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Advances in mobile technologies have been playing a key role in breaking the boundaries 
of learning in terms of time, space, curriculum content, organisation, pedagogical 
methods, infrastructure and requirements. The widespread adoption of tools for online 
meetings and social media, as well as the increasing use of learning analytics, 
virtual/augmented reality and artificial intelligence for educational purposes, illustrate the 
global trend of changing the modes of learning and teaching with technology for greater 
mobility, ubiquity and flexibility. Such a trend has been shown in various subject 
disciplines, levels of education, and learning contexts. 

This special issue focuses on showing how the boundaries of learning can be 
eliminated with technological advances. The papers in this issue cover topics ranging 
from language learning to online teaching and learning, smart learning, and self-regulated 
learning. They illustrate how online and mobile technologies have been adopted for 
diverse pedagogical purposes, such as automatic grading of short answers, simulation-
based learning, social networking, instructional games, wiki-based collaborative writing 
activities, and blended and virtual learning.  

In the first paper, Jia et al. present a research study which addresses the lack of 
empirical evidence on the long-term effect of mobile learning as related work had been 
carried out mostly on a trial basis in which the use of mobile devices for learning lasted 
for only a short period of time. This study examines the effect of mobile-assisted 
language learning supported by an online tutoring system for vocabulary drilling in a 
foreign language course which extended over a nine-semester period. The findings reveal 
the effectiveness of the use of smartphones in a language learning curriculum. 

In the paper by Lui et al., a framework for automatic grading of short answers is 
proposed which can significantly reduce the human effort required for grading. As 
pointed out by the authors, the cost of grading has limited the use of short-answer 
questions, particularly in large-scale operations like MOOCs, despite this question type 
being effective for assessing students’ knowledge on specific topics. The proposed 
framework introduces a divide-and-grade approach to group similar answers into 
clusters, so that minimal human grading effort is needed for each cluster. The paper also 
addresses issues such as the selection of answers having a major impact for grading and 
the handling of final grading. The effectiveness of the framework is illustrated by the 
improvement in grading quality with the same level of human effort in grading. 

Gill et al. share their experiences in conducting lessons on practical science and 
engineering subjects during the switch to online learning due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Their paper presents the results of a survey on institutional means and the 
views of staff and students in this regard, covering the successful and less-than-
successful strategies for skill-based subjects. Institutional and individual suggestions are 
provided for the implementation of online teaching and learning under various delivery 
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scenarios to mitigate potential negative impacts on learning experience. The role of 
technologies, such as simulation and virtual and augmented reality, is highlighted. 

Li and Wong report a review study on the implementation of smart learning in terms 
of its contexts, objectives, means and features. Based on more than 100 articles, their 
findings illustrate the patterns and trends of smart learning, which has been practised in a 
widening range of subject disciplines, educational levels and learning environments, as 
well as the increasing use of mobile devices and learning analytics. The results contribute 
to informing the future development of smart learning design, in particular the need to 
address subject disciplines of diverse natures, the interoperation of smart learning with 
emerging technologies, smart pedagogy design, and technology-pedagogy integration. 

Zhang et al. present another review study on the use of MOOCs for language 
learning, namely language MOOCs. They analyse 78 relevant MOOCs and identify their 
features which support learners’ self-regulated learning, such as pre- and post-course 
surveys, follow-up questions, previews, discussion forums, instructional games, 
collaborative writing activities and social networking. Based on the features identified, 
they put forward a number of implications for the design and pedagogy of language 
MOOCs, as well as highlighting the research needs on the relationship between the 
MOOC features and self-regulated learning. 

In the last paper, Pan et al. report the differences between the blended and virtual 
modes of a Chinese language writing and translation programme in terms of the 
challenges and merits associated with the two types of learning. The differences are 
identified based on the learners’ feedback in the programme which was first carried out 
in a blended environment and, in the next year, a virtual environment. The results reveal 
the need to cope better with learners’ diverse backgrounds; show that teachers should be 
creative and adaptive in their pedagogies; and indicate that institutional and technological 
support are also important. 

These papers reveal the potentials of technologies in facilitating learning for learners 
from a diversity of ethnicities, cultural backgrounds, study levels and disciplines. The 
results reported in the papers contribute to pedagogy development and educational 
policy-making, as well as indicating new research territories in relation to the adoption of 
emerging technologies. We look forward to more works generated from the findings and 
insights of these papers. 


