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It is well established that modern technology has entered most classrooms. Smartphones particularly, can enhance language learning as they offer an easy and flexible learning experience while increasing motivation. This study investigates the effects of including the WhatsApp (WA) application in the French language learning process. To test the hypothesis that adopting WA can improve teaching, students' engagement and be a social instrument amid a pandemic, two surveys were sent to 50 French language students at the Centre for Language Learning, in UWI, Trinidad and Tobago, comparing their learning experience with and without WA. The results showed that the experience was successful with regards to students' views on their skills, motivation, and engagement. This suggests that more regular activities could be offered throughout the semester, so the students can truly benefit from this practice, do not get intimidated to post assignments in the group and see these tasks as integral part of the learning process.

INTRODUCTION

With the rapid evolution of technology, the 21 st century has changed the way we learn and teach, and Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) has been gaining ground rapidly in and outside classrooms. Godwin-Jones states "Smartphones, for many of us, have (…) become an extension of ourselves (…). It is that level of interconnection that has made the smartphone such a potential game-changer in education" (2017, p.4). Indeed, learning a language with a smartphone is convenient, provides a flexible learning experience, and expands motivation, learners can therefore take on a more active role. The WhatsApp (WA) application appears to be a solid example of a tool that can be used in the foreign language class as is it used by most people in their daily exchanges. It was implemented as a teaching and learning tool in three French language classes at the Centre for Language Learning (CLL). This study will thus address this research question: Could WA be an essential instrument to improve students' language skills, engagement, and social interactions, particularly during a pandemic? We will assess how language learners perceived the practice of using WA as a teaching tool to ultimately offer a holistic educational tool, enjoyable for students.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

MALL, engagement, and WhatsApp in the foreign language classroom

A lot of research has been done in the field of MALL, particularly since 2020 when most classes moved online throughout the world. Teachers had to find new ways of engaging students. Using students' mobile devices has become a widespread addition to conventional teaching and has had a great impact on language learning. It can take various forms, from soft copies of class documents to collaborative work on a platform. Between classes, students can use mobile devices to study anywhere and at any time to create a sense of immersion in the foreign language. Consequently, it allows educators to offer an innovative teaching practice. Learning is flexible and students are more active and more responsible for their education, becoming autonomous learners. However, some issues can arise such as technical difficulties, distractions, and discomfort of working on a small screen. These can compromise the task planned by the tutor. The issue may also be with the teacher himself [START_REF] Tai | Adoption of mobile technology for language learning: Teacher attitudes and challenges[END_REF] as they may not be familiar with mobile learning or see it only as entertainment but not true learning. Overall, MALL generates a positive attitude from educators and learners, as they believe it allows for greater freedom in the learning process (Alhajri, 2016) and a smartphone, coupled with WA, greatly expands the potential to create superior student engagement.

In Trinidad and Tobago, all classes have been online since March 2020 and it has been a challenge for numerous teachers to maintain students' engagement from a distance. Marx et al. describe engagement as "a student's connection to their learning and the learning environment which incorporates behavioral, emotional, and cognitive aspect" (2016, p.213). Educators have long been looking for ways of engaging students greatly, so technology and gamification have been widely used within online teaching for that purpose [START_REF] Raju | Effective Usage of Gamification Techniques to Boost Student Engagement[END_REF]. Additionally, studies have shown that the use of WA in foreign language learning enhances students' engagement, particularly the cognitive and emotional engagement [START_REF] Andujar | WhatsApp and Jitsi to Foster Student Engagement in an American-Spanish Telecollaboration Exchange[END_REF]. Recent studies showed that WA can be a useful tool for students having issues with the sudden transition to online tutorials because of the pandemic (Sette- [START_REF] Sette-De-Souza | Motivating learners in pandemic period through WhatsApp and Google Meet[END_REF][START_REF] Dahdal | Using the WhatsApp Social Media Application for Active Learning[END_REF][START_REF] Amin | EFL students' preferences on digital platforms during emergency remote teaching: Video Conference, LMS, or Messenger Application?[END_REF].

For language educators, remote teaching and the subsequent lack of human contact created the need for an innovative educational element. Research has shown the benefits of using mobile phone activities and social media [START_REF] Pagel | Student and instructor attitudes toward CALL and MALL in the L2 classroom[END_REF][START_REF] Mansor | Instagram in ESL Classroom[END_REF] in the language classroom. In Trinidad and Tobago, the WA application is widely used daily by everyone, informally, but also commonly in professional and educational settings. In foreign language learning more particularly, the literature indicates that it can be an excellent addition to a course [START_REF] Bensalem | The Impact of Whatsapp on EFL Students' Vocabulary Learning[END_REF][START_REF] Ali | A Study of EFL Students' Attitudes, Motivation and Anxiety towards WhatsApp as a Language Learning Tool[END_REF][START_REF] Mwakapina | WhatsApp Mobile Tool in Second Language Learning: Opportunities, Potentials and Challenges in Higher Education Settings in Tanzania[END_REF]. Adopting WA can also improve teaching, students' enthusiasm to learn, and it also aims at giving students more autonomy in their language learning experience [START_REF] Kartal | What"s up with WhatsApp? A critical analysis of mobile instant messaging research in language learning[END_REF]. So, including this social media in our teaching and learning process was a way to bring the students of the online classes together, allowing extra practice, a pleasant experience, creating a sense of immersion while keeping their spirits high, at a time where mental stress had been at its highest, particularly for students. [START_REF] Saltzman | Loneliness, isolation, and social support factors in post-COVID-19 mental health[END_REF] highlighted the fact that technology may be a way of coping with isolation and mental health issues that did arise during these trying times.

However, concerns do arise, as both students and teachers can be reluctant to mix their personal and professional lives. [START_REF] Chan | L'apprentissage mobile grâce à la messagerie WhatsApp. ACTES DE LA CONFÉRENCE INTERNATIONALE SUR[END_REF] underlines the fact that using WA in class takes space in the phone, all participants need to be active in the group, anything posted is too public, there can be spam from some students, they can miss important messages, and he also stresses the difficulty to type in a foreign language. Additionally, Bouhnik and Deshen highlight the students' high expectations of teacher availability" (2014, p.228), and similarly teachers may also expect to receive assignments soon after sending the instructions. Finally, technical problems can also be encountered. Nevertheless, most of the studies in the literature that investigate the use of WA in a language classroom, whether they focus on the social aspect of the language or the learning aspect, show positive outcomes and attitude from both instructors and students.

CONTEXT

3.1 WhatsApp as a teaching and learning tool at the CLL.

The WA application had been previously used for communication purposes at the CLL. However, when the 2020 pandemic hit the country, remote teaching was set up and language activities were offered in the researcher's WA groups to complement the online courses. The students were generally enthusiastic and participated considerably, but occasionally sending an assignment in the group was making some of them feel uncomfortable for fear of being judged for their mistakes. Additionally, not all of them felt compelled to perform the tasks, as this was unusual and not mandatory, others seemed not to want to mix their private life and their studies. However, as demonstrated below, it allowed regular contact with the students, the possibility to send them additional cultural information, speaking and writing practice activities while trying to keep the motivation high between classes, considering these rare circumstances.

As the screenshot in Fig. 1 illustrates, the WA application was initially used for general communication with students about classes, exams, absences or to send homework. Furthermore, using it as an educational tool was the new feature for students. They had to leave short written messages responding to a topic to practice their writing skills, as shown in Fig. 2 and3. Students were also asked to leave voice note messages responding to a prompt, to build their confidence in their speaking skills, which is what students usually find most difficult and intimidating. Beginners had to introduce themselves using a new identity (see Fig. 4), the advanced group had to send a picture related to problems in a city and describe the issue (see Fig. 5). for advanced speaking practice.

Once the students posted their productions, corrections but also words of encouragement and positive feedback were sent in the group (see Fig. 6) to boost their confidence and motivate them to produce again. Seeing that the productions and feedback are there for everyone to see, one needs to keep in mind that students can be self-conscious about the errors they make. If the feedback is not constructive and positive, this could prevent them from posting further productions in the group. Additionally, cultural items such as links to documentaries about the French speaking world or seasonal traditions were posted (see Fig. 7), amusing facts about French language were also shared both by tutor and students to lighten the difficult atmosphere during the pandemic and reinforce group cohesion.

Fig. 7-Cultural information

The students would thus receive these messages and activities throughout the week between classes and although some students preferred to send their production individually, most of them were very responsive and active in the group.

METHODOLOGY

This study assesses the way using WA as an educational tool was perceived by the students, comparing their learning experience with and without WA. It was carried out at the Centre for Language Learning, at The University of The West Indies (UWI), St. Augustine, Trinidad and Tobago, with the researcher's two classes of the 1A level and one class of the 3A level. The main part of this research was conducted over the course of 4 months, from September to December 2020. 50 students were then enrolled (33 full beginner students, 17 advanced level students). Most of them were young university students and the others were professionals of all ages. This was the first time that the course was delivered fully remotely due to the pandemic, so there were never any face-to-face encounters between participants.

During the following semester, about 30 students of the previous groups were still enrolled (others stopped or changed tutors). WA groups were created on the first class and used regularly as a communication and educational tool in the first semester and as a communication tool only in the second semester. To collect the data, a quantitative study was completed, and two different Google Form-type questionnaires were sent by WA. The students were asked to give their honest feedback on the use of this practice via open, closed and Likert-scale type questions. 46 and 22 completed surveys were received, respectively.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

WA is not commonly used for language practice or homework activities, so this research was aiming at understanding students' opinion about the use of this application in their foreign language class during the pandemic.

Results from first questionnaire

The data obtained from the first question showed that most students had already used their smartphone as a learning tool (see Fig. 8) with apps or for university assignments, however nobody mentioned using WA.

Fig. 8 -Numbers of participants who had already used their smartphone as a learning tool before.

Table 1-Positive and negative aspects of using WhatsApp in the language classroom. Data obtained from these statements aimed at finding the positive and negative aspects of the WA experience. To summarize Table 1, most respondents agreed that a smartphone and WA could be used as a language learning tool, but some were not fully convinced that WA could allow them to practice all skills. Less than half indicated that they enjoyed homework on WA more than in a book, suggesting that they may still enjoy traditional ways of doing homework. Having their productions exposed in the group was not easy for 40%, they felt self-conscious about what other students may think of their skills and one quarter felt self-conscious when the teacher corrected their errors in the group. 13% agreed that some students wanted to show off their skills when posting and maybe hesitated to post assignments if they thought that their skillset was lower. Half of them were not comfortable asking questions openly in the chat, for fear of being judged. Making students feel comfortable in the WA group thus needs to be a priority. Most agreed that they received enough feedback and that they were able to learn through other people's mistakes, which shows one of the positive aspects of sending their practice exercises within the group and not privately to the instructor. Most importantly, 89% believed that using the application as an educational tool helped them improve some language skills and 78% their motivation. Indeed, they were in contact with the language throughout the week outside of class time, creating a feeling of immersion.

Using social media as a teaching tool can also have some negative effects, but it created additional eye strain for very few students. Sharing of personal data can be somehow an issue and 13% were uncomfortable that the others had access to their personal information, whereas only 5% that the teacher had access to it. The participants did not seem to have been inconvenienced by the number of messages received. Few of them agreed that these WA activities were unnecessary and that class activities were enough, so it undoubtedly complemented the lessons well. Using WA as a learning tool was not time consuming for the respondents. It thus appears that the activities were not overbearing and neither incompatible with everyone's busy schedule. Additionally, the teacher's expectations with this learning app were not too high for the respondents so they felt confident that they could post their assignments.

Table 2-Students' opinion about the various uses of WhatsApp in the language classroom

What students appreciated the most about using this application, as shown in Table 2, was the possibility to inform the teacher of any technical issue while the remote class was taking place (97.8%) or ask questions (89.1%). Most of the students welcomed the numerous uses of WA such as sharing documents and class information (89.1%), obtaining a summary of the class content if they were absent (91.3%). When it comes to the intercultural aspect of the application, most students enjoyed documents being shared about French culture (93.5%) or entertaining documents (88.1%) which lightened the atmosphere, in a time of learning that prevented any human interaction and when mental health issues had greatly increased in Trinidad and Tobago as well (John-Lall, 2021). Finally, when WA was used as an educational tool, a vast majority enjoyed performing written or speaking exercises. 86.9% appreciated the possibility of meeting new people within the group, particularly because of the forced isolation and the remote teaching. There was thus a true social aspect to the use of this application, beyond the educational one.

As previously stated, a major drawback of using WA in an educational context is mingling both personal and professional life. However, 73.9% indicated that they enjoyed using WA for education rather than just entertainment and their private life. People already belong to many WA groups in their daily life, but half of the participants liked joining an additional group. It was important to remind participants from the start that this group was going to be for French related material only, so nobody would become irritated to receive messages on other topics. 73.9% liked receiving notifications about a class at any time, which could have been a disturbance. The negative aspects were thus minimal.

Fig. 9-Number of participants who wish to perform more activities on WA.

Finally, Figure 9 illustrates that most students would appreciate more activities on WA (78.3%) as, according to them, it was convenient, and since they use this application often throughout the day, doing work for their French course was easily accessible. A minority of students did not wish to perform more activities with WA and explained that the screen was too small, or that the Edmodo platform or emails were better for them to keep track of their work. Others stated they do not use their phone all the time or that messages got lost when other participants replied.

Results from second questionnaire

Students completed this questionnaire once WA was not used as a teaching tool anymore, permitting them to compare both situations. As shown in Fig. 10, most of the respondents indicated that they felt less engaged in the French language learning process without the WA activities, which shows the importance that this innovative practice had for them previously.

Table 3-Students' opinion about WA helping them in various domains.

Table 3 reveals that 100% of the students expressed that the activities on WA helped improve their French language level which shows a key aspect of using WA as a teaching tool. 90.9% indicated that it assisted them with the online class experience, creating a light atmosphere within the group between the actual online classes. It also made the experience easier as online teaching had been in place for over 7 months when WA was used in the French class. 86.40% of the respondents indicated that it helped them with their motivation, another essential element of this study. 81.80% of the respondents indicated that it created some group cohesion, considering these students never met in person, and never had a chance to get to know each other or interact before or after class. Additionally, 63.60% of the respondents stated that this helped them to deal with the isolation due to the virus, and finally, 59% of the respondents indicated that using WA as a teaching tool allowed them to cope with the pandemic's difficult atmosphere. 100% of the respondents would like to resume these activities on WhatsApp (Fig. 11). They explained that it was convenient, easy, motivating, also encouraged participation while giving them extra practice and created a constant learning environment. Students were also able to learn from others, thus showing that this practice was very profitable to them throughout their language learning experience.

CONCLUSION

Using the WA application as an education tool in the French language classes appears to have been a sound success, as the data analysed showed a positive response to the activities offered during the semester. Their previous daily use of WA made it simple for the students to adapt to it as an educational tool. Students responded well to all the tasks presented, they indicated being more engaged in the learning process and more motivated. Social distancing and confinement had created a feeling of isolation, so building a sense of community within the group seems to have helped lift people's spirits up. Indeed, WA played a social role in the classroom as they were able to get to know each other and communicate via the application. However, as much as it allowed to create student learning, language immersion and socialization, giving the students the opportunity to use WA with their teacher also brought a sense of familiarity with messages coming at all hours. The line between work and personal life can easily become blurred and a reminder can be given from the beginning of the term. Emphasis also needs to be put on participants' need not to make students whose level is inferior feel self-conscious to the point where they do not wish to contribute to the exercises. More regular WA activities could be offered throughout the semester along with positive feedback and encouragement, so the students do not get intimidated to send their productions or so that they see the benefit of these additional tasks as an integral part of the teaching and learning process. It would be interesting to find other ways of integrating WA into new pedagogical activities, while targeting specific language skills and improving its implementation to engage them further in the language learning experience, also ensuring that it allows them to improve their linguistic level, communication skills but also their cultural knowledge about the French speaking world, while becoming autonomous learners. However, there are some limitations to this study, as the number of participants was low, and the activities limited to oral and written expression. Further research with more students throughout the language school could give more precise results, while using other types of educational activities on the application, at different levels and in different languages. All of this would give an interesting opportunity to recognize this social media and its value as a teaching and learning instrument so it can eventually become a fully-fledged educational device that is beneficial to both language students and teachers.
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