally positive reaction to using 
Anki. Quotes included: “(The) Anki website is easy 
to use”; and “We can use this everywhere and 
anytime”. Almost all of the quotes followed a similar 
trend with learners expressing satisfaction at the 
ease of using the website and its usefulness for 
learning English. 

The appearance of positivity should be considered 
genuine, however further questions revealed a 
degree of ambivalence in respondents. When 
asked to respond to the more abstract question of 
rating the degree of positivity that felt about using 
the website holistically, 25% answered negatively. 

Table 2. Overall impression of Anki.
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The reasons for this negativity can be seen in the 
comments offered. One student stated that “it takes 
time to make cards” and that this was a drawback. 
Similarly, another student said “I can't be bothered 
to enter some words, because I already write down 
these words in my vocabulary book every time” 
indicating an unwillingness to abandon previous 
work and/or systems of study. 
Likewise, when asked the likelihood of using the 
site in the future, one participant answered that 
they would not. These negative responses are in 
many ways a more fruitful and important area to 
investigate than the obvious benefits. 

Additional issues brought to light by the study 
include design flaws in the website. It is possible to 
download pre-made lists after having created an 
account. This can only be done however on the 
downloadable desktop version and not on the 
website. This causes an issue in that the interface 
between the online and desktop versions is slightly 
ponderous and difficult to follow. This is 
compounded by the fact that the Android version is 
available for free while the Apple version costs a 
significant 3,000 yen. This resulted in students in 
this study using the website (not the desktop 
version) on their Android cell phones. Of course 
this left them vulnerable to the vagaries of Internet 
connectivity and an inability to search through the 
numerous previously uploaded lists, many of which 
utilize the varied features of Anki’s media-rich 
environment. As one student said, “This app is 
online. So, this system move slowly. If it will be 
offline, it would be more useful.”   

Discussion and Implications
It is obvious that “teachers have a responsibility to 
provide students with access to and guidance on 
the most effective vocabulary-learning tools 
available” (Ashcroft and Imrie 2014, p.639). In their 
study comparing vocabulary acquisition using 
mobile learning versus traditional flashcards, 
Azabdaftari and Mozaheb (2012) were able to 
establish that mobile learning achieved results 
superior to traditional flashcards. Yet, while this 
may seem decisive to teachers initially, they also 
identified several encumbering factors associated 
with mobile learning. Their specific themes are 
largely negated in a Japanese setting (they 
included cost of the internet and lack of access of 
some students to the internet) but they do serve to 
make us aware that if anything is to be ‘the most 
effective vocabulary-learning tool available’, it will 
only be so to the extent that it is tailored to the 
specific environment, needs, and wishes of our 
students. 

The major negative issue that was raised by 
respondents was the time and effort necessary to 
input words and definitions into the website. This 
was an issue anticipated by the author but in 
ask ing the s tudents to assume grea ter 
responsibility for their own study in this way, it was 
hoped that the increased autonomy would increase 
the rate of vocabulary acquisition (Nation, 1995). 
Intuitively, it seems natural for most people to 
desire the greatest reward for the minimum of 
effort. However, this creates a quandary for the 
teacher; do they create and upload ready-made 
lists for the entire class thereby reducing the 
workload on students and possibly covering more 
ground? Or do they require students to take on this 
burden, increasing autonomy and depth of 
processing at the potential risk of decreased 
engagement and motivation? Austin and Nisbet 
(2013) list a number of benefits from using 
technology in adult ESL learning. These include 
opportunities for increased learner autonomy and 
choice, and increased engagement and/or 
mot ivat ion. However, a smal l number of 
respondents in this study indicated a decrease in 
motivation in response to increased autonomy. It is 
important to reiterate the small numbers dealt with 
in this study. While more than one student 
mentioned the onerous nature of inputting words, 
on ly one s tuden t ac tua l l y i nd ica ted an 
unwillingness to use the website in the future. 
Nevertheless, this example is illustrative of the 
fluidity of learner responses in the face of 
seemingly well-established research findings.   

What does this mean for the teacher? At the most 
obvious level, the results clearly indicate a place for 
using mobile learning to study vocabulary. This is 
based not just in the research of prior studies which 
measured vocabulary acquisition, but also in the 
positive reactions to doing so by learners in this 
study. Students enjoyed using the website and also 
appeared to clearly see its value for learning 
vocabulary. The results of this study indicate that 
students and teachers will be largely in agreement 
in viewing mobile vocabulary learning as one of ‘the 
most effective vocabulary-learning tools available’. 
There will be no disconnect between what teachers 
view as being best for their students and the 
students’ responses to such tools.   

The issue that seems most pressing for the teacher 
is how to create the wordlists. While autonomy is 
acknowledged as being an important factor in 
effective learning, it should be “accepted that 
autonomy is a multidimensional capacity that will 
take different forms for different individuals, and 
even for the same individual in different contexts or 
at different times” (Benson 2011, p.58). This might 
mean that for one student autonomy means taking 
full control of the learning process, selecting and 
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entering words and definitions with no guidance at 
all from the teacher. For another student autonomy 
might mean having control over when and where 
they study a word list created by the teacher. It will 
rest with the teacher’s judgment and experience 
how best to tackle such a difficult problem. 

One possible way of approaching this issue is 
through using other websites and applications. One 
such website is Quizlet.com. Quizlet allows the 
teacher to create class accounts. Students then 
join the group. The teacher, after paying the US
$24.99 per year fee, is able to look at students’ 
progress and interaction with the site, upload 
images, and make sound recordings. The site itself 
offers flashcards, tests, and quizzes for the learner. 
Additionally, the students are able to interact with 
the teacher-created words lists. They are able to 
add information to existing words (e.g. example 
sentences) as well as their own words. This 
approaches something of a medium between 
teacher-only and student-only list creation. The 
major downfall is that Quizlet does not utilize 
spaced repetition thereby removing a significant, 
perhaps the most significant, reason for the 
author’s interest in Anki.  

Conclusion
As stated previously, this study never sought to 
establish the efficacy of using word cards to 
acquire vocabulary through quantitative analysis. 
Rather, this point was taken as already established 
through the studies cited. It is clear from the 
literature that electronic flashcards of the kind 
provided by Anki do in fact offer learners one of the 
most efficient means to increase their vocabulary 
size. Likewise, the ability for learners to input their 
own lists presents opportunities for greater 
autonomy with an attendant potential for 
improvements in engagement and motivation. 
Respondents in this survey largely supported these 
findings with their own positive reactions. Learners 
enjoyed using the website and were able to identify 
the utility of using it to study vocabulary. One 
caveat that did emerge was for the teacher to 
always be aware that it is, as always, incumbent 
upon them to recognize the individuality of each 
student and the uniqueness of each learning 
environment. Choices must be made concerning 
whether to create and upload ‘class lists’ of words 
or whether to leave responsibility squarely in the 
hands of learners. Either approach will have 
benefits and drawbacks. It is the job of the teacher 
to navigate this road with the help of their students.    
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Interesting Interview

Talking with Sarah 
Mercer about the 
Self, Identity, 
Strategies, and 
Complexity Theories

Interviewed by Tim Murphey 

Kanda University of International Studies

Sarah Mercer is Professor of Foreign Language 
Teaching at the University of Graz in Austria and 
has published in the last few years on the self, 
agency, strategies, mindsets, working with 
narratives and, more recently, on complexity theory 
and its application to the language classroom. She 
i s t he au tho r o f t he book Towards an 
Understanding of Language Learner Self-Concept 
published by Springer (2011) and co-editor of two 
other volumes: Psychology for Language Learning 
published by Palgrave Macmillan (2015, co-edited 
with Stephen Ryan and Marion Williams) and 
Multiple Perspectives on the Self in SLA published 
by Multilingual Matters (2014 co-edited with Marion 
Williams). In May 2014, she organised the first 
Language Learning Psychology conference in Graz 
for May 2014 which aimed to bring together 
different perspectives and scholars from across the 
field to explore the interconnections between 
var ious aspects o f teacher and learner 
psychologies. The event was so successful that it 
has become a biennial event with the next one 
being held this year in August 2016 in Finland (see: 
https://www.jyu.fi/en/congress/pll2016). 

NB: This interview was actually done in Dec 2013 
and updated for 2016 March. Of special note Sarah 
and her co-authors, Marion Williams and Stephen 
Ryan, were awarded the Ben Warren prize for their 
new book in the Oxford Teachers Handbook Series, 
Exploring Psychology in Language Learning and 
Teaching (OUP 2015) Sarah has also worked as 
co-editor on another edited collection with Peter 
MacIntyre and Tammy Gregersen entitled Positive 
Psychology in SLA (2016). 

TM: How and why did you get interested in 
studying the SELF and perhaps can you tell us how 
it overlaps and is distinguished from identity? 

SM: My interest in the self began with a curiosity 
about strategies. I was teaching an experiential 
approach to strategy training (see Mercer, 2003, for 
more details). At the end of the course, I did some 
evaluation to see whether the students felt the 
course had been helpful for them as language 
learners and, if so, in what ways. The thing that 
struck me about their responses was that they 
reported feeling more confident and empowered to 
tackle learning in other settings given their new 
arsenal of strategies. I concluded that one of the 
key benefits of the strategy training had not 
necessarily been direct linguistic gains but perhaps 
rather enhanced self-confidence and feelings of 
agency. And so it began - my never-ending journey 
to understand my learners’ sense of self, what it 
means for individuals, how it connects with their 
behaviours as learners, and to reflect on what we 
can do to enhance our learners’ sense of self. 
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