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Abstract
This integrative literature review synthesizes findings from 51

empirical studies (2010-2025) to identify evidence-based
strategies and design principles for developing mobile-assisted
idiom learning apps, particularly for less commonly taught
languages (LCTLs). Eight thematic categories emerged,
including  contextualization, visual aids, etymological
elaboration, gamification, flashcards, immediate feedback,
and app aesthetics, simplicity, and structure. The findings
suggest that these elements, if incorporated in an idiom
learning app, may enhance idiom comprehension, retention,
and learner engagement. Importantly, the review highlights
the underrepresentation of LCTLs in current research and
calls for more inclusive app development. While the primary
focus is on mobile learning, the insights gained can also be
applied to classroom-based idiom instruction using traditional
and digital resources. Recommendations for educators are
provided, including but not limited to the use of the
micro-learning strategy and the suitability of idiom learning
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for low-level language learners, along with suggestions for

future research.

Keywords: Idiom learning; mobile-assisted language learning
(MALL); LCTLs; language learning apps; idiom instruction
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Introduction
In recent years, mobile-assisted language learning (MALL)

has become an increasingly prominent approach in language
education (Ali et al., 2024; Iftikhar, 2025). Defined as the use
of mobile devices—such as smartphones and tablets—for
language learning purposes (Valarmathi, 2011), MALL offers
learners flexible access to language practice anytime and
anywhere and supports both formal and informal learning
contexts (Oz, 2014). Its features, such as convenience,
portability, and potential for student-instructor collaboration
(Oz, 2014), have made mobile technologies particularly
appealing to educators who are seeking innovative tools to
support second language acquisition (e.g, Dagdeler &
Demir6z, 2022).

This trend is especially relevant for instructors of
LCTLs, where up-to-date, high-quality instructional materials
may be limited or unavailable. Mobile apps have the potential
to bridge this gap, as they offer scalable, cost-effective tools
that can supplement instruction and provide learners with
additional learning opportunities both in and outside the
classroom (e.g, Yuen & Schlote, 2024). The potential
benefits of integrating mobile technologies into language
learning are supported by a growing body of research. For

instance, a recent systematic review of 70 MALL studies
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conducted in Iran by Morady Moghaddam, Esmaecilpour, and
Ranjbaran (2025) found that 94% of the reviewed studies,
conducted across diverse educational contexts and in
different countries, reported positive outcomes associated
with MALL use. These outcomes included improvements in
language skills such as vocabulary, speaking, listening, reading,
and writing, as well as positive effects on learner attitudes,

motivation, and engagement.

Thanks to the rise of low-code and no-code
platforms (e.g.,, Glide, Adalo, Thunkable), accelerated by the
COVID-19 pandemic, a growing body of research on
MALL-related topics (Guo, Jeyaraj, & Razali, 2024), and
increased institutional interest in digital pedagogy, language
educators are now in a stronger position than ever to
participate in app development initiatives. Equipped with
insights from empirical research, they can collaborate with
developers to design simple language learning apps tailored to

specific pedagogical needs.

One area of language instruction that continues to
present challenges for both teachers and learners is idiomatic
language. Idioms, multi-word expressions whose meaning
cannot be derived from the literal interpretation of their
individual components (Brenner, 2011), play a crucial role in

communication, cultural understanding, and idiomatic,
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intercultural, and pragmatic competences (e.g., Liontas, 2003;
Lungu et al, 2023; Thiel, 1979; Wray, 2000). Idiomatic
competence, defined by Liontas (2003, p.299) as “the ability
to understand and use idioms appropriately and accurately in
a variety of sociocultural contexts, in a manner similar to that
of native speakers, and with the least amount of mental
effort”, is widely recognized as an essential component of
advanced language proficiency (e.g, Fernando, 1996; Wray,
2000).

Despite their importance, idioms often receive limited
attention in the language classroom, not only in LCTL but
even in ESL and EFL classrooms (e.g, Nadeem &
Almowalad, 2022). For instance, as Mekheimer (2025)
uncovered in a recent study, EFL teachers face various
challenges in idiom instruction, including but not limited to
resource limitations, curriculum constraints, and cultural
barriers. Struggles with idiom instruction, lack of time, or
resources often result in minimal coverage of idioms in a
classroom or avoidance of this language material.
Consequently, learners might be left with insufficient
exposure to idiomatic expressions, which may ultimately
hinder their ability to understand native speech or express
themselves naturally in the target language. Given this gap,

mobile apps represent a promising avenue for idiom
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instruction, especially since idioms' imageability, fixed form,
and frequency in authentic speech make them especially

well-suited for short, focused practice in app environments.

A small but growing number of empirical studies
have begun to explore this potential. Several purpose-built
mobile applications have shown promising results for idiom
learning. MEILA was associated with improved learning
outcomes and positive learner perceptions (Wu et al., 2021,
2023). Ediom increased learner motivation and supported
idiom comprehension, while also outperforming a traditional
instructional approach (Li, 2022). Idiomatico was reported to
promote enjoyment, involvement, and reduced anxiety during
learning (Ahmed et al., 2022). Similarly, users of Idiomobile

expressed positive attitudes toward the app (Amer, 2014).

However, while these early results are encouraging, a
cohesive summary of best practices for idiom app design and
pedagogical integration is still missing. The present review
addresses this gap.

The Present Study

This paper reviews empirical studies from the fields of
MALL, vocabulary instruction, and idiom learning to identify
key design principles and instructional practices that promote
idiom acquisition and can be incorporated into a mobile

application. The goal of the present study is to support LCTL
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educators, curriculum designers, and educational technology
experts who may wish to develop or evaluate idiom learning

apps in LCTL programs.

To that end, this paper reviewed 51 empirical studies
published between 2010 and 2025. Most studies were drawn
from language education contexts, while a small number (Zhu
& Yang, 2023; Zhang et al, 2023) were included from
adjacent fields such as educational interface design and visual
attention research. These design-focused studies, although
not language-specific, offer relevant evidence about visual and
structural features that influence learning efficiency and user

engagement in mobile platforms.
The following research questions guided the review:

1. Based on findings from empirical studies, how
should idioms be presented and practiced in a
MALL environment to maximize learning

outcomes?

2. What pedagogical and design features should be
incorporated into idiom learning apps to support
effective learner interaction with the app,

engagement, and acquisition?
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Design
This study employed an integrative literature review

approach. Integrative reviews are designed to synthesize and
evaluate knowledge from studies that may differ in
methodology, research design, and disciplinary perspective in
order to generate new insights and directions for future
research (Cronin & George, 2023). This approach was
appropriate for the present study because research relevant to
the development of apps for learning idioms spans multiple
fields, including second language pedagogy, mobile-assisted
language learning (MALL), educational technology, and
digital language learning. The purpose of the review was not
to evaluate a single intervention or establish a definitive effect
size, but rather to identify instructional practices and app
design features associated with successful idiom learning
outcomes and to generate research-informed
recommendations for future app development.

Eligibility Criteria

To be included in this review, studies had to meet the
following criteria: (1) be empirical in nature; (2) be written
between 2010 and 2025; (3) be written in English; (4) report
findings relevant to one or more of the following:(a) effective
ways to present idioms to second language learners; (b)
effective strategies for idiom or general vocabulary practice in

mobile apps or suitable for app environment; (c) app features
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or design elements that can improve user interaction with the
app.

Studies that focused on L1 acquisition, general CALL
(computer-assisted  language learning), book chapters,
reviews, conference proceedings, and conceptual, theoretical,
or opinion-based publications were excluded. General CALL
studies were excluded because the present review specifically
focused on mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) and

instructional practices relevant to mobile app development.

Because the purpose of this integrative review was to
identify instructional practices and app design features
reported across empirical studies rather than evaluate
intervention effectiveness or calculate effect sizes, no formal
methodological quality appraisal (e.g, using standardized
risk-of-bias or critical appraisal tools) was conducted. Instead,
only empirical studies that met the predefined inclusion

criteria were included in the synthesis.

Information Sources and Search Strategy
The literature search was conducted between May 1 and June

1, 2025, using databases available through the University of
Cincinnati Libraries: Wiley Online Library, Scopus, and ERIC.
These databases were selected because together they provide

broad coverage of the disciplines relevant to the present
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review. Scopus offers extensive multidisciplinary indexing,
ERIC specializes in education research, and Wiley Online
Library provides access to peer-reviewed journals in applied
linguistics, language education, and educational technology.
Together, these databases were considered appropriate for
identifying  empirical ~studies on idiom instruction,
mobile-assisted language learning (MALL), educational

technology, and app design.

A combination of Boolean and keyword search
techniques was used to identify relevant studies. Search terms
focused on three broad areas: (a) idiom learning and
instruction (e.g, “idiom learning,” “idiom instruction,’
“idiom acquisition”); (b) mobile-assisted language learning
and educational technology (e.g, “mobile-assisted language
learning,” “MALL,” “mobile learning,” “language learning
applications”); and (c) app design features relevant to
language learning (e.g.,, “gamification,” “flashcards,” “visual
support,”  “etymological elaboration,” and “mobile app
design”). Search terms related to LCTLs were not included
because the purpose of the review was not to identify studies
conducted exclusively in LCTLs. Rather, the review sought to
synthesize broadly applicable evidence on idiom instruction,
mobile-assisted language learning, and app design features

that could inform the development of idiom learning
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applications for LCTL contexts, where empirical research

remains limited.

In addition to database searches, a snowballing
method was employed. Reference lists of key studies were
reviewed to identify additional articles that met the inclusion

criteria.

Selection Process
A total of 63 potentially eligible studies with full-text

availability were identified through database searches and
backward citation tracking. During the organization of search
results, 12 duplicate records were identified and removed.
The remaining 51 unique studies met the review’s inclusion
criteria and were retained for analysis. Each study was
examined in full and subsequently grouped by topic and
subtopic according to its primary focus and contribution to
the review’s research questions. The thematic categories were
developed inductively based on recurring instructional
techniques, app features, and pedagogical approaches

identified across the included studies.

The selected studies span a wide range of
instructional designs, learner populations, and methodologies,
and together, they form the basis for the synthesis presented

in the following sections. It is worth mentioning that although
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51 unique empirical studies (See Table 1) were included in the

review, one study (Ahmed et al, 2022) was thematically

relevant to two distinct categories (Immediate Feedback and

Games) and was therefore counted in both, resulting in a

total of 52 entries across thematic subgroups included in

Table 1.

Table 1. Selected Articles: Grouping

Topic

Subtopic

Authors and year of
publication

Total
number

Idiom

Presentation

Context

Alhaysony (2017)
Al-Khawaldeh et al. (20106)
Boulaares (2025)

Rohani et al. (2012)

Soleimani & Aghazadeh (2024)
Ttrker (2019)

6

Idiom

Presentation

Visuals

Albaqami (2023)

Aydin (2017)

Fotovatnia & Khaki (2012)
Khoshnevisan (2019)
Mehrpour & Mansourzadeh
(2017)

Ramonda (2022)

Solhi et al. (2014)

Zarei (2020)
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Idiom Etymological | Bagheri & Fazel (2010) 5
Presentation | Elaboration | Baleghizadeh & Bagheri (2012)
Jahangard & Sedaghatkar
(2019)
Noroozi & Salehi (2013)
Razmjoo et al. (2016)
Idiom Etymological | Golaghaei & Kakolian (2015) | 2
Presentation | Elaboration | Haghshenas & Hashemian
+ (20106)
Visuals
Idiom & Gamification | Ahmed et al. (2022) 7
Language Hao et al. (2019)
Practice Karaaslan et al. (2018)
Kohnke (2020)
Perry (2021)
Razali et al. (2020)
Xu & Richardson (2024)
Idiom and Flashcards Aprilani (2021) 14
Language Dizon & Tang (2017)
Practice Dizon (2016)
Fathi et al. (2018)
Jabbari Moghaddam &
Rahmani (2025)
Khan (2022)
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Khoshnevisan (2020)

Lam et al. (2018)

Li & Tong (2019)

Pham (2022)

Prayogi & Wulandari (2021)
Ulandari (2019)

Waluyo & Bucol (2021)
Xodabande et al. (2022)

App Design,
Features, &

Organization

Immediate

Feedback

Ahmed et al. (2022)
Klimova & Polakova (2020)
Wei (2023)

App
Design,
Features, &

Organization

Design &
User

Experience

Abu-al-Aish & Love (2013)
Ekinci & Ekinci (2017)
Kamaruzaman & Zainol
(2012)

Kutluk & Giilmez (2014)
Miiller et al. (2018)

Zhang et al. (2023)

Zhu & Yang (2023)
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Results: General Characteristics of the Studies
The 51 empirical studies included in this review were

published between 2010 and 2025, including 17 studies
(33.3%) published between 2021 and 2025. While the
majority of studies targeted English as a second or foreign
language (EFL/ESL), four studies focused on other target
languages, such as French (Perry, 2021) and LCTLs, including
Arabic (Boulaares, 2025) and Chinese (LLam et al., 2018; Li &
Tong, 2019). Participant populations were diverse, with
learners from Iran, Japan, Indonesia, Vietnam, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, Korea, China, the Czech Republic, and other
countries. Most participants were intermediate-level language
learners, although several studies involved beginner or
upper-intermediate  and  advanced  learners.  These
characteristics reflect the global and varied landscape of

research on mobile learning and idiom instruction.

However, it is important to note that empirical studies
focused on LCTLs remain exceedingly rare in this body of
literature. Only three studies in the sample examined LCTL
contexts: one focused on Arabic (Boulaares, 2025) and two
on Chinese (Lam et al., 2018; Li & Tong, 2019). These studies
explored idiom learning, vocabulary instruction, and MALL
in LCTL settings. This lack of research leaves a critical gap in

our understanding of how MALL, including idiom learning,
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can be implemented, adapted, or scaled in LCTL programs.
Without such research, the development of targeted
pedagogical tools, instructional strategies, and
context-specific apps remains limited, which in turn slows
innovation and may reduce the visibility and appeal of LCTLs

in an increasingly digital educational landscape.

RQI. Based on findings from empirical studies, how should
idioms be presented and practiced in a MALL environment

to maximizge learning outcomes?

To address the research questions guiding this review,
the 51 selected studies were organized into eight thematic
categories based on their central focus. These categories
reflect pedagogical strategies and app design elements
addressed across the literature, specifically: (1) idioms in
context, (2) visual aids, (3) etymological elaboration, (4)
etymological elaboration combined with images, (5)
gamification, (6) flashcards, (7) immediate feedback, and (8)
apps’ visual attractiveness, structural clarity, and simplicity.
While some studies intersect across several themes, each was
classified according to the findings relevant for this study’s
research focus. The following sections summarize key

findings within each category.

Context. As Liontas (2008, 2015) emphasizes, idioms should

be introduced in authentic, natural-sounding contexts rather
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than through artificially constructed texts overloaded with
idiomatic expressions. Empirical studies confirm that context
is crucial for idiom comprehension. For instance, Rohani,
Ketabi, and Tavakoli (2012) reported on the impact of
context as a strategy employed by EFL learners and indicated
the context’s influential role in idiom comprehension. Turker
(2019) found that learners could comprehend unfamiliar 1.2
idioms even without direct L1 equivalents, provided the
idioms were embedded in a supportive context. Two studies,
Alhaysony (2017) and Al-Khawaldeh et al. (20106), reported
that language learners overwhelmingly rely on contextual
inference strategies when decoding unfamiliar idioms and
identify context as their most frequently used or preferred
strategy. Boulaares (2025) found that when idioms were
taught in culturally rich contexts, students developed greater
conversational competence. Finally, Soleimani and Aghazadeh
(2024) conducted an experimental study that revealed learners
in a contextualized MALL condition significantly
outperformed peers in both immediate and delayed
post-tests. Taken together, these findings suggest that an
idiom learning app for LCTLs, or MALL-supported idiom
instruction strategies more broadly, should incorporate rich,
authentic contexts (e.g, sample sentences, dialogues, or
corpus-informed  examples) to  enhance learners’

comprehension and retention.
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Visuals. The use of visual aids is another strategy that aligns
well with mobile app environments. Clark and Paivio (1991)
explain that combining verbal and visual input activates the
brain’s imagery system, making language input more
comprehensible and easier to retain. This is especially relevant
for idioms, which often have figurative meanings that are
difficult to interpret without additional cues. Several studies
confirm that visual support significantly enhances idiom
learning, For instance, Aydin (2017) found that the mental
imaging technique, where students created internal visual
representations of idioms, was more effective than both
context-in and context-out groups. Next, Ramonda (2022)
found that learners performed best when both literal and
figurative illustrations accompanied idioms, while Fotovatnia
and Khaki (2012) showed that visual aids outperformed both
definitions and L1 translation equivalents. Zarei (2020)
reported that visualization techniques were significantly more
effective than lexical awareness and even gamified methods in
helping learners produce idioms. Similarly, Albaqami (2023)
found visualization to be the most effective idiom learning
method when compared to both contextualization and
decontextualization. Finally, one study emphasized learners’
positive perceptions of visual input for idiom decoding, with
preferences for images and videos (Khoshnevisan, 2019).

These findings suggest that an app for learning LCTL idioms
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or traditional teaching methods would greatly benefit from
incorporating multimodal content, such as images, videos, or
other visual aids, to reduce cognitive load, support deeper

processing, and boost learner engagement.

Etymological Elaboration. Etymological elaboration is
defined as “referring to the etymology of idioms in order to
understand their idiomatic meaning” (Bagheri & Fazel, 2010,
p.45). Five studies under review support the effectiveness of
this idiom presentation technique. For example, Bagheri and
Fazel (2010) found that providing learners with the origins of
idioms significantly enhanced both comprehension and
retention. Similarly, Jahangard and Sedaghatkar (2019)
reported that etymology, as well as pictorial methods, had a
positive effect on the immediate and delayed retention of the
idioms. Razmjoo, Songhori, and Bahremand (2016) reported
that learners taught through etymological elaboration
outperformed those in other instructional conditions on both
retention and recall measures. Noroozi and Salehi (2013) also
demonstrated its superiority over rote memorization, while
Baleghizadeh and Bagheri (2012) confirmed etymology’s
contribution to both understanding and retention of
idiomatic expressions. Altogether, these findings suggest that
etymological elaboration is a well-supported strategy to idiom

learning. For idiom learning apps targeting LCTLs or
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classroom idiom-targeted exercises, incorporating short,
accessible explanations of idiom origins—or metaphorical
mappings—can deepen learners’ understanding and make the

learning experience more memorable.

Etymological Elaboration and Visuals. Although research
on the combined use of etymological elaboration and visuals
is extremely limited, the available evidence suggests this dual
approach can be especially effective for idiom learning
Golaghaei and Kakolian (2015) found that pairing idiom
origin stories with images led to better learning outcomes
than either method alone. Similarly, Haghshenas and
Hashemian (2016) reported that students who received both
etymological explanations and visuals performed best on
post-tests. These findings suggest that idiom apps could
benefit from integrating short origin stories alongside

supportive illustrations to enhance retention and engagement.

Gamification. In a pedagogical context, gamification refers
to “the introduction of game design elements and gameful
experiences in the design of learning processes” (Dichev &
Dicheva, 2017, p.2). In the area of MALL, a mobile
application or tool is seen as gamified if it includes elements
of game dynamics, such as challenges, competition, rewards,
and elements of mechanics, including but not limited to

levels, badges, or points (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017). While
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most MALL research has focused on general vocabulary or
grammar learning, several studies have reported positive
affective outcomes linked to gamified mobile learning
environments. For example, learners in Kohnke’s (2020) study
appreciated the flexibility of ‘“anytime-anywhere” learning
and enjoyed the competitive aspects, like scoring. Other
studies highlighted the appeal of game-based features like
avatars, badges, quests, and teamwork (Perry, 2021), as well as
the motivational value of rewards and challenge systems
(Karaaslan et al., 2018; Razali et al., 2020), which can boost
confidence in learning and positive attitudes toward it (Hao et
al., 2019). In a recent study, Xu and Richardson (2024)
demonstrated that gamified badge-sharing in a vocabulary
learning app significantly enhanced learners’ self-regulated
learning (SRL) skills and vocabulary learning persistence.
Although very few studies have specifically examined
gamification in the context of idioms, one study (Ahmed et
al., 2022) found that gamification significantly contributed to
idiom knowledge growth. These findings suggest that
gamification, combined with meaningful language input in an
app or in a classroom, may increase motivation, promote
repeated exposure, and make idiom practice more engaging
for learners. However, the effectiveness of gamification
depends on the quality of its implementation and the

instructional context in which it is used (Slamet et al, 2024).
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RQ2. What pedagogical and design features should be
incorporated into idiom learning apps to support effective
learner  interaction  with  the app, engagement,

and acquisition?

Flashcards. Learning vocabulary, including idioms, through
both physical and digital flashcards has been found to be an
effective technique, supported by several located research
studies (Dizon, 2016; Khan, 2022; Waluyo & Bucol, 2021).
Studies have also emphasized learners’ positive perceptions of
this method (Aprilani, 2021; Pham, 2022; Prayogi &
Wulandari, 2021). Interestingly, the trend is shifting toward
digital flashcards, which learners find more effective than
traditional paper versions (Dizon & Tang, 2017; Lam et al,,
2018; Li & Tong, 2019). Two studies even found digital
flashcards to be more effective than traditional paper ones
(Fathi et al., 2018; Xodabande et al., 2022). In the context of
idioms, studies by Ulandari (2019) and Khoshnevisan (2020)
found that the use of flashcards enhanced idiom knowledge.
A more recent study by Jabbar Moghaddam and Rahmani
(2025) provided additional support for this technique: young
EFL learners who practiced idioms using interactive digital
flashcards, featuring visuals, context, and activities,
outperformed those who received traditional textbook-based

instruction, not only in idiom retention but also in speaking
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fluency. These findings suggest that digital flashcards,
enriched with multimedia and interactivity, can serve as an
effective component in idiom learning apps or teaching

practices.

Immediate Feedback. Immediate feedback is widely
recognized as a crucial component in language learning apps,
especially for sustaining motivation and supporting
self-regulated learning. Several studies confirm its value.
Klimova and Polakova (2020) found that learners appreciated
receiving quick corrective feedback while using a vocabulary
app, citing it as a key contributor to app effectiveness.
Similarly, in a study focused specifically on idioms, Ahmed et
al. (2022) reported that users of the gamified app Idiomatico
identified immediate feedback as a core element that
enhanced their idiom acquisition. More recently, Wei (2023)
examined young learners’ engagement with ~mobile
vocabulary apps and found that immediate, personalized
feedback, including both correct answers and information
about learning strategies, was strongly associated with learner
satisfaction, motivation, and improved self-assessment.
Applying these findings to MALL or classroom contexts, it
can be suggested that providing immediate feedback may help
learners stay engaged, monitor their progress, and refine their

learning behaviors in real time.
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Visual Attractiveness, Clear Structure, and Simplicity.
Aesthetic appeal, clarity, and ease of navigation are frequently
cited as key factors in app-based language learning, Several
studies confirm that learners respond more positively to
well-designed, user-friendly apps. For example, Abu-al-Aish
and Love (2013), Kamaruzaman and Zainol (2012), and
Kutluk and Gulmez (2014) all found that attractive layouts
and simple structure contributed to greater learner
motivation, interest in m-learning, and engagement. In Ekinci
and Ekinci’s (2017) case study, users praised apps like
Memrise and Acobot specifically for their clean design,
user-friendly interface, and visual appeal. Conversely, Miiller
et al. (2018) observed that poor-quality graphics in the idiom
learning app Idiomatico negatively affected learner attitudes.
Beyond the language learning context, interface-focused
studies by Zhu and Yang (2023) and Zhang et al. (2023)
demonstrate that visual clarity, intuitive layout, and optimized
information density can significantly improve user focus and
learning efficiency. These findings underscore the importance
of thoughtful interface design in educational apps, including
idiom learning apps. Together, this body of research suggests
that idiom learning apps designed for LCTLs may benefit
from prioritizing aesthetic simplicity, streamlined structure,

and visual clarity to enhance user satisfaction and usability.
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Discussion
While the review primarily sought to identify

research-informed practices for developing idiom learning
apps, many of the findings can also enhance traditional

classroom instruction.

Among the review’s findings highlighting high-impact
techniques, the first one, contextualized presentation,
examined in six empirical studies, emerged as one of the most
consistently effective strategies across learner populations.
Across different learning contexts, the reviewed studies
showed that embedding idioms in rich, authentic contexts,
such as sample sentences, stories, dialogues, or culturally
meaningful scenarios, supports comprehension and retention.
This finding supports prior claims (e.g, Liontas, 2008, 2015)
that idioms should be taught in naturalistic discourse rather
than isolated, artificially created examples. This means that
idiom learning apps or classroom interventions should aim to
replicate contextual richness. One practical strategy for doing
so is drawing on corpus-based data. Corpora can provide
naturally occurring examples of idioms in use, ensure that
learners encounter frequently used expressions first
(McEnery & Xiao, 2011), and help app developers or teachers
identify authentic collocational patterns. Corpus-informed

instruction also allows for context customization, such as
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selecting contexts relevant to learners’ age, interests, or
proficiency level. Whether in app development or classroom
instruction, corpora offer a useful tool for enhancing the

teaching of idioms with meaningful, high-utility examples.

Visual support, especially a combination of figurative
and literal meaning images, was also shown to enhance
idiomatic learning, ILearners benefited from illustrations,
videos, and mental imagery, all of which can reduce cognitive
load and support dual coding processes (Clark & Paivio,
1991). Several studies found that visual input was not only
more effective than definitions or translations but was also
preferred by learners. Importantly, nowadays, with the
increasing availability of Al-based visual generators (e.g.,
DALL-E, Midjourney, Adobe Firefly), instructors can quickly
create high-quality illustrations or even short animated clips
to represent idioms, to include them in apps or standard
classroom instruction materials. This not only saves time but
also allows for tailored, engaging content that aligns with
students” needs and interests. Learners often respond
positively to multimedia input, and the ease of generating
such content can help bridge the gap between traditional
instruction and tech-enhanced learning. However, it must be

noted that Al-generated content should be reviewed carefully
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for accuracy, cultural appropriateness, and compliance with

applicable copyright and licensing requirements.

In addition, etymological elaboration—introducing
learners to the historical or metaphorical roots of
idioms—was supported as a useful strategy for enhancing
understanding and long-term retention. When paired with
visual elements, etymological elaboration yielded even
stronger effects. However, it should be noted that
etymological information, if present in an idiom learning app
or lesson materials, should be short, comprehensible, and as
suggested by Wilinski (2022), provide only “basic information
concerning the origin of this idiom and hence this note does

not distract users’ attention from idiomatic meaning” (p. 120).

Regarding idiom  practice, the presence of
gamification elements (e.g, badges, points, competitive
challenges) was positively associated with learners’
motivation, engagement, and self-regulated learning
behaviors. According to the findings, even simple gamified
elements such as earning points for correctly using idioms or
collecting digital rewards may significantly boost learner
engagement and could be considered in both app
development and lesson planning. However, gamification
should complement rather than replace meaningful

language-use activities, as the effectiveness of game elements
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depends on how they are integrated into the learning

experience.

Flashcards, especially digital ones, were also
supported across multiple studies and found useful in terms
of memorization and recall, and with learners rating them as
effective, convenient, and motivating. In LCTL instruction,
idiom-focused  flashcards can incorporate definitions,
example sentences, and visuals, which makes them highly
adaptable. Given how easy it is to create digital flashcards
using free tools or apps, this technique can be readily
integrated  into  both  classroom  teaching  and
mobile-supported independent learning. At the same time, to
enhance learning benefits, flashcards should be designed to
promote active retrieval and meaningful engagement rather

than simple memorization or passive review.

Immediate  feedback,  particularly  automated,
task-specific feedback, emerged as a desirable and effective
design feature. Learners valued clear indicators of progress
and suggestions for improvement, especially when these were
tied to curricula or personalized goals. Thus, a well-designed
idiom learning app would benefit from this feature, which can
be utilized in, for example, assessments in an app, such as
quizzes or practice exercises. Importantly, this insight also

extends to classroom instruction: whether using digital tools
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or paper-based activities, providing learners with timely,
specific feedback on idiom usage can help consolidate
knowledge, support self-regulation, and reinforce learning

outcomes (Wei, 2023).

Finally, several studies (e.g., Miiller et al., 2018; Zhang
et al., 2023; Zhu & Yang, 2023) underscored the importance
of app aesthetics, simplicity, and clear navigation. Visually
appealing and easy-to-use apps were more likely to sustain
learner attention and promote a positive effect. Conversely,
cluttered or poorly designed interfaces negatively impact
engagement. These principles, although with certain
adaptations, might be helpful, for instance, when designing
digital environments such as e-dictionaries or idiom
collections using tools like Book Creator, or even when
preparing traditional handouts. A clean, intuitive layout helps
learners focus on content rather than deciphering the format,
reducing cognitive load and improving overall learning

experiences.

Synthesis of these findings offers a research-informed
foundation for developing idiom learning apps that are both
pedagogically effective and user-friendly. While most existing
studies focus on English learners, the lack of research on
LCTLs underscores the urgent need for more tools and

investigations in these contexts. Fortunately, with low-code
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and no-code platforms becoming more accessible, LCTL
educators have new opportunities to co-create customized
mobile solutions. Crucially, the strategies identified in this
review—contextualization, visuals, feedback, gamification,
and flashcards—are not limited to apps. They can also
enhance traditional and blended classrooms, whether through
digital flashcards, idiom-based games, or sharing origin stories
in class chats. In this way, the review supports innovation in

both mobile-assisted and conventional idiom instruction.

Conclusion and Pedagogical Recommendations
This review synthesized findings from 51 empirical studies

published between 2010 and 2025 on idiom instruction,
MALL, and related topics. The goal was to identify which
idiom presentation and practice techniques, app features, and
design choices contribute to more effective idiom learning,
and thus can be used in an idiom learning app. The review
suggested that strategies such as contextual presentation,
visual support, etymological elaboration, gamification,
flashcards, and immediate feedback all support idiom
comprehension and retention and are favored by language
learners. Additionally, clear structure, simple navigation, and
appealing visual design contribute to user satisfaction and

learning engagement.
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Although the review’s original goal was to support the
development of idiom learning apps for LCTLs, these
findings are valuable for traditional and blended classrooms.
Teachers can incorporate many of the same features and
techniques using standard materials and freely available tools.
For example, teachers can create classroom-based activities
that use images, storytelling, or discussions of idiom origins
to scaffold meaning. If an idiom learning app is available or a
mobile environment is used, a mobile microlearning
technique, described by Jubran (2024) with bite-sized idiom
learning modules ranging from five to ten minutes, depending
on contexts, learner populations and proficiency level, and
other factors if delivered regularly, could be employed to

enhance retention and fit seamlessly into language lessons.

It also must be noted that teachers play a key role in
promoting students’ out-of-class engagement with mobile
tools. Their encouragement has been shown to increase
learners’ investment and persistence in MALL environments
(Hwang & ILoewen, 2025). When proactive, encouragement
from instructors, guidance, and follow-up can shape students’
willingness to engage with MALL resources outside of class.
This role may be particularly important in LCTL contexts,
where learners often have fewer opportunities for authentic

language exposure and fewer commercially available learning

JNCOLCTL VOL 41



192 Kurylova

resources  outside  the  classroom.  Consequently,
teacher-guided integration of mobile apps may help sustain

learner engagement and extend learning beyond class time.

Apps can also be used as springboards for classroom
interaction. For example, idioms explored through an app
could later be embedded in follow-up tasks, such as group
discussions, scaffolded dialogues, or experiential activities like
role-playing (Prayuda et al., 2024). These active learning
strategies can reinforce idiom use in communication and

promote deeper understanding;

Finally, this review challenges the assumption that
idioms are too advanced for beginners. Empirical findings
demonstrate that even A1-A2 level students can successfully
acquire idiomatic expressions, especially when visuals and
other supports are provided (Calderén & Cedefo, 2023).
However, the successful introduction of idioms at beginning
levels likely depends on careful selection, with preference
given to high-frequency, relatively transparent idioms that are
supported through appropriate instructional scaffolding,
When these conditions are met, idioms can be introduced
early to enrich learners’ intercultural competence and

language learning enjoyment.
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Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research
While this review aimed to be comprehensive and systematic,

several limitations should be acknowledged. First, as a
solo-researcher project, there is a possibility that some
relevant studies were unintentionally omitted despite a careful
and structured search process. Second, a portion of the
reviewed articles, particularly those published earlier in the
2010s, may not fully reflect the technological advancements
and pedagogical shifts in MALL and idiom instruction. Third,
only a small number of studies focused on LCTL, which
makes it difficult to determine whether strategies shown to be
effective in English language contexts would translate
seamlessly to LCTL instruction. Finally, although the review
highlighted features relevant to app design, relatively few
studies investigated idiom-specific mobile apps. This limits
the degree to which detailed app development guidelines

could be drawn from existing research.

Speaking of future research directions, future studies
should explore LCTL teachers’ perspectives to better
understand how idiom instruction is currently approached in
classtooms and how the findings of this review align with
real-world practices. Investigating which techniques teachers
find most effective or impractical, and whether they are open

to integrating mobile-assisted language learning, would offer a
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more grounded, practice-informed view. Additionally,
research should examine what features educators would find
most useful in idiom learning apps, which should help to
bridge the gap between research, design, and classroom
application. Finally, although digital flashcards remain one of
the most extensively researched and consistently supported
techniques identified in this review, future research should
continue exploring emerging multimedia approaches to idiom
learning, Features such as interactive animations, short-form
video, augmented reality, Al-generated visualizations, and
other visually engaging instructional materials may offer
additional benefits for learner engagement. However, because
empirical evidence for these approaches remains limited,
further research is needed before they can be recommended

as evidence-based design principles for idiom learning apps.
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