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Abstract 

Today the mobile phone has become an essential part of our lives. As the devices have gone 

through technological iterations researchers of mobile-assisted language learning have been 

studying the benefits of mobile phones in education. The purpose of this study was to 

evaluate language learning apps and their emphasis in the four language skills as well as 

vocabulary and grammar. Aesthetic design, navigation and gamification elements were also 

evaluated. The study began with a search for appropriate apps on the App Store using the 

following criteria: they were aimed at adults, they had English as a base language and were 

therefore accessible for Icelandic students, and they were aimed at a particular language 

skill or a variety of language skills. The apps were then evaluated according to a criteria 

based on Rosell-Aguilar’s (2017) framework for evaluating language learning apps. Among 

the findings is that the apps most often emphasize vocabulary, speaking and grammar. 

Listening and reading usually present as the by-products of speaking activities. Writing is also 

rarely the main focus of the apps selected for review. Speaking activities rely on imitative 

speaking which focuses on accuracy over fluency. In app dedicated to vocabulary words only 

appear in the context of another word but not in the context a sentence. The selection of 

apps that focus on grammar offer either a deductive approach or an inductive approach 

through drilling. Navigation of the apps is usually without issue but two apps under review 

did have issues that hindered usability considerably. Similarly, design was generally 

appropriate to the content while one app suffered from poor design and three apps stand 

out as exemplary when it comes to aesthetic design. Gamification elements were present in 

the majority of the apps but were usually poorly implemented except for three apps which 

used effective ways to implement this aspect. The availability of English language learning 

apps in the App Store is quite extensive and the quality of apps varies as can be seen in this 

study with scant pedagogical foundation. This study also shows that apps developers are 

experimenting with different and interesting ways to utilize technology for language learning 

and sometimes succeeding in that task but there much to left to discover as the availability 

of language learning apps is only increasing.   
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1 Introduction 

The proliferation of mobile phones with smart features has been such for the last 10 years 

that the today the devices have now become a part of everyday life. This does not only 

pertain to the number of devices but also to a broader use of the technology. With more 

computational horsepower and streamlined user interfaces modern mobile phones have a 

bigger role to play in the day-to-day lives of most individuals than previous iterations of the 

device were ever able to accommodate. 96% of Icelanders who are between the age of 18 

and 49 own a mobile phone with smart features but 100% of students say they own such a 

device (Íslendingar snjallsímavæddir, n.d.). As these devices have been developing and 

reaching a broader user base, researchers have begun examining the usefulness of the 

devices in language teaching. From this interest a field of study emerged called mobile-

assisted language learning (MALL).  

With the advent of the iPhone and the App Store the variety of experiences available for 

language learning increased considerably. In August 2020 the number of non-gaming apps 

were reported to be 3.42 million (Clement, 2020) whereas in 2018 Apple announced that the 

number of educational apps had reached 200.000 (Pendlebury, 2018). It is apparent that the 

interest in developing and using mobile apps for education has grown considerably in the 

last decade.   

The main purpose of the study is to investigate English learning apps for adults available 

on the App Store with respect to the four language skills as well as vocabulary and grammar. 

Eleven apps where chosen whose methods of instruction were identified and evaluated 

according to the emphasis each has. In addition, I will consider the design of the apps in 

terms of aesthetic choices and navigation. Lastly, I will evaluate how these apps leverage 

features of gamification such as badges, progress bars, leaderboards, and points to motivate 

the user. Rosell-Aguilar’s (2017) framework for evaluating language learning apps and 

Flores’s (2015) list of game-like elements were used for determining the criteria of 

evaluation.  

The next section will discuss mobile phones and their development towards 

normalization in education. This will be followed by a description of the organization of this 

thesis. The thesis culminates in a few concluding words.  
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2 Mobile Devices and Language Education  

It can be said with reasonable certainty that the variety of mobile devices has been funneled 

into the, now, rather uniform design of the smartphone. A criticism of the technocentric 

view of mobile learning put forth by Traxler posits that the “transience and diversity of the 

devices, systems and platforms means that these definitions are also highly unstable” (2009, 

p. 2). The literature of mobile-assisted language learning certainly presents a wide variety of 

devices such as mobile phones, personal digital assistants and mp3 players that may have 

had various operating systems depending on the model. The ownership of these devices was 

not universal and usually the participants of studies were given such a device for the 

duration of the study. This has changed much in the last decade.  

In recent years it may very well be that some students have laptops while others have 

tablets – and a few might have both. But it is almost certain that all will have a mobile phone 

with smart features. This is corroborated by recent surveys. Ownership among the age group 

from 18-34 in the U.S., U.K. and Germany was reported to be just over 90% (Poushter, 2016). 

The results are similar in Iceland where a recent survey reports that 96% of Icelanders who 

are between the ages of 18 and 49 own a smartphone and 100% of students say they own 

such a device (Íslendingar snjallsímavæddir, n.d.). It is also interesting to note that the 

market share of the operating systems is split almost in half where 51.55% are Android 

operated devices and 47% are iOS operated devices (“Mobile operating system”, n.d.).  The 

diversity of devices in use has thus decreased considerably. Interconnectivity is also much 

better since third party applications such as Facebook Messenger and Snapchat can be 

downloaded to most phones and facilitate communications between people with different 

models and operating systems.  

Searches on Google via mobile phones have also increased dramatically. In May 2015 

Google announced that “more Google searches take place on mobile devices than on 

computers in 10 countries including the US and Japan” (Dischler, 2015). Google groups 

tablets with desktops so mobile devices in this case specifically means mobile phones 

(Sterling, 2015). In October 2015 Google’s senior vice president of search announced that on 

average throughout the world mobile searches exceed desktop searches (Sullivan, 2015). In 

order to accommodate the growing use of mobile phones Google announced in April 2015 

that mobile-friendliness would have an impact on the ranking of a website in the search 

results delivered to a mobile phone user (Makino, 2015). This essentially forces people who 

are running websites to provide a layout of the website that caters to mobile users – that is, 

if they do not want to miss out on potential traffic from these users. Browsing websites on 

mobile phones has then become more user-friendly. Developments such as these make the 
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modern mobile phone a very convenient device to utilize in education – at least in terms of 

its ubiquity and recent homogeneity in its design.  The practical limitations of the devices 

used to implement mobile-assisted language learning have been made significantly less 

sever. 

Normalization is an issue that has been discussed in the computer-assisted language 

learning literature. The concept of normalization “is relevant to any kind of technological 

innovation and refers to the stage when the technology become invisible, embedded in 

everyday practice and hence ‘normalised’. To take some commonplace examples, a 

wristwatch, a pen, shoes, writing – these are all technologies which have become normalized 

to the extent that we hardly recognise them as technologies” (Bax, 2003, p. 23). It could be 

argued that the mobile phone with smart features has become a natural part of students’ 

everyday life. It is, however, not exactly clear that it has crossed the boundaries of 

normalization when it comes to the traditional learning environment. The usage must 

overcome some hurdles in order to have become normalized. Bax (2003) talks about this in 

terms of computer assisted language learning but these ideas can also apply to mobile 

phones: “CALL will reach this state when computers (probably very different in shape and 

size from their current manifestations) are used every day by language students and 

teachers as an integral part of every lesson, like a pen or a book. Teachers and students will 

use them without fear or inhibition, and equally without an exaggerated respect for what 

they can do. They will not be the centre of any lesson, but they will play a part in almost all” 

(p. 24).  

The purpose of the study is to investigate English learning apps for adults available on the 

App Store with respect to the four language skills as well as vocabulary and grammar. 

Aesthetic design, navigation and gamification elements will also be evaluated. The features 

that were examined specifically are language skills, vocabulary, and grammar and the nature 

of the activities used by the apps to teach these aspects of language. Technological features 

such as navigation and aesthetic choices made by developers were also examined as well as 

use of media. Finally, gamification elements were identified using Flores’s (2015) list of 

game-like elements which include points, badges, leaderboards, progress bars, performance 

graphs, quests, levels, avatars, social elements and rewards systems. The next chapter will 

review a selection of the literature published on mobile-assisted language learning followed 

by a chapter that discusses the study. The next chapter evaluates the apps according to the 

selected criteria. A chapter follows with a discussion of the findings. A few concluding words 

mark the end the study.      

 

 



 

11 

 

 



12 

3 Mobile-Assisted Language Learning – Literature Review 

Mobile-assisted language learning is a subarea of mobile learning. As the name implies it 

focuses on aspects of language learning in conjunction with mobile technology and the 

implications this technology has on the nature of teaching and learning. The initial attempts 

at defining mobile learning revolved around the nature of the device used for learning. 

Traxler (2005) identified it as “any educational provision where the sole or dominant 

technologies are handheld or palmtop devices” (p. 262). Quinn (2000) had a similar idea and 

said it was “elearning through mobile computational devices: Palms, Windows CE machines, 

even your digital cell phone.” Other definitions expanded this view to include the feature of 

mobility of the user such as O’Malley et al. (2005) who describe mobile learning as “[a]ny 

sort of learning that happens when the learner is not at a fixed, predetermined location, or 

learning that happens when the learner takes advantage of the learning opportunities 

offered by mobile technologies” (p. 7).  

According to Sharples et al. (2009) and Traxler (2009) these early definitions focused too 

heavily on the technology. Traxler posits that this technocentric view provides unstable 

definitions because of the speed of technical evolution and the multitude of platforms. He 

also mentions the problem of categorization such as deciding if tablets and laptops should 

fall under the umbrella of mobile learning (2009, p. 2). Sharples et al. maintain that “[t]he 

focus on technology does not assist in understanding the nature of the learning and 

overlooks the wider context of learning as part of an increasingly mobile lifestyle” (2009, p. 

234). This criticism of the technocentric view of mobile learning led some researchers to 

view mobility in a broader light. Sharples et al. break mobile learning down to the following 

aspects: 

 

• Mobility in physical space: people on the move trying to cram learning into the gaps 

of daily life or to use gaps to reflect on what life has taught them. The location may 

be relevant to the learning, or merely a backdrop. 

• Mobility of technology: portable tools and resources are available to be carried 

around, conveniently packed into a single lightweight device. It is also possible to 

transfer attention across devices, moving from the laptop to the mobile phone, to 

the notepad. 

• Mobility of conceptual space: learning topics and themes compete for a person’s 

shifting attention. A typical adult undertakes eight major learning projects a year [...], 

as well as numerous learning episodes everyday so attention moves from one 

conceptual topic to another driven by personal interest, curiosity or commitment. 
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• Mobility in social space: learners perform within various social groups, including 

encounters in the family, office or classroom context.  

• Learning dispersed over time: learning is a cumulative process involving connections 

and reinforcement amongst a variety of learning experiences [...] across formal and 

informal learning contexts. 

(2009, p. 235) 

 

The term mobility then not only refers to mobile devices but also to the mobility of other 

aspects such as conceptual space, social space and perhaps most importantly the mobility of 

the learner. In fact, Sharples, Taylor and Vavoula (2007) say that what makes a theory of 

mobile learning stand out from other theories of learning is “the assumption that learners 

are continually on the move” (p. 222).   

According to Burston (2013) the first study of mobile-assisted language learning was 

published in 1994. It is then a relatively young field of research which according to Viberg 

and Grönlund (2012) “is yet only a potential field, united mainly by the studies of mobile 

technologies” (p. 6). The reason for this status of the area of research is that there is “no 

cumulative theory use,” whereas a “commonly cited criterion of a scientific field is that a 

common set of theories is applied” (pp. 5-6). Nonetheless, a host of studies have been 

conducted to shed a light on the topic – Burston (2013) found that “some 575 works relating 

to MALL have been published over the past two decades” (p. 157). This following segment 

will review some of this research in order to glean from it some understanding of the ways 

mobile learning has been implemented in language learning.  

3.1 MALL and Language Skills 

According to Brown (2007) “research and practice in English language teaching has 

identified the “four skills” – listening, speaking, reading, and writing – as of paramount 

importance” (p. 284). He goes on to say that these four skills have been taught in isolation 

throughout the years but more recently there has been a trend to view language learning 

not in isolated skills but more as a whole language approach. Nevertheless, “attention to the 

four different skills does indeed pay off as learners of a second language discover the 

differences and interrelationships among these four primary modes of performance” 

(Brown, 2007, p. 284).  

Research on mobile-assisted language learning has in part focused on how mobile 

devices can be used to hone these skills. Often these studies are experiments where a group 

uses a mobile device and is compared to another group of learners that uses more 
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traditional methods. Viberg and Grönlund (2012) reviewed MALL research published 

between 2007 and 2012. They found that “[i]n terms of the gained linguistic skills, most of 

the reviewed papers examine vocabulary acquisition, listening and speaking skills ...” (p. 7).  

3.1.1 Vocabulary 

Although Brown (2007) comments that “vocabulary is not a “skill” as we normally use the 

term” – it will still be included in this section as it is of fundamental importance to the other 

four linguistic skills (p. 435). The overt teaching of vocabulary has been a subject of debate 

among methodologists and theoreticians throughout the years. The traditional classroom 

utilized special vocabulary drills but the with the advent of communicative language 

teaching throughout the 1980’s and beyond the focus was broadened and less emphasis 

placed on the form of language but rather on “authentic tasks and classroom activities” 

(Brown, 2007, p. 435). The status of vocabulary in language learning began to rise again 

leading up the end of the 20th century. Indeed, research on form-focused vocabulary 

instruction has revealed that it is more effective than incidental vocabulary learning alone. 

This is presented in Hill and Laufer (2003) who concluded that in comparison to a message-

oriented task “[t]he two form-oriented tasks resulted in a higher number of acquired words” 

(p. 101). The problem with incidental vocabulary learning is that it “is contingent on truly 

extensive reading in the second language, as well as reading conditions that allow learners to 

meet the same word multiple times in meaningful contexts” (File & Adams, 2010, p. 226). 

With this in mind it would seem that mobile-assisted language learning with its constraints 

on screen sizes is well suited to vocabulary learning. Vocabulary assignments can then be a 

supplemental activity to other study-related engagements, available where- and whenever.   

Several studies have examined vocabulary acquisition aided by mobile phones. Thornton 

and Houser (2005), Lu (2008) and Zhang, Song and Burston (2011) all performed similar 

experiments where a group of students received world lists through SMS (Lu, 2008; Zhang et 

al., 2011) or email (Thornton & Houser, 2005) and were compared to another group of 

students who studied the words using paper material. All of the experiments utilized a push 

notification system where the students received messages two to three times a day. All 

three studies found that the groups of students who had studied using the mobile phone 

had learned more. Lu (2008) and Zhang et al. (2011) also administered a delayed test which 

showed no significant difference between the groups of students. These studies were all 

short term and only ranging from two to four weeks in length, so it is perhaps 

understandable that there is little long-term effect of the vocabulary learning.  

Thornton and Houser attribute the good performance of the mobile phone users to the 

fact that their presentations of words “are spaced instead of massed” (2005, p. 221).  This 
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spacing effect in vocabulary acquisition has been investigated without technology and the 

research shows that “the number of recalled words was greater under spaced condition” 

(Thornton & Houser, p. 221, 2005). The interesting thing here is then not that mobile phones 

explicitly award a better experience but that through them a sound pedagogical method can 

be utilized, and it can be automated to an extent. 

Rasouli et al. (2019) found that students using the flashcard-based vocabulary app 

Memrise did indeed improve their vocabulary knowledge. Zhang et al. (2011) also conclude, 

“that short-term spaced vocabulary learning via mobile phones can be more effective than 

massed vocabulary learning through the paper medium” and that this facilitates “easy 

access” which leads to “exposure” and ultimately “frequent practice” (p. 208). Lu (2008) also 

mentions that “[t]he SMS vocabulary lessons were likely to provide several of the optimal 

psychological conditions for the effectiveness of any vocabulary activity“ (p. 522). Among 

those she mentions are cumulative learning, motivation and that “[t]the SMS lessons offered 

a novel experience as well as a relaxing condition” (Lu, 2008, p. 522). Hunt and Beglar (1998) 

identify six aspects that are important to flashcards: Learners should not only see the word 

but also hear its pronunciation, semantically related words should not be learned together, 

its effective to see the words regularly and for a short time, five to seven words at a time are 

optimal, keywords and visual representation, and the ability to add information to the card 

as they see fit.  Methods for mobile learning such as those described above that push 

content to learners have been criticized for a lack of communicative elements. Kukulska-

Hulme and Shield (2008) say that “[s]uch approaches support one-way teacher-to-learner 

communication and use the mobile device to deliver content rather than encourage learners 

to communicate with each other or with their tutors” (p. 274).  

Davie and Hilber (2015) looked at the use of an app for mobile phones to learn 

vocabulary. When it comes to the educational benefits the research suggests that “the use 

of the Quizlet app made no difference to student performance ...” (p. 77). With the use of an 

app the users do not get the aggressive push notification like the studies above utilized. Even 

though there is no clear benefit in performance (there is no disadvantage recorded either) 

Davie and Hilber conclude that “[t]he students surveyed were very keen to make use of the 

Quizlet app and although it did not seem to lead to an immediate improvement in exam 

performance, the student perception of the learning process was positive” (p. 77). It can be 

seen from these studies that using mobile phones for vocabulary learning can be beneficial, 

especially if the method of spaced repetition is utilized. 
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3.1.2 Writing 

Teaching writing has fluctuated between emphasis on accuracy on the one hand and fluency 

on the other. Brown (2007) offers an overview of writing activities available in five different 

categories: 

• Imitative or writing down consists of writing English letters, words or sentences in 

order to imitate the conventions of the language. It can also be dictation where 

students write down a text being read.  

• Intensive, or controlled writing is used to aid students in working with grammatical 

forms. It does not require much creativity from students.  

• Self-writing includes journals and diaries as well as note-taking.  

• Display writing can be short answer exercises or essay questions. It is much of what 

students do in schools, to demonstrate their skills.  

• Real writing can emerge in task-based activities or group work where students might 

be delivering genuine information to each other.  

 

Hwang, Chen and Chen (2011) examined how useful mobile phones could be in practicing 

and improving EFL writing skills. They devised an experiment where one group of students 

utilized mobile phones to complete assignments while another used paper and pen for their 

writing. In a pre-test both groups performed similarly. According to the post-test the 

experimental group outperformed the control group which “implied that students in the 

experimental group could perform academic achievement better than the control group did” 

(Hwang et al., 2011, p. 20). Lee (2020) investigated the difference in volume of production 

between smartphones and handwriting. The study showed that using smartphones reduced 

the volume compared to handwriting. The author concludes that using smartphones may 

hinder learners’ progress but notes that since these students had not used phones for such 

activities, they might have to get accustomed to it. Clearly though, the small screen size 

makes phones not conducive to extended writing tasks.  

 

3.1.3 Listening 

Azar and Nasiri (2014) examined the effect of mobile learning on listening comprehension. 

Two groups of students went through a course of listening comprehension which lasted for 

six weeks. The experimental group had access to the study material on audiobooks on 

mobile phones while the control group received instruction via the same material on CD-

ROM/cassette audiobooks. A pre-test confirmed that there was no difference between the 

two groups prior to the experiment. A post-test revealed that “the experimental group 

outperformed the comparison group” (Azar & Nasiri, 2014, p. 1840). The reasons for this 
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difference are speculated to be “the personal attachment the learners feel when they carry 

the file with them and the omnipresence of the file” (p. 1841).  

 Listening comprehension was also the focus on Kim’s (2013) study. This was also an 

experiment where two groups of students went through the same course during the span of 

a semester. The groups attended two fifty-minute classes twice a week and used the same 

textbook. Students in the experimental group had access to smartphone apps which were 

basically three different radio programs and they were asked to listen to these for 30 

minutes twice a week and send a text message each time they did to confirm that they were 

using the technology. The control group only attended the class. According to pre- and post-

tests both groups showed improvement but “the results showed the students in the 

experimental group got much higher scores on the ... listening tests compared to those in 

the control group” (Kim, 2013, p. 21). The author contributes the increased performance of 

the experimental group to the fact that “[s]tudents can take the advantage of using mobiles 

in their spare time to learn English when and where they are” (p. 26). But another factor in 

this is also that this “facilitates to incorporate foreign language exercise into real situations” 

(p. 26).  Both studies recorded better performance by the users who accessed the learning 

material through a mobile phone, and both attribute this performance to the increased 

accessibility of the material. Mobile phones do seem to be a good choice for listening 

activities. Brown (2007) identifies 6 different listening performances:  

• Reactive performance is listening merely to the surface structure of some spoken 

language and repeating it back.     

• Intensive assignments require that the student focus in on specific components of an 

utterance such as phonemes, words, intonation, or discourse markers.  

• Responsive tasks have the goal of eliciting a response to a particular utterance. This 

could be a reply to a question or a response to a command. 

• Selective listening assignments are generally a response to a longer segment of 

spoken language. The student is required to scan the material for specific pieces of 

information such as names, dates, main idea etc.  

• Extensive performance is aimed at top-down or global understanding of lengthy 

lectures or conversations. The student should attain a comprehensive understanding 

of the material.    

• Interactive listening performance could include all of the above, perhaps in group 

work or extensive tasks. 

(pp. 309-310)  
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3.1.4 Speaking 

Approaches to teaching pronunciation and speaking have gone through a few phases during 

the last century. Common to most of these approaches, apart from grammar translation and 

reading based approaches which did not pay much attention to pronunciation, has been the 

activity of imitating spoken language either with the aid of a teacher or a playback device 

(Hashemian, & Fadaei, 2011). The issue of fluency vs. accuracy has been prevalent in the 

communication aspect of language teaching. There have been times when fluency took the 

forefront in the attempt to simulate native language acquisition. Accuracy lagged behind and 

according to Brown (2007, p. 323) this did not produce favorable results. Teaching speaking 

and pronunciation, then, comes down to the balance of fluency and accuracy. But in terms 

of pronunciation Brown maintains that the focus should be on stress, rhythm, and intonation 

rather than individual sounds (2007, p. 339). Speaking is closely related to listening according 

to Brown (2007) so some of the categories of different types of speaking activities are similar 

to those mentioned above: 

• Imitative activities are used to practice certain aspects of spoken language such as 

vowel sounds or forms of intonation.  

• Intensive speaking is defined as any activity that has the purpose of practicing a 

particular phonological or grammatical aspect.  

• Responsive tasks are characterized as replies to questions or comments.  

• Transactional (dialogue) speaking performances are essentially a longer version of the 

responsive type. The aim of this form of speaking is exchanging a particular piece of 

information 

• Interpersonal (dialogue) deals with social connection and could lean towards informal 

or casual language. 

• Extensive (monologue) is an activity where the speaker performs a monologue such as 

a presentation or a speech. The language is expected to be formal.  

          (pp. 328-330) 

 

The studies presented here examine how mobile-assisted language learning can be utilized 

to enhance pronunciation. When it comes to speaking foreign languages, it is unlikely that 

students who do not live for an extended period of time where the language is spoken 

natively develop a near native accent. Learning pronunciation requires attention to such 

minute aspects of the language production that teaching this specifically has been somewhat 

controversial. Brown (2007) asks and answers: “should a language program that emphasizes 

whole language, meaningful contexts and automaticity of production focus on these tiny 

phonological details of language? The answer is yes” (p. 323). Derwing and Rossiter (2003) 
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found that students in an ESL course who received extra pronunciation instruction may have 

achieved “an automaticity that resulted in improved fluency and the release of attentional 

resources for other purposes” (p. 13).  

 Arashnia and Shahrokhi (2016) devised an experiment where one group of learners, 

the experimental group, received instruction on pronunciation in class as well as access to a 

mobile phone app called English File Pronunciation. The control group only studied in class 

through the ordinary method. The program lasted for three months and class was twice a 

week. The pre-test confirmed that the groups’ abilities were matched. The post-test showed 

that the experimental group “outperformed the control group in learning of pronunciation” 

(Arashnia & Shahrokhi, 2016, p. 158).  

 Instead of focusing on comparing mobile-assisted language learning to more 

traditional methods, Demouy and Kukulska-Hulme (2010) sought to elicit students’ views on 

their experience using mobile devices for practicing pronunciation. Students used a voice 

response system provided by Learnosity. “The activities consisted of short listening 

comprehension, pronunciation and intonation activities, grammar practice drills, prompted 

dialogues and short presentations” (Demouy & Kukulska-Hulme, 2010, pp. 5-6). The students 

“welcomed the additional practice in pronunciation ... [and] intonation ... especially through 

repetition” (p. 9). Because there was no visual representation due to the fact that the 

activities were conducted through a phone call the activities were “more realistic as students 

had to rely on, or develop sharper listening skills and acquire good and quick oral response 

skills in a foreign language” (p. 10). For some this was also the drawback of the system as 

well as the sound quality. Pronunciation practices can also become difficult to execute on 

the move as “initial findings seem to show that interactive speaking activities are not done 

easily in public places, in front of others or while doing something else” so “[p]articipants 

generally chose to do them at home” (p. 13).  

 Demouy, Eardley, Shrestha and Kukulska-Hulme (2011) looked at the perceived 

functionality and effectiveness of mobile devices in enhancing speaking skills. They used a 

technology called Talkback which works through a phone call: “A series of audio questions, 

which together make up an activity, prompts students to respond orally” (Demouy et al., 

2011, p. 126). The students can then review their answers either directly during the phone 

call or later on a dedicated website. The experiment lasted for 5 weeks during which the 

students received 4 hours of work each week. The activities were quite varied and included 

pronunciation, longer conversations, presentations, grammar drills and listening 

comprehension. There were a number of ways to interact with the technology but “[m]ost 

worked from home and used Skype to do the activities but a fair number ... used a landline 

phone with only a few using a mobile phone and ‘OU Voice’ [An application used to access 
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the technology on iPhone]” (Demouy et al., 2011, p. 128). Although few used mobile phones 

to access the material this experiment is still interesting as a comment on mobile learning 

because it moves activities which might have only been possible in the classroom because 

the students can compare their answer to a generic answer which is available after the 

student has attempted the assignment. Tutors could also provide comments through the 

Talkback tool which extended the classroom to students’ homes. The authors conclude that 

“[a]lthough it could be argued that participants in a short fairly intensive listening and 

speaking practice project should improve those skills, results show that the tool played a key 

part in the participants’ perceived improvement and confidence in listening and speaking” 

(Demouy et al., 2011, pp. 128-129). As the research shows mobile phones can be 

appropriate for speaking activities. Some complaints from users are aimed at sound quality 

but the modern smartphone that can playback audio with great quality should not be 

hampered by this. 

 

3.1.5 Reading 

Brown (2007) divides reading performances into two types: oral and silent. Oral is reading 

out loud but he mentions that this type of performance is mostly for beginners and can 

mostly serve as a pronunciation check. One of the disadvantages is that oral reading is not a 

very realistic activity. Silent reading can involve two types of performances: 

• Intensive reading focuses student attention on either specific forms of language or 

specific content. 

• Extensive reading involves longer texts such as books, longer articles or essays.   

          (pp. 371-372) 

 

In addition, the task of teaching reading should, according to Brown (2007) highlight reading 

strategies. These include identifying the purpose in reading, using efficient silent reading 

techniques, skimming and scanning, analyzing vocabulary, guessing, and distinguishing 

between literal and implied meanings (pp. 366-370). 

Chen and Hsu (2008) used a personalized intelligent mobile learning system in order to 

facilitate reading abilities and vocabulary: “The client mobile learning system ... can 

appropriately recommend English news articles for individual learners to enhance their 

reading abilities as well as vocabulary abilities for individual learners” (p. 155). The 

interesting aspect of their method was that through some very elaborate means the system 

would base its recommendations of news articles on the performance of the student. If a 

student could not understand much of an article his or her status would be demoted. 
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Conversely, if the system deemed a student’s understanding to be adequate, he or she 

would be promoted and receive more challenging articles. Pre- and post-tests were used to 

confirm if students had made any gains using the system. The results “demonstrated that 

the personalized reading learning of English news articles with enhancing unfamiliar 

vocabularies facilitated learners’ reading abilities” (Chen and Hsu, 2008, p. 176). It is the 

conclusion of the authors that the system “is beneficial to reading learning anytime, 

anywhere, thus enabling learners [to utilize] their spare time for reading” (p. 176).  

3.1.6 Grammar 

Teaching grammar seems to have been quite a controversial topic within the field of second 

language acquisition. The traditional approach to teaching grammar, as seen in the methods 

of Grammar Translation, emphasized correct form and learning rules to be able to produce 

that form. Drills were used to practice the correct form, usually without much meaning or 

communicative component to the activities. The features are broken down into segments 

that are then sequenced to the learner depending on frequency, valency or perhaps 

difficulty. This is what Long (1998) has called focus on forms and among the issues he raises 

with these methods are that they are a one-size-fits all approach, they are artificial and 

simplified, and they don’t take into account language learning processes. Krashen (1981) 

cast doubt on any sort of drills in the process of acquisition. These include mechanical drills 

as well as communicative drills. His views have been interpreted to maintain that teaching 

grammar should be abandoned as it has little effect on the acquisition of the target language 

(Larsen-Freeman, 2015). This has however been contested and Brown (2007) maintains that 

drilling does have its place in language learning. Drills help students focus on areas of 

difficulty such as pronunciation or using forms of grammar in appropriate contexts (pp. 328-

329). How the rules are presented to the student can have an effect on the learning 

experience. Grammar can be taught by introducing rules first which is a deductive approach, 

but another approach is inductive where the student will have to figure out the rules for 

himself. According to Brown (2007) teaching inductively tends to be more appropriate 

because it can build intrinsic motivation from students discovering the rules but it is also in 

line with the idea that natural language acquisition happens on a subconscious level (p. 423). 

Ally et. al (2007) conducted a study where adults with English as a second language 

accessed grammar units on a mobile phone. The course material consisted of 86 lessons 

spread over 10 units. All the participants underwent a pre-test, a post-test, and a delayed 

post-test. Both post tests showed improvements among the participants. The study 

participants also answered a questionnaire relating to the experience of using a mobile 

phone grammar learning. The participants’ answers indicated that they had a positive 

experience. Among complaints were issues of internet cost, screen size, and the 
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presentation of the material. Subjects wanted a more sophisticated experience with better 

feedback and clearer examples. Wang and Smith (2013) looked at the experience of students 

using mobile phones for grammar exercises. The issue of screen size was raised by 

participants as well as the idea of the mobile phone as a personal object. As with writing, 

users complain about screen size when it comes to using mobile phones for grammatical 

exercises. It should be noted that the trend in development has been towards bigger screens 

and increased resolution which could be beneficial for these activities. (Smartphone screen 

size, 2017). 

3.2 Perceptions of Users 

The attitude of students towards using mobile phones for language learning is generally 

reported as being quite positive. The feature students quite often cite (or agree with) as 

being a valuable aspect of using mobile phones for language learning (and MALL in general) 

is the ability to learn anytime and anywhere (Azabdaftari & Mozaheb, 2012; Azar & Nasiri, 

2014; Başoğlu & Akdemir, 2010; Davie & Hilber, 2015; Huang & Lin, 2011; Jaradat, 2014; 

Kim, 2013; Milliner & Cote, 2015; Stockwell, 2008; Wang & Smith, 2013). A few studies also 

found that students see the use of mobile phones as motivating (Azabdaftari & Mozaheb, 

2012; Davie & Hilber, 2015; Jaradat, 2014; Kétyi, 2013). Convenience also comes up 

throughout the literature (Millner & Cote, 2015; Kim et al., 2013; Huang & Lin, 2011; Azar & 

Nasiri, 2014). Viberg and Grönlund (2013) found that the aspects of mobile learning students 

were the most positive towards are individualization (83%), collaboration (74%) and 

authenticity (73%).  

 Numerous studies observed students’ complaints regarding the screen size 

(Azabdaftari & Mozaheb, 2012; Huang & Lin, 2011; Kim et al., 2013; Stockwell, 2008). Cost 

was also an issue for some students (Azabdaftari & Mozaheb, 2012; Kétyi, 2013; Stockwell, 

2008). Issues with the keypad were also noted such as it being too small and using it too 

time consuming (Hazaea & Alzubi, 2016; Kim et al., 2013). 

A few studies, however, tracked the usage of mobile phones among students. Stockwell 

(2008) allowed students to engage with vocabulary activities using either their mobile 

phones or a desktop computer. 36.1% of students said they were going to complete the 

activities using the mobile phone, but it turned out that only 13.9% of learners used the 

mobile phone for more than half of the activities. Similarly, White & Mills (2014) found that 

while 78% of students believed that smartphones would be helpful or very helpful in their 

language study but only 7% actually used apps designed for language learning purposes. A 

slightly higher 21% used a dictionary app on their smartphone. Soleimani et al. (2014) 

discovered similar tendencies: “[W]hile the Malaysian ESL postgraduates perceived the 
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effectiveness of MALL in enhancing their English ... they did not display a high level of actual 

use of mobile devices for English learning” (p. 459). It seems like there could be some gap 

between the attitudes students have toward the use of mobile phones for language learning 

and actual use.  

  Davie and Hilber (2015) examined the attitudes of students studying business on the 

one hand and engineering on the other. The overall attitude was positive but there was 

some difference between the groups. Over 70% of both groups agreed that mobile learning 

could improve their English. When asked “whether the students really wanted their teachers 

to make use of mobile learning,” 69% of engineering students agreed but a considerably 

lower 45% of business students agreed (p. 74). It is interesting that a rather high percentage 

of business students saw the potential of smartphones in language learning, but a much 

lower percentage wanted to use the technology. Another thing to note is that the 

engineering students were for the most part more positive towards using the technology 

than the business students. Maybe it could be the case that the engineering students are 

more technologically savvy than the business students and are therefore less intimidated by 

adopting it in their studies. As the research shows, many aspects of using mobile phones 

appeal to users but there is some discrepancy between reported interest and actual use.    

   

3.3 Gamification 

The term gamification is relatively new. According to Deterding et al. (2011) the first 

documented use of the term dates back to 2008. Deterding et al. go on to define the term 

gamification as “the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (2011, p. 10). 

Flores (2015) proposed a list of elements that constitute a game design and a short 

definition of each element: 

 

• Points - Numeric accumulation based on certain activities. 

• Badges - Visual representation of achievements for the use to show online. 

• Leaderboards - How the players are ranked based on success. 

• Progress bars/Progression - Shows the status of the player. 

• Performance graph - Shows player performance. 

• Quests - Some of the tasks players have to fulfill in game. 

• Levels - Section or a part of the game. 

• Avatars - Visual representation of a player or alter ego. 

• Social elements - Relationships with other users through the game. 

• Rewards/reward system - System to motivate players that accomplish a quest. 
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For experiences to be considered gamified they do not need to incorporate all these 

elements. Deterding et al. claim that “whereas serious games fulfill all necessary and 

sufficient conditions for being a game, “gamified” applications merely use several design 

elements from games” (2011, p. 12). One interesting thought about gamification in apps and 

other e-learning material is that because there is no teacher to engage the learner the 

systems must adapt and provide stimulation with other strategies (Muntean, 2011). 

Gamification in language learning has the potential to affect motivation. However, the type 

of motivation inspired is extrinsic rather than intrinsic. And although the term gamification is 

new the form of eliciting behavior from learners is not new and is very similar to mastery 

learning which Beatty (2010) describes as learning material that is “set up as adventure 

games or include positive reinforcement in the form of points, and virtual items to be 

collected by the learner/player” (pp. 97-98). Mastery learning is a form of behavioristic 

approach that seeks to reinforce behavior through feedback and rewards. Gamification has 

the potential to affect motivation, but the quality of features used is vital to its success.  

 

3.4 Recent Research  

A review of recent research found the features of mobile technology lend themselves well to 

collaborative learning. The features identified in the review were the link between the local 

and the global, the episodic and extended, and the personal and social. The studies reviewed 

point to benefits in using collaboration in mobile language learning (Kukulska-Hulme & 

Viberg, 2018). Thomas (2020) investigated students’ evaluation of Bring-Your-Own-Device 

implementation that lasted for two semesters.  Among the findings is that concerns among a 

large portion of the students about the distraction the device could cause had lowered 

dramatically by the end of the program. The study shows that students “are able to develop 

positive device usage habits to complete clearly structured, well defined classroom tasks” (p. 

46). These studies have all looked at MALL in a classroom setting but Godwin-Jones (2017) 

has pointed out that few MALL studies focus on use outside the classroom. These types of 

studies, however, have begun to emerge in recent months.     

 Botero et al. (2020) conducted a study of MALL in an out-of-class context via the use 

of Duolingo. The conclusion was that “students struggle to have a sustained MALL use when 

this is not directly related to their obligations from formal learning” (p. 90). Since the 

students had mostly favorable views towards Duolingo the reason for this conclusion comes 

down to students ‘lack of preparedness when it comes to self-management, motivation and 

self-direction. The students also expected some teacher input other than a mere 

recommendation of an app. In order to facilitate self-directed learning Tran (2020) identified 
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five different attitudes toward MALL: curious, critical, favorable, playful, and ambitious. In 

addition to identifying these different attitudes to MALL the researcher also proposed 

different strategies for learners with different attitudes. The strategies that were favored by 

most groups were bite-sized learning, instructor feedback and peer interaction as well as a 

preference for being sent daily instructions. Honarzad and Rassaei (2019) investigate the role 

of autonomy, motivation and self-efficacy in out-of-class activities and perhaps 

unsurprisingly concluded that all of these attributes were instrumental in such learning 

activities. Additionally, they discovered that tech-based activities were usually receptive in 

nature. They maintain that it is the role of the teacher to encourage users to use apps to 

establish communication in oral and written forms.   

 The three studies emphasize the role of the teacher, even in out-of-class context 

activities. Perhaps an avenue to explore in early formal teaching is the reinforcement of 

traits such as autonomy, motivation, and self-efficacy through structured work with 

language learning apps. The mapping of attitudes and strategies is also important as it gives 

some indication for the design and evaluation of language learning apps. This recent 

research on MALL outside of the classroom shows that some degree of preparedness to 

engage with extracurricular material is lacking among students. These findings seem to 

identify a likely reason for the difference between reported interest and actual use.  

3.5 Summary of the Literature 

As we have seen, a substantial amount of research has been done in the field of MALL. Many 

of these studies, perhaps as a proof of concept, have compared MALL activities to traditional 

classroom activities and they have more or less been positive. Students using MALL have 

been shown to outperform the control group in vocabulary (Lu, 2008; Zhang et al., 2011; 

Thornton & Houser, 2005), writing (Hwang et al., 2011), listening (Azar & Nasiri, 2014; Kim, 

2013), and speaking (Arashnia & Shahrokhi, 2016). In addition, the perception of users 

towards the technology is generally quite positive although the actual use is sometimes not 

indicative of this (Stockwell, 2008; Soleimani et al., 2014; White & Mills, 2014).  

Implementational studies as those presented above have been criticized for being too 

conservative in their approach: “Their adoption is following a typical pattern where 

educators revert to old pedagogies as they come to terms with the capabilities of new 

technologies” (Herrington et al., 2009, p. 2). Similar sentiments have been echoed by 

Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) who say that “[e]arly generations of mobile learning 

projects tended to propose formally-designed activities, carefully crafted by educators and 

technologists” (p. 272). Godwin-Jones (2011) also touches upon this subject, saying that the 

“new mobile computing environment ushered in by the arrival of the iPhone gives us even 
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more capability of which to take advantage. It would be a shame to fall into only the same 

use patterns as in the past” (p. 7). Instead, it is advised that “[a]dopting more recent theories 

of learning has the potential to exploit the affordances of the technologies in more valuable 

ways” (Herrington et al., 2009, p. 2). Among those mentioned are “collaborative, contextual, 

constructionist and constructivist learning environments” (Herrington et al., 2009, p. 

2).  Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) point out that with a more widespread ownership of 

mobile technology “learners are increasingly in a position to take the lead and engage in 

activities motivated by their personal needs and circumstances of use, including those 

arising from greater mobility and travel” (p. 272). 

Although this criticism is might be well founded it must be said in defense of the studies 

mentioned above, that it is understandable that with new technology comes a desire for the 

proponents or enthusiasts for that technology to measure it against something traditional. 

But this proof of concept is also valuable because the use of smartphones in education has 

received quite a pushback and smartphones have been banned in a few compulsory schools 

in Iceland (Hallur Már, 2019; Sunna Karen, 2019; Grundaskóli, 2019). The pressure to ban 

stems from parents, school authorities and teachers.  Having a solid base of research that 

shows how the technology can be used and how it can be effective is important when these 

issues are discussed. To add to this discussion the next section will review 11 language 

learning apps in terms of language skill, design and gamification.    
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4 The Study 

The main purpose of the study is to investigate English learning apps for adults with respect 

to the four language skills, reading, writing, speaking, and listening as well as vocabulary and 

grammar. In addition, the methods of instruction, the design of the apps in terms of 

aesthetic choices and navigation will be identified and evaluated, along with the use of 

gamification to encourage student retention. Rosell-Aguilar’s (2017) framework for 

evaluating language learning apps was used as the basis for the criteria of evaluation as well 

as Flores’s (2015) list of game like elements. The apps were chosen based on the following 

criteria: they were aimed at adults, they had English as a base language and were therefore 

accessible for Icelandic students, and they were aimed at a particular language skill or a 

variety of language skills.    

The search was focused on apps available on the App Store. The search words used were 

“English learning”, “learn English”, and “English language learning”. Searching the App Store 

yields a tremendous amount of applications. Not nearly all of them had much to do with 

language learning or were aimed at children. The apps chosen were those that either were 

specifically aimed at certain language skills or included a mix of skills. No appropriate apps 

were found that are specifically aimed at either reading or writing. Popular apps such as 

Busuu, Babel, and Duolingo were excluded from the study because these apps force the user 

to select a base language as well as a target language. These apps do not offer English as 

both base language and target language and Icelandic is not available as a base language 

either. The options English to English or Icelandic to English are then not available. This 

feature makes it difficult or even impossible for Icelandic students to use the apps for English 

learning.    

An iPhone and an iPad Air 2 were used to search for the apps. The apps were only used 

on the iPhone. The App Store is divided into different territories and since the phone and the 

iPad are linked to the Icelandic territory the ratings are culled from the Icelandic user base. It 

seems that English learning apps are not widely used within Iceland (and the user base is 

small) so the number of ratings is very low. Popular apps such as Duolingo do have quite a 

few ratings (p. 847) but it is likely that the app is used for other languages than English (the 

App is e.g. used in schools in Iceland for teaching Danish). The iPad has the option of filtering 

search results according to rating and popularity but because the English learning apps have 

so few ratings and are not very popular within Iceland this did not offer much help. Using the 

iPhone is even more difficult since it does not allow any filtering of the search results. There 

is some curation within the App Store as can be seen in the topmost banner in the education 
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category. The apps that were highlighted in June 2020 were Busuu, Babel, and Duolingo 

which were excluded from this review as is mentioned above.  

 

4.1 Criteria for Evaluation 

The study used Rosell-Aguilar’s (2017) framework for evaluation of language learning apps. 

This framework is the basis for the selection of criteria. As the framework is quite extensive 

only a selection of the criteria proposed are used in this review. In addition, Flores’s (2015) 

list of game elements was used to flesh out the criteria related to gamification. The criteria 

that was used is divided into three categories: general description, technology, and language 

learning features. Each has several criteria that were reviewed: 

 

General description Technology Language Learning 

Developer  

App Store rating  

Price  

Features  

 

Interface/Navigation  

Instructions  

Use of media 

Features of Gamification: 

• Points 

• Badges 

• Leaderboards 

• Progress 

• Performance graphs 

• Quests 

• Levels 

• Avatars 

• Social elements 

• Rewards 

 

 

Language skills 

Activities  

Feedback  

Motivation  

Level 

 

The main emphasis is on language skills emphasized by the apps, gamification and the design 

of the interface and navigation in relation to user-friendliness. The next section presents the 

evaluation of each app reviewed in this study based on the criteria listed above.  
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5 Apps Reviewed 

In this section the 11 app under review in this study are presented in three categories each. 

First there is a general description followed by a discussion on technological aspects and 

finally a review of the language skill features.  

5.1 Knudge.me 

 

5.1.1 General Description 

Knudge.me is developed by Knudge Technology Private Limited. The app has a rating of 4.7, 

an average of 537 ratings by App Store users. The main focus of the app is vocabulary 

acquisition done through a system of flashcards that uses spaced repetition and a substantial 

variety of mini games. Along with that the app also offers mini courses in English and 

grammar. The app is free to download but to access all the content users need to subscribe. 

There are three options available: (1) yearly subscription for $34.71, (2) Monthly 

subscription for $9.91, (3) quarterly subscription $19.83.    

5.1.2 Technology 

The interface has a pleasing aesthetic. It is apparent that considerable thought has gone into 

the design which can be described as minimalist but stylish.  Each course has a picture 

conveying the subject matter, e.g. the course on adjectives has for yellow emojis and the 

course on conjunctions has a picture of chain links on a red backdrop. The color scheme is 

mostly pastel.  
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Navigating the app is straight forward. On the bottom of the screen there is a tab with 

four options: home, practice, digests and profile. Under the home option there appear three 

sections vertically on the screen. At the top there are ‘enrolled minis’, then ‘your interests’ 

and at the bottom appear recommendations for mini courses. In order to enroll in mini 

courses the user has to select interests. The options for interests are English, grammar and 

mathematics. The decision to include both English and grammar as interests seems strange 

since all the courses available under the grammar interests are also available under the 

English interests. This only serves to complicate the layout and navigation of the app. The 

mini courses the user decides to enroll in appear at the top of the screen. The decision to 

have a recommendation slot on the bottom of the screen also serves to complicate the 

navigation and clutter the screen. 

Next on the bottom tab, second from left, is the practice option. Here the user can find 

the vocabulary builder along with games designed to practice different aspects of English. 

The third option from the left is digest. The title is not transparent but here the makers post 

various material such as ‘substitutes’ which are essentially lists of synonyms, ‘visual 

vocabulary’ which is a definition of a word along with an image and ‘grammatical goof-ups’ 

which are common errors and the correct form. These are not interactive but serve as study 

material. The user can enable notifications for each category of posts. The fourth option on 

the bottom tab is the profile. Here the user can buy the pro version of the app, look at 

updates, such as which goal has been mastered, see how many credits there are available 

and share the app with friends.  

As mentioned above the inclusion of both English and grammar as distinct categories 

when they seem to overlap is only to confuse the navigation. It is also a strange decision to 

label the mini courses as ‘home’ on the navigation tab on the bottom. One would assume 

that a section labeled ‘home’ would provide some kind of an overview of the activities the 

user is engaged in. However, the home section only houses the mini courses part of the app 

which seems to be completely separate from the vocabulary activities in the practice 

section. There don’t seem to be any instructions or explanations within the app.  

Next on the bottom tab, second from left, is the practice option. This is a vocabulary 

builder. There are two categories available on this screen. On top there are ‘games’ and 

below that there is ‘daily feed’. Under the ‘games’ category the user can scroll horizontally 

through a list of games. Not all available games are accessible by scrolling the list and in the 

top corner of the screen there is a ‘see all’ option which opens a new screen where the user 

can find all the games available. Here these games are categorized into ‘reading’ and 

‘writing’. 
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The ‘daily feed’ options takes the user to the vocabulary builder segment of the app. The 

user can select between six topics to work on. There are three topics dedicated to 

vocabulary: easy, intermediate and advanced. Then there are English idioms, common 

English phrasal verbs and common confusing words. The user needs to select one of these 

topics to work on each time and cannot have more than one active. Selecting the vocabulary 

builder form the ‘daily feed’ opens up a new screen. On the top there are two 

measurements side by side divided by a vertical line. One is a percentage of accuracy and the 

other a percentage of unlocked words from the topic. below these statistics is the library 

where there are four options: all goals, bookmarks, incorrect answers and unread cards. 

Then there is the option to take a quiz. The user can scroll through all attempts made at the 

quiz and see the results of every test. On the bottom there are options to select the topic to 

work on and settings for the topic. 

Images are used in the app. The flashcards that define a word also offer an image related 

to its meaning. The games all use animation, for example, a balloon rises on the screen when 

the user answers correctly but falls if the user answers incorrectly. Sound is mostly absent 

from the app except for one game.  

Gamification is very well implemented within the vocabulary section of the app. In the 

vocabulary builder the user can see both his progress and accuracy for the selected word list 

on the top of the screen. The user can also track how often he has encountered a word 

through a tab labeled goals. When the user has encountered a word four times it is 

considered learnt. In the goal tab the user can see his attempts at identifying each word. The 

app also utilizes a timer so the user can see the minutes remaining until the next will be 

unlocked and this is quite motivating. In the games section, the user is scored for each 

attempt and placed on a leaderboard.  

5.1.3 Language Learning     

Knudge.me teaches vocabulary and grammar. The grammar activities come in the form of 

mini courses. These offer explanations of a particular feature followed by activities such as 

multiple-choice questions, fill in the blank, and arranging phrases in the correct order of a 

sentence. The courses are quite short and do not offer very much room to practice using 

each feature.  

 It could be said that the vocabulary section is the heart of the app and it is based 

around flashcards. The user can choose between six topics as they are called. These include 

different proficiency levels: easy, intermediate, and advanced vocabulary, as well as 

common English phrasal verbs, common confusing words, and English idioms. Only one topic 

can be active at a time. The user sets the frequency of cards he will be presented with each 
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day ranging from one to twenty. The cards the user will receive can either be a definition of 

a word, usually presented with an image related to the word’s meaning, the option to hear 

the pronunciation of the word and a sentence including the word, or a card that tests him on 

some previously acquired definition. A test section is also provided where the user can revise 

the material he has been presented with. This is personalized and adaptive in the sense that 

only the words the user has acquired will be tested. Words rarely appear in the context of a 

sentence and the user is mostly working with a word in relation to a synonym of that word. 

The user does have the option of writing notes which can make the process more deliberate 

if used. The vocabulary builder also relies on spaced repetition where the user is presented 

with a small number of words each day. This can be adjusted and can range from one to 

twenty words per day. The app also offers a selection of games that include pairing words 

and definitions, word association, reading comprehension, and grammar.   

  The app is successful in providing vocabulary learning through spaced repetition. The 

interface is inviting, and it is motivating to see the countdown to the next card arriving.  

5.2 Learn English Grammar 

 

5.2.1 General Description 

Learn English Grammar is developed by the British Council. The British Council is a public 

corporation and its aims are to build “connections, understanding and trust between people 

in the UK and other countries through arts, culture, education and the English language.” 

The English language learning app is free. The app has a rating of 4.7, an average of 25.800 

ratings by users on the App Store. 
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The app consists of two sections, practice and test. The practice section contains 

exercises ranging in difficulty from beginner to advanced. In the test section there are tests 

from each language module or packs as they are called in the app where the user can test his 

skill. 

According to the description in the app store Learn English Grammar is “designed to help 

improve English grammar accuracy.” It also states that the app “has ranked #1 in the iTunes 

Education category in 44 countries and ranks in the top 10 in 111 countries.”  

The app is free to download and use but it relies on ads for income. The app doesn’t offer 

a paid option for an ad-free experience. However, in a reply to a review of the app on the 

App Store the developers stated that they were working on a feature where, presumably, 

the user can pay to get rid of the ads (Adam12206, 2020).  

5.2.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is straight forward. On the front page the user can choose three 

options, practice, test and settings. The practice option takes the user to a page where he 

can choose the difficulty level of the practice packs. The levels available are beginner, 

elementary, intermediate and advanced. There are two packs for each difficulty level. The 

packs are arranged vertically on the screen, with the beginner level at the top. All difficulty 

levels are accessible straight away. When a pack has been selected the user is taken to 

another screen where the categories belonging to that pack are listed. The test page is 

arranged in the same way, but it is different in that the categories are not visible since all the 

material from each pack is up for testing. The settings option allows the user to select 

language, sound on/off or how the reset button functions. All in all, it is easy to navigate the 

app.  

The app’s appearance could be described as plain looking. There is a green ribbon on top 

where the user can see which pack or category he is currently using. The background is 

white and the names of packs and categories are in a plain font divided by translucent 

horizontal lines. Progress on each pack or category is indicated by a gray line which fills up 

with green as the user works on the material as well as the percentage at the right side of 

the line.  

The app provides instructions. For every question in the practice section there are 

written instructions on what the user is expected to do. There is also a ‘help’ option at the 

top where the user is provided with an image and written instructions on how to answer the 

question so the app does a pretty good job of explaining to the user what to do.  

Gamification elements seem to be mostly absent from this app. The user can see his 

progression through a particular pack or category and the results of his work. However, 
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there is no holistic system that keeps track of the progress and the user is not awarded with 

badges or titles. There are, as has been mentioned above, different levels of difficulty 

ranging from beginner to advanced but the user doesn’t really progress through them by 

way of some system. All difficulty levels are accessible from the start and it is then up to the 

user to select the appropriate material. 

The app uses media for the course material. Images usually accompany each exercise and 

there are sound prompts for correct or incorrect answers, but the user cannot turn these off 

within the app. There are also exercises that rely on audio where the user needs to listen to 

a short clip before selecting the appropriate answer. The app does not use any videos. The 

app has crashed once. 

There are no major issues with navigation and the design of the app is functional but 

there has not gone much care into designing an inviting environment for the user. The only 

feature of gamification are progress bars but as they are implemented here, they do not add 

much to increase motivation.  

5.2.3 Language Learning 

As the name implies, Learn English Grammar teaches grammar.  There are four skill levels, 

beginner, elementary, intermediate and an advanced. Each skill level offers two exercise 

packs except elementary which offers three so there are nine packs in total. Each level has 

around 600 grammar activities so there is a lot of material to work on. All skill levels are 

accessible from the start. 

In the settings of the app the developers state that the material within the app is linked 

to the Common European Framework of Reference for languages. The difficulty levels are 

thus based on accepted standards.  

There are no explicit grammar explanations or rules presented to the user. The activities 

are categorized by grammatical features such as nouns, prepositions, phrasal verbs etc. It is 

then up to the user to notice how these forms are used by working through the exercises. If 

a form is completely alien to the user the app allows him to check if an answer is correct 

before moving to the next question. It is then relatively easy for the user to see what the app 

expects from him. There are also quite a few questions in each grammatical category so 

there is ample room for exercise. The app then relies on implicit instruction of the material. 

The user will need to recognize the patterns by themselves and apply them in the correct 

way.  

Feedback is immediate in the practice section. If the user answers in the correctly green 

check mark appears on the left side of the question but if the answer is incorrect a red x 

appears. There is however no explanation offered. That kind of feedback would probably go 



 

35 

against the overall method of the app of having users notice form by themselves. There is 

however another way the app provides feedback and that is through the test section. When 

a user has completed a certain level, such as intermediate pack 2, he can see how well he 

has learned the material. The test section is similar to the practice section but the main 

difference is that the user will only see what answers are correct at the end of the test. 

When the test is finished it is possible to review the answers.  

Learn English Grammar offers an extensive selection of grammatical features which are 

easily accessible and based on accepted standards. The app is useful for students that are 

motivated to work on grammatical features that they find challenging. It should be noted 

that it is a good decision to have all levels of difficulty available form the start. This could 

help students that are somewhat aware of their strengths and weaknesses to pick and 

choose which grammatical feature they need to work on and does then serve as a sort of 

reference manual for grammar.  

   

5.3 English Grammar – Book 

 

5.3.1 General Description 

The English Grammar - Book app is developed for the website TalkEnglish.com. The material 

in the app is developed by TalkEnglish.com. According to the description in the App Store the 

app “covers 138 popular grammar points using simple explanations, many examples, and fun 

quizzes.” The app has a rating of 4.8 out 5, an average of 218 ratings by users of the App 

Store. The app is free, and it relies on ads for income. The ads appear as a banner on the 
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bottom of the screen and are fairly unobtrusive. The user can remove all ads permanently 

for a fee of $2.99.  

5.3.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is straightforward. On the front screen the user has an option of 

‘lessons by level’ or ‘view all lessons’. The decision to include both of these options, 

however, only serves to complicate the navigation since the lessons can be accessed in both 

places. Perhaps the inclusion of the ‘view all lessons’ is there for the user to look up specific 

grammatical features to work on. In addition, the opening screen of the app has the options 

of bookmarking lessons, removing ads, support, recommended apps and a link to the 

TalkEnglish.com website.  

The aesthetics choices of the app’s home screen are poor. On the top half of the screen 

we have an image of water drops in the background and on top of that busy backdrop there 

are the titles ‘lessons’ and ‘menu’. These titles have different colors which is a strange 

decision, especially the ‘menu’ title which is in orange. This makes the screen barely legible. 

When the ‘lessons by level’ option is chosen you are taken to another screen. This section 

has a better design where the lessons are ordered vertically by level beginning with level one 

at the top and moving to level fifteen at the bottom. One the right side of each level is the 

number in white within a dark orange circle and to the right of this circle the app lists the 

grammatical features which are covered in the level. One the right of this list is a grey 

rectangular box with information on how many lessons the user has completed. One issue 

with this screen is that there is not enough space to list all features within the level which is 

another poor design decision. The ‘view all lessons’ segment has the best design where the 

grammatical feature has an image accompanying it as well as the number of lessons within. 

There are no built-in instructions on how to navigate or use the app. One activity of the app 

has the user place the period in the correct position in a paragraph but it in some instances 

this was quite difficult as the period would not stick to the correct position.  

The app does not rely heavily on gamification elements. There is not a holistic system 

that tracks the progress of the user. There are no social elements such as a leaderboard or 

interaction with other users. If the user has done well in a lesson, e.g. answering all 

questions correctly, a gold medal appears on the right side of that particular lesson. Silver 

and bronze medals are also awarded if the user makes errors in the lesson. This might 

encourage users to try and get a gold medal for every activity.  

The app does not utilize any images within the lessons. It does use sound prompts for 

correct and incorrect answers. Most lessons come in pairs and upon completing the first part 

a sound prompt plays, not for completing the whole thing, which is a strange design 
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decision. The design of the sound prompts themselves is poor as they are a bit 

overwhelming and can become tiring. The sound cannot be turned off within the app.  

English Grammar – Book does have issues related to its design. This can be seen in the 

design of the front page, the lessons by level page as well as within some exercises that 

include tasks that are frustrating to use. A positive aspect of the design is the option to 

select a specific grammatical category from the view all lessons button.  

 

5.3.3 Language Learning 

The app provides grammar lessons. Every lesson is preceded by an explanation of the 

grammatical feature the user will be studying. The user can choose to work through the 

activities by levels of difficulty which range from level 1 to level 15. The developers do not 

mention how they determine the difficulty level or if the ordering is based on research or 

accepted standards (English Grammar – Book, n.d.). The user can also access specific 

grammatical categories from the view all lessons option which can come in handy if more 

advanced users want to work on a specific grammar feature. The app uses a deductive 

approach where the user is presented with the rules before accessing the activities. 

Feedback is immediate and appears as the word correct along with a green checkmark and 

the word incorrect along with a red x. The user has the option to see which option was the 

correct one. Feedback does not provide any further explanation.   

English Grammar – Book offers a range of grammar activities and could serve as a 

reference guide for grammar exercises but the app is hampered by design decision of the 

interface and some faults with the design of the activities.  
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5.4 Spaceteam: ESL 

 

 

5.4.1 General Description 

Spaceteam: ESL is an English learning game. It was developed by researchers at Concordia 

University in Montreal. The app has a score of 4.5, an average of 22 ratings by users on the 

App Store. The developers describe the app as a “crazy and fun English learning game.” The 

app is free. It is funded by the research center in Concordia University so there are no paid 

options or ads.  

5.4.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is clear. On the bottom of the screen there are three options: 

‘about’, ‘settings’, and ‘practice’. In the middle of the screen there is a dial (rotary knob) 

which starts the game. In the top-left corner there are options for different connection 

modes. In the ‘about’ section there are instructions on how to play the game. The 

instructions are rudimentary and do not go into detail. However, most options in the 

‘connection mode’ and in the ‘settings’ are explained. Also, in the ‘about’ section there is a 

link to the app’s website, credits, more games by the developers, and the option to contact 

the developers. The app’s website offers instructions in detail aimed at teachers. Along with 

technical instructions there are also lesson plans and the option for teachers to create a 

custom lexicon which could serve to enhance a particular activity that the students are 

working on. The design is a blend of 16-bit graphics, which is a design that mimics old 

computer games which relied on a reduced number of pixels for environment and character 

design, and more detailed design that uses higher resolution. It is evocative of ‘old-school’ 
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computer games. The aesthetics are clearly going for a certain atmosphere and does 

succeed in that.          

The app is designed as a gaming experience so it does have gamification elements. There 

isn’t really a progression system as such but the game is designed in the vein of rogue-like 

games where the players go through a ‘run’. During the run the player progresses through 

levels but when the spaceship is destroyed the players need to begin again from the 

beginning. There is a hint of narrative in that the player is a part of a space team and that the 

players need to cooperate in order to successfully operate the spaceship. The feedback is 

immediate. If the player doesn’t understand the instructions from teammates or if a 

teammate can’t verbalize the instructions fast enough or clear enough the spaceship begins 

to show damage indicated by panels coming loose or shockwaves running through the 

controls. When the user understands the instructions and makes the necessary adjustments 

to the control panel the app indicates this by a green flash and a sound prompt. The app 

utilizes cooperative problem solving. The implementation of game-like features is excellent, 

perhaps because the design is based on an actual game.   

The game doesn’t use videos but as mentioned above the control panel is interactive. If a 

player does not understand the instructions received from other players and presses the 

wrong button, the control panels come loose. The player can fix this by arranging the panel 

with touch gestures and fastening it again. Different obstacles face the player as the game 

progresses. For example, the spaceship could get infested with green slime which the 

players will have to get rid of by wiping it off the controls with touch gestures. Asteroids can 

also be in the way of the ship where the players need to shake the device in order to evade 

it. Sound is also very well implemented. The sound design mirrors the aesthetics in that it is 

based on 16-bit processing and is true to video games and the tradition of sci-fi atmosphere.    

Stability seems to be good, but this reviewer has not tried the app in a classroom setting 

with multiple groups of students. One bug in the practice section was discovered where the 

app would not accept any attempt at pronouncing the word ‘colorful’.  

5.4.3 Language Learning 

The language skills that the app encourages users to use are speaking and listening. 

Teammates need to listen to each other as well as talk to each other. The app relies on oral 

reading where users must read instructions out loud. Speaking also comes into play as 

imitative and intensive speaking where vowel sounds, intonation and phonological aspects 

are practiced. There is a section within the app called ‘practice’ where users can practice the 

pronunciation of the words that they will come across. The time constraint which players are 
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under when giving out instructions could motivate players to exercise the pronunciation of 

some words before playing. 

Spaceteam: ESL is an app that must be used by people within the same room so it could 

be used in a classroom setting. Perhaps it could prove to be an interesting approach to 

getting students to talk to each other in English and act as a warm-up for other speaking 

activities.  

  

5.5 BBC Learning English 

 

5.5.1 General Description 

BBC Learning English offers a wide variety of lessons for studying grammar, improving 

pronunciation, developing English through topical news stories or learning phrases to use in 

everyday conversations. It is developed by BBC Media Applications Technologies Limited. 

The app has a rating of 4.4, an average of 137 ratings by users on the App Store. The app is 

free and there are no ads.  

 

5.5.2 Technology 

The interface has a nice clean design. When the user opens the app he is brought to the 

‘home’ screen where the most recent lessons are posted. On the bottom of the screen there 

is a tab with three options: Home, Programmes and My Learning. Selecting Programmes the 

user can see an overview of the material available in the app. The material is divided into 
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three categories which each has a few subcategories. My Learning takes the user to a 

section where bookmarked lessons appear. The user can select activities that appear in this 

section and this is a good design decision which helps the user organize his material. The 

navigation of the app is good, and the inclusion of My Learning is particularly helpful. There 

are no instructions on how to navigate or use the app, but each lesson has written 

instructions.  

Gamification elements are mostly absent from this app. Some lessons are accompanied 

by short quizzes which offer immediate feedback but the results of these do not tie into an 

award system of any kind.  

The app relies on either audio or video for delivering the lessons. The videos have quite a 

good production. The grammar videos come in the form of a mock-up game show recorded 

in a studio with multiple actors. The audio productions are also very well done. For example, 

the Learning with Drama section of the app offers classic literature such as Frankenstein and 

Gulliver’s Travels in shortened form with very good production that includes atmospheric 

sound design. The material is added regularly which could motivate users to use the app 

regularly. 

5.5.3 Language Learning 

The Programmes section of the app lists pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary under 

language skills. Along with these skills it would seem that listening could also be included as 

a language skill since the user will be listening to most of the material. Vocabulary is also an 

element of the app because important words are usually highlighted the lessons. Vocabulary 

is presented within the context of a complete text.   

The methodological approach is mixed. Grammar lessons teach the rules of a certain 

grammatical feature. The user can then take a quiz from the material. The biggest problem 

with the app in covering this language skill is that it doesn’t offer the user very 

comprehensive quizzes. There are usually only three questions on each grammatical feature. 

This does not offer nearly enough repetition for the user to practice the feature.  

The most prominent features of BBC Learning English are listening and vocabulary. There 

are few interactive activities, but the app introduces new material regularly making the 

experience feel dynamic. 
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5.6 ABA English 

5.6.1 General Description 

ABA English is developed by English Worldwide, S. L. The app offers courses in English 

ranging from beginner levels to advanced. There are 144 courses available in total. All 

courses are tied to a specific grammatical feature such as the verb ‘to be in the affirmative’ 

in the first course to ‘phrasal verbs III’ in the last course. The language skills mentioned in the 

description in the App Store are grammar, vocabulary, writing, and speaking. The app is 

described as video-based where each course is based around a short film “with everyday 

scenes.” The app is free to download but there are only a handful of free courses to try out 

for free. The user needs to subscribe in order to gain access to all the material. According to 

the App Store a yearly subscription costs $69.99. The app has a rating of 4.6, an average of 

15.400 ratings by users on the App Store.  

5.6.2 Technology 

The interface is clearly laid out. On the bottom of the screen there is a tab with all the 

options available to the user. These are: ‘daily plan’, ‘today’, ‘discover’, ‘courses’, and ‘your 

account’. The aesthetics are clean and pleasing, for example, the lessons are all denoted by 

tiles with pictures indicating the subject material of the lesson which the user can scroll 

through. In the ‘your account’ section there is a help center where the course structure is 

explained as well as the first steps and technical support. 

The app has essentially two parts. There is the ‘daily plan’ and ‘courses’. In the daily plan 

there appear four daily exercises which the user needs to complete. These are labelled micro 

lessons within the app. The user has a weekly goal which is 250 points in total. The user gets 

points for doing each micro lesson. The material that appears in the ‘daily plan’ is adapted to 

interests, English level and the user’s pace of learning. The app then relies on a system of 

progression in the ‘daily plan’ that helps motivate the user. The lessons that appear are 

pulled from a rather sizable bank of material available in the app. The user can also find 

micro lessons under the second tab from the left on the bottom of the screen. Finishing 

micro lessons there also adds points to the weekly goal.  

The course section of the app, accessible form the second tab from the right on the 

bottom of the screen, offers a very thorough selection of courses ranked by levels. When a 

user finishes a level, he is awarded with a certificate which can be downloaded and shared. 

There are gamification elements present, both in the daily plan in the form of points that 

contribute to a weekly goal as well as the courses that award players a badge for completing 

a level such as intermediate. The daily plan is however more immediate since it seems like 

the levels in the courses section take a while to go through. The app does include a social 
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aspect which is categorized as a gamification element for the purpose of this study. Users 

can comment within the micro lessons and there is a chat section within the app that allows 

users to communicate with each other. The app also offers live lessons where users can log 

into Google Meets and meet one of the teachers working for ABA English. All in all, the app 

does quite a good job of integrating technology with gamification. 

As was mentioned above, material is all video based. Most lessons are based around a 

short video. These cover a wide variety of situations, topics and learning skills. The 

production of the videos is quite good. Some of the micro lessons also use podcasts or audio 

clips. In the course section there are also sound prompts when the user finishes an exercise. 

Images are used in the vocabulary section and courses and micro lessons are always denoted 

by an image.   

5.6.3 Language Learning 

As was mentioned above there are two sections in the app. The course section offers 

different levels of courses. These seem to be categorized according to the Common 

European Framework of Reference for Languages. There are 144 units in total divided into 6 

proficiency levels, A1, A2, B1, B2, B2/C1, and C1. Each level contains 24 units. The activities 

available depend on the difficulty but the units contain speaking, writing and vocabulary 

activities. The units always connected to a grammatical feature. In the beginning of lessons 

there will be a movie where the particular grammatical feature will show up in the dialogue. 

Users then have to go through a speaking activity where they will have to repeat phrases 

and sentences from the introductory movie. The user will hear a phrase, he will have to 

record himself repeating the phrase and then hear a comparison between his saying of the 

phrase and the original pronunciation. In more advanced units this can get a bit long winded 

and repetitive. The writing activity is a dictation where the user will have to type up short 

audio clips from the movie. Although this is labelled as writing, dictation is also a listening 

exercise. The user will also have to interpret one of the characters of the movie. He will then 

say go through the conversation twice, taking the role of each character. The activity is the 

same as the aforementioned speaking activity where the user needs to listen, record himself 

and compare his performance to the original pronunciation. There is no voice recognition 

involved so his performance isn’t scored. The user will have to judge for himself if the 

performance is adequate. There will also be a video explaining the particular grammatical 

feature the unit covers. There will also be a fill-in-the-blank exercise for most units. The 

vocabulary review is then similar to the speak and interpret activities but focuses on a single 

word. The user will have to listen, repeat, and compare. Finally, when the user has finished 

all the activities, there is an assessment which consists of ten multiple choice questions.  
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This section of the app relies heavily on repetition. The exercises in each unit are 

organized in a way that might encourage the user to notice the form the unit covers because 

the rules are introduced after going through the speaking, writing and interpreting activities. 

The repetition might benefit users who have little proficiency in the language but for 

intermediate users this could become boring quickly. Although the interpret activity 

encourages the users to essentially roleplay as one of the characters participating in the 

conversation it is not very dynamic and the activities, based on repetition, seem to lean 

towards a structuralist approach to language teaching.    

The daily plain is another feature of the app. It sets a weekly goal which is 250 points. 

Each day the user is presented with four assignments drawn from exercises within the 

course section of the app as well as the micro lessons. The user gets points for finishing each 

assignment. This encourages users to engage with the app. The nature of the exercises is not 

much different from the courses except the user selects interests which the app then caters 

to in the selection of the activities.  

The one thing that makes this app stand out is its sense of community. The option to 

comment on assignments and communicate with other users via the built-in chat makes it 

quite dynamic. There seems to be a selection of teachers that create content for the micro 

lessons. The user can also access these teachers in a live setting. By signing up to ABA Live 

Speaking within the app the user can join a discussion with a teacher and other users. For 

example, I joined in on a discussion about racial issues titled George Floyd: Positive 

outcomes. It had three talking points: is there racism in your country, do you think George 

Floyd’s death will change anything, and do police use excessive force and brutality in your 

town or only in U.S.A.? The discussions are done in Google Meets. There are numerous 

discussions on different topics throughout the week. This feature offers users a chance to 

communicate with other members of the community on actual issues, where the main 

objective is to interact with other people and share ideas and thoughts about different 

topics.  

ABA English is advertised as a complete English course that provides personalized 

experience adapted to the interests of the user. (ABA English – Learn English, n.d). The app 

does provide a very comprehensive experience through its course section where all language 

skills as well as grammar and vocabulary are covered to some extent. The today section 

provides a personalized experience where content is pushed to the user based in his 

selected interests. This works well because the developers regularly introduce new content 

to the app, making the experience feel dynamic.    
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5.7 Learn English, Speak English 

 

 

5.7.1 General Description 

Learn English, Speak English is developed by SpeakingPal Ltd. As the name implies, the aim 

of the app is to teach users to speak English. The app has a rating of 4.2 on the App Store, an 

average of 60 ratings by users on the App Store. The app is free to download, and a few 

exercises are available without any charge. One-year access can be bought for $35.95.  

5.7.2 Technology 

The interface is very simple. On the front screen the user sees all available categories of 

lessons. The background image is a city skyline by night and on top of that comes the list of 

categories in different colors. The names of categories are easy to read and accompanying 

each category is a picture indicating the subject matter. The design is clear. The navigation is 

simple since all of the categories appear at the front screen. When selecting a category, the 

user is taken to another screen with a list of all the activities within that category. There are 

no instructions within the app but it is fairly simple to use.  

Gamification elements are light but it does offer immediate feedback and progress 

mechanics. Every attempt at speaking is awarded with a rating of one to three stars. 

Attempts at pronouncing the sentences wrong always resulted in at least a one star rating so 

it seems that the app will never rate the user with zero stars. One the home-screen the user 

sees the percentage of completion for each category so the progress is clearly visible. On top 

of the home-screen the user also sees how many sentences he has spoken.  
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The app makes use of videos. Each activity revolves around a conversation presented in a 

video. Some of the higher levels use real material, such as Michelle Obama answering 

questions or actual soccer players answering questions. The app also uses sound prompts 

when the user finishes a particular segment.  

The main feature of the app is its speech recognition algorithm. This is an interesting 

approach to teaching pronunciation. It is, however, not without flaws. It doesn’t seem to 

track very well and it is difficult for the user to gauge what exactly went wrong in each 

attempt at pronouncing the words. The experience can feel very finicky. 

5.7.3 Language Learning 

The main language skill is speaking and pronunciation. This is taught through repetition 

of sentences that appear in the videos. The focus is on accuracy of pronunciation and 

repetition.  But there is some aspect of role-playing because the user will be assuming the 

role of a person from the video. The speaking activities are imitative and intensive in nature. 

Along with speaking activities there are also quizzes at the end of each activity. These 

quizzes are multiple choice and the user will have to identify some grammatical features or 

vocabulary presented in the segment.  

The app does provide feedback. After each attempt at pronouncing the sentence the 

words that he didn’t pronounce correctly are highlighted in red. However, as was mentioned 

above, the speech recognition system seems to be unreliable and unclear, so the feedback is 

flawed.  

The activities are repetitious and offer limited variation. The star rating after each 

attempt could motivate users to repeatedly attempt each sentence in order to get it right 

but the unreliability of the speech recognition might hamper the motivation of the user.  

The idea of using automatic speech recognition in speaking activities is very interesting 

but the technology does not seem to be sophisticated enough to provide an accurate 

feedback of the performance. This flaw makes it difficult using the app.   
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5.8 Vocab Victor 

 

5.8.1 General Description 

Vocab Victor is an app that focuses on vocabulary and offers four different games to play. It 

is developed by Vocabulary Systems, Inc. The app has a rating of 4.5, an average of 217 

ratings by the users of the App Store. The game is free to download and play. There is an in-

game currency called charms and with this currency the user can access different word lists. 

You get charms by playing the games. Users can buy packs of charms, but it seems that you 

get enough charms by just using the app.  

5.8.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is simple. When you load up the app you see the levels you will be 

playing through. In the top of the screen there is a tab with four options. To the left are the 

levels, next to that is the progress screen where the user can see his position on the 

leaderboards, word lists and how many words he has learnt. Next is the user’s profile and to 

the far left is a shop where users can buy charms. The options are clearly laid out and it is 

easy to navigate the app.  

The aesthetics of the app can be described as cutesy and fantasy based. The path of 

progress is in the form of a house. You see a cross-section of this house and each floor of the 

house represents the levels. After you have gone through the levels of the house you reach 

the outside world, where fences with gates serve as levels. There are 14 levels in total. The 

design of the environment is in vibrant colors and looks very pleasing. 

The app utilizes gamification very successfully. There is a very clear visual progress path 

where the user needs to unlock the levels to continue. There is even a hint of narrative. The 
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premise is that Victor (the tutor) kept his words in his castle but one day a dragon burnt 

down the library and blew away all the word scrolls. The player then needs to go on a quest 

across the kingdom to gather up all the missing scrolls. At the moment there is too little 

content in the game for the user to feel like he is going on much of a journey. There is a 

leaderboard in the app where the user can see where he stands compared to other users. 

The leaderboard ranks users by how many words they have learnt. Titles, such as peasant, 

squire or knight, are also awarded to users based on how many words they have learnt. 

Although the users progress through levels, it doesn’t feel like the challenges become more 

difficult. The exception to this is the “word find” game where users need to find words 

hidden in a scramble of letters. When the user progresses through the levels the number of 

letters increase and the ways a word can be found increase so a word might be backwards in 

higher levels.  

The app uses images and sound. As has been described the backdrop of the game is a 

path through a house and fields. Music is played while users engage with the games and 

there are prompts for correct and incorrect answers. Sound effects are also present, such as 

shooting an arrow in one game. The experience is very similar to playing a mobile game. 

5.8.3 Language Learning 

The language skill developed in the app is vocabulary acquisition. As was mentioned above, 

there are four games in the app: word strike, word find, word drop and word lock. Word 

strike and word drop are essentially multiple-choice questions where the user will need to 

pick out a word that is closest to the target word in meaning. Word find is a traditional word 

puzzle game where a few words related to the target word are hidden in a scramble of 

letters. These games rely on word associations. The user might come across synonyms, 

closely related words or words that belong to a certain class of words, such as kitten and 

puppy. Word lock presents a definition of a word and the user needs to pick the correct 

answer from four possible answers.     

The user will need to select a word list which will be the source of the words he will be 

presented with while playing the games. There are currently five categories of word lists 

such as an academic list and a business service list. Within each category there are bundles 

of words, usually containing 20 - 30 words, which the user can focus on. Multiple bundles 

can be active at the same time. 

 The app’s website claims that there are thousands of words available and millions of 

relationships between words (Vocab Victor, 2020).  The games seem to be procedurally 

generated since each turn playing the games will present numerous word relationships. You 

will not necessarily get the same options again and again. This is a smart way to keep the 
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users engaged. When the user has identified the relationship a target word has to other 

words often enough (how often is unknown) the app will mark that word has having been 

learnt. That particular word will then go out of rotation. The user can see the list of words 

learnt and their definition in the progress tab at the top of the screen.    

It should be noted that words are never presented in context and the user is not given 

any avenue to test himself on the how well he knows the words. The algorithm “deicides” 

when a user has learnt a word. There may be some empirical justifications behind the design 

of the algorithm but given the passive nature of acquiring these words it would seem 

unlikely that they are on the tip of the tongue in conversation or readily available when 

writing.  

One thing to note about Vocab Victor is the problem with lack of feedback on why some 

words belong together. For example, one game presents the user with a word which he will 

have to group with two other words. In one instance I was presented with the words 

acceptance and split. The game then feeds me with words which I will have to group with 

either acceptance or split. One of the words I got was vote, which I grouped with acceptance. 

My thought process was that if I get voted I get accepted. This was however wrong and 

perhaps the app was looking for the connotation of a split vote. In the same instance of the 

game I grouped duality with split which was also wrong. This I believe to be an error but I will 

not find out since the app doesn’t give feedback about the nature of the associations it is 

looking for. The associations can vary from being words that belong to the same group of 

words such as animals (horse, whale etc.), words that sometimes appear together 

(presumably like split vote), or simply synonyms. The automaticity of the app which is 

probably its main attraction is also its weakness. My experience with it was that of passivity. 

I am not sure that I trust the app to make the decision that I’ve learnt a word and I do not 

get the chance to review adequately the reasons why some words belong together or 

interact with the words in some meaningful way. 

Vocab Victor offers a well-designed experience for vocabulary learning.  What is 

interesting about this app is that the activities are not static, each turn at the game offers a 

new set of words and different word relationships. This approach of using procedurally 

generated games makes using the app dynamic and it encourages users to play repeatedly. 

However, the lack of feedback on how words are related is frustrating. If this were accessible 

it would make the experience less passive.  
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5.9 Speak English Conversation 

 

5.9.1 General Description 

English Conversation Practice is developed by Steve Kim who has developed several 

language learning apps that are available on the App Store. The app provides scenarios for 

practice speaking. The app is free, and it relies on ads. The user can remove the ads by 

paying $1.99. The app has a rating of 4.6, an average of 257 ratings by App Store users.  

5.9.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is fairly straightforward. The categories to choose from appear on 

the home screen. The user can scroll vertically through the different categories. In the top 

left corner of the screen is a menu with a few options such as bookmarked lessons, the 

option to remove ads, a link to the app’s website and an instructional video. The aesthetics 

are fine but feel a bit dated. The app offers an instructional video which goes through the 

features of the app and how to make use of them. There are no elements of gamification to 

be found in the design of the app. The app makes use of audio recordings. It also uses 

images but these are quite small so they do not do a very good job of setting the tone for the 

conversations. 

5.9.3 Language Learning 

The main language skill the app aims to teach is speaking but the user will also be listening 

and answering simple comprehension questions. The app offers a variety of scenarios such 

as school, nature and shopping. There are four parts to each lesson or conversation. First, 

the user listens to the conversation and answers a short comprehension quiz. Then there is 

the practice section where the user can choose to act as one of the participants in the 
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conversation. You can go through the conversation twice as either participant. Here the 

audio plays again but the person you have chosen to act as will be muted, so you get a short 

break in the audio where you will need to speak your lines. The next part is the recording. 

This works in the same way as the practice section except your performance will be 

recorded. You can then listen to your performance. The language skills the app focuses on is 

speaking but other skills will also be utilized as the user will be reading orally and listening to 

passages. The speaking activities are imitative and intensive in nature.  

The problem with using this app is that it is difficult to compare your performance to the 

one you are mimicking. Feedback from the app is completely absent in this part of the app 

and it is tedious to go back and forth if you want to make adjustments to your performance. 

The material is not categorized by levels so you don’t have an idea if some conversations are 

more difficult than others.   

Speak English Conversation offers activities to practice conversation through a variety of 

scenarios. This type of intensive and imitative speaking and oral reading could be beneficial 

for pronunciation accuracy. The design of the speaking activity does however hinder the 

usability of the app. It is too difficult for the user to compare his performance to the one he 

is mimicking.  

5.10 English Grammar Learn & Test 

 

5.10.1 General Description 

English Grammar Learn & Test is developed by Bogdan Covaci. Although the title implies that 

the app focuses on grammar the learning section of the app contains lessons in vocabulary, 

reading and speaking, along with grammar of course. It should be noted that the test section 
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mostly covers grammar. The app is free to download but the user can pay $4.99 for the full 

package. The full package contains extra lessons and tests, and ads are removed. The app 

has a rating of 4.5, an average of 233 ratings by App Store users.  

5.10.2 Technology 

The navigation of the app is poor. On the surface it seems simple enough. When starting the 

app, you are taken to the home screen where you have the options of ‘Start’ to enter tests, 

‘Learn’ to enter the lessons, ‘Score’ to see how you did on the tests, and ‘Medals’ to see your 

achievements. However, if you select ‘Learn’ and then a particular lesson you can’t easily 

access the home screen. There is a way to reach the home-screen, but it is overly 

convoluted. This is looks like a bug in the navigation. Another disadvantage to the navigation 

is that there is no direct way to move from lessons on particular grammatical features to the 

test.  

The app is not very pleasing aesthetically, it is dull and rather dated in design. The images 

used in the app are not designed specifically by the developer but are sourced from an 

archive of free photos. The design has one major flaw, the text in the test section is in white 

on a light brown background which makes it difficult to read. In addition, selecting answers 

is finicky because of the small size of the multiple-choice boxes. There are no instructions 

within the app. 

There are barely any gamification elements found within the app. It does have an 

overview of the user’s score and a medals or achievement section. However, this is poorly 

implemented because looking over the achievement section, you cannot even see for which 

task the medals were awarded. The three medals available are bronze, silver and gold and 

you will get a bronze medal for very poor performance, such as 8 correct out of 30.  

The app uses very little media. There is no audio or video and there are no sound 

prompts. The lessons rarely contain images, except lessons on tenses which have an image 

denoting where on the scale of past, present, and future the event or action takes place. The 

app does not utilize the notification system built into iOS. 

5.10.3 Language Learning 

As the name implies the app teaches grammar. The lessons are in the form of written 

instructions where the rules are presented along with examples. After reading the 

instructions the user can go back to the home screen and take a test on the particular 

feature. The tests are in the form of multiple-choice questions. The app does offer 

instructions or lessons for vocabulary, reading, and speaking. These are also written 

explanations and the offer no avenue for the user to practice or test himself.  
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The methodological approach is form focused and presents rules which the user will have 

to memorize. When the user has finished a test he can review wrong answers and see which 

option was correct so feedback is available to the user. 

There is not much built into the app to increase motivation so it is up the user’s internal 

motivation to keep using the app. The activities are monotonous with no variation to keep 

the user interested.  

  The app does not indicate the difficulty levels of the tests. The tests are, however, 

locked, so that the user cannot continue to the next feature without finishing the preceding 

test. But it is unclear if this is scaffolded in some meaningful way. English Grammar Learn & 

Test has problems both with its navigation and aesthetic choices that reduce the usability of 

the app considerably. It is then not an app that can be recommended for students.  

5.11 HelloTalk 

 

5.11.1 General Description 

HelloTalk is developed by HELLOTALK FOREIGN EXCHANGE LEARNING TALK CHAT APP. 

The app is free to download but a subscription can be purchased to access extra features. 

The VIP access costs $5.57 a month. The app offers a selection of activities which the user 

can purchase. English Times is a selection of articles aimed at improving reading fluency. The 

subscription fee is $0.3 per day, or around $9 a month. Hello English offers audio lessons for 

learning English for the same price. There are also live classes which rely on actual human 

teachers. Welcome to London is a 45-minute group session with a teacher and costs $2. A 

private session with a tutor costs $50, the app does not specify the length of the session. An 
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IELTS speaking practice test is also available in a 45-minute private lesson which costs $56. 

The Online English Camp is a four-week course in a class of other students and costs $29. The 

Personalized English Course is a private and personalized experience with a tutor which costs 

$10 for each 25-minute session. The app has a rating of 4.7, an average of 23.800 ratings by 

users on the App Store.  

The app is a language exchange program where users can connect to other people 

around the world and help each other learn a language. The app is essentially a form of 

social media, similar to Facebook, but specific to language learning. It offers chat where the 

user can engage with other users with text and audio/video calls. Users can also post 

messages and questions to the entire community of native language speakers of the 

selected language. It is also possible to create group chats. The chat offers tools for posting 

audio, correcting language and translating text.  

5.11.2 Technology 

The app is easy to navigate. On the bottom of the screen there is a tab with five options. 

Moving from left to right we have HelloTalk, Moments, Search, Learn and Me. HelloTalk 

takes you to your active conversations. Moments are community posts from native speakers 

of the language you’ve selected. In Search you can search for native speakers of the target 

language. In Learn you can find courses or live classes with tutors.  

The layout of the interface is clean. In HelloTalk, the chat section of the app, you see a list 

of your contacts and their profile picture. It is like Facebook’s Messenger so most people 

should be comfortable with the layout. The Moments section is similar except that you see 

the profile picture of the user and their post of material, images, text or audio clips. This is 

similar to the Facebook wall. There are no instructions within the app.  

This study has defined social elements as a criterion related to gamification. HelloTalk is 

essentially a social platform so for the purpose of this study it will be categorized as a 

gamification element. In terms of media, the app does have profile images. But the app does 

not offer content but acts as a medium for users. Images, video and sound can be utilized.  

5.11.3 Language Learning 

Although the app offers some courses, that part will not be reviewed here. The more 

interesting, and perhaps novel, feature of the app is the social aspect of it. The developers 

describe this app as “the ultimate language exchange.” It provides a platform to connect to 

native speakers of the language you are learning. You will provide discussion and help in 

your native language in exchange for the same for the target language. You then learn the 

language by chatting with native speakers around the world. Speaking and pronunciation 

can be practiced through the recording feature of the chat and voice calls. The app has the 
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potential to offer imitative and intensive speaking but also transactional and interpersonal 

speaking because it connects the user to other people. Writing could also reach the level of 

real writing where users exchange information with each other. Grammar could be worked 

on with the aid of a native speakers who the user comes into contact with. The moments 

sections can also be of use since some users post lessons there. These vary and can include a 

host of activities such as pronunciation as well as writing and reading.  

HelloTalk is an interesting platform for language learning because it connects people. It 

can offer types of activities that are not possible in apps that only rely on computer 

mediated teaching such as transactional and interpersonal speaking activities. This app 

however demands more of the user because there is not a set path of activities and the user 

might have to figure out his own goals in language learning.  

5.12  Summary  

This section has reviewed 11 language learning apps. The language skills offered in the apps 

were identified as well as the nature of the activities used by the apps. The interface of the 

apps was reviewed in terms of aesthetic choices and navigation with regard to ease of use. 

The use of media and availability of instructions were covered as well as gamification 

elements that are present within the apps. The next section will discuss the aspects in more 

detail and identify the apps that stand out in terms of language teaching, usability, 

aesthetics and use of gamification 

 

5.13 Overview Tables 

 

General Description 

App Developer App Store 
rating 

Price Features 

Knugde.me Knudge Technology Private 
Limited 

US 4.7 
(580) 
IS 3.0 (2)  

1 Year     $34.71 
3 months $19.83 
1 Month   $ 9.91  

Flashcards and progression 
system 
 
Mini games 
 
Mini courses in English and 
grammar 

Learn English 
Grammar 

British Council US 4.7 
(26.2K) 
IS  4.8 (10) 

Free (Ads) Grammar activities  
 
10 unique activity types 
such as fill-in-blanks, 
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multiple choice and 
matching 
 
Tests 

English Grammar 
- Book 

Steve Kim for 
TalkEnglish.com 

US 4.8 
(226) 
IS  4.0 (1) 

Free (Ads) 
 
In app purchase: 
remove ads: $2.99 

Grammar explanations  
 
Examples 
 
Quizzes 

Spaceteam: ESL Henry Smith Inc.  US 4.5 (22) 
IS - No 
rating 

Free An multiplayer game 
 
Word lists 
 
Pronunciation exercises 

BBC Learning 
English 

BBC Media Applications 
Technologies Limited 

US 4.3 
(140) 
IS - No 
rating 

Free Audio/video programs  
 
  

ABA English English Worldwide, S.L. US 4.6 
(15.4K) 
IS  3.4  (7) 

Free to download 
 
Subsription: 
 
1 Month $21.69 
 
6 Months $61.99 
 
Year $99.19 

A complete English course 
 
Personalized content 
adapted to interests, 
English level and pace of 
learning 
 
In-app chat 
 
Live classes 

Learn English, 
Speak English 

SpeakingPal Ltd. US 4.2 (60) 
IS  - No 
rating 

Free to download 
(16 free levels) 
 
Subscription: 
1 month $11.15 
 
6 Months $24.79 
 
Year $35.95   

Talk English with a video 
character 
 
Automatic speech 
recognition 
 
Color-coded Feedback 

Vocab Victor Vocabulary Systems, Inc. US 4.5 
(226) 
IS - No 
rating 

Free 
 
Charms can be 
bought in the app  

Five vocabulary games  

Speak English 
Conversation  

Steve Kim for 
TalkEnglish.com 

US 4.6 
(263) 
IS - No 
rating 

Free 
 
In-app purchases: 
 
Offline mode 
$6.19 
 
Remove ads $2.47 

English conversation 
lessons 
 
Quizzes 
 
Recording tool 
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English Grammar 
Learn & Test 

Bogdan Covaci US 4.5 
(234) 
IS 4.3  (3) 

Free 
 
In-app Purchases: 
 
Remove ads $2.47  

Grammar questions and 
explanations 

HelloTalk HELLOTALK FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE EXCHANGE 
LEARNING TALK CHAT APP 

US 4.7 
(23.9K) 
IS  4.5  (6) 

Free 
 
VIP Privileges 
1 month 5.57 
 
Year $26.04  

Social media platform 
 
Text and voice messages 
 
Audio and video calls 
 
The largest language 
exchange community  

 

Technology 

App Interface/Navigation Instructions Gamification Use of media 

Knudge.me Issues with navigation: 
- Redundant categories 
- Options’ labels could be 
more transparent 
 
Interface: 
- Clean 
- Minimal but stylish 
asthetics 

No Leaderboards 
 
Progress mechanics 
 
Feedback  

Images 
 
animation 
 
Barely any sound (one 
game has sound)  

Learn English 
grammar 

issues with navigation 
-None 
 
Interface: 
-Clean 
-Plain  

Yes None  Images 
 
Sound prompts. Not 
the best quality. 
 
Audio as part of 
exercises.   

English 
grammar - 
Book 

Issues with navigation 
- Redundant options 
 
Interface: 
- Poorly designed home 
screen 

No - Badges (medals) for 
completing lessons. 
There are only three 
types of medals, bronze, 
silver and gold.  

- Sound prompts (Poor 
quality) 

Spaceteam: 
ESL  

Issues with navigation: 
-None 
 
Interface: 
Nice design  

Yes - Levels with increased 
difficulty 
 
- Narrative 
  

- Animation 
 
- Sound prompts 
 
- Atmospheric sound 
design 

BBC Learning 
English 

Issues with navigation: 
- None 
 

No - None - Audio 
- Video 
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Interface: 
Clean - Nice design 

ABA English Issues with navigation: 
- None 
 
Interface: 
- Nice design 

Yes - Progress mechanics in 
the form of a weekly 
goal.  
 
- Downloadable 
certificates for courses. 

- Images 
- Audio 
- Video 

Learn English, 
Speak English 

Issues with navigation: 
- None 
 
Interface:  
- Clear and easy to figure 
out.  

 No - Progress bar for each 
lesson 
 
- Rewards - one to three 
stars for performance 

- Video/Audio 
 
- Speech recognition 
algorithm 

Vocab Victor  Issues with navigation: 
- None 
 
Interface: 
- Fantasy backdrop 
- Vibrant colors  

No - Levels 
- Progression 
- Leaderboards 
- Avatars 
- Rewards (charms) 
- Quests (in the forms of 
mini games in each 
level) 
- Performance graph 
(how many words learnt 
- How many words 
seen) 
  

- Sound prompts 
- Music 
- Animation 

Speak English 
Conversation 

Issues with navigation 
- None  
 
Interface: 
- Functional but not 
particularly pleasing. 

Yes - None - Audio 
- Images  

English 
Grammar 
Learn & Test 

Issues with navigation 
- Poor navigation 
(complicated to move 
between lessons and home 
screen) 
 
Interface 
- Poor design decisions 
(White text on light brown 
background - difficult to 
read) 
- Difficult to select answers 
in multiple choice because 
of small text.  

Yes - Badges - Poorly 
implemented.  

- Images (but not 
within lessons, apart 
from grammar lessons 
where tense is 
denoted with an 
image).  

Hellotalk Issues with navigation 
-None 
 

No -None - Images in profile 
pictures 
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Interface 
- Clean and uncluttered 
design. 

- Images, sound and 
video can be posted in 
moments and in chat. 

 

Language  

App Language skills Activities Feedback Motivation Level 

Knudge.me Vocabulary - 
Flashcards 
 
Grammar - 
Explanations and 
minimal 
exercises  
 
Reading   

Multiple choice 
Fill-in-the-blank 
Word pairing  

Mini courses 
Correct / 
incorrect with 
explanations 
 
Mini Games: 
Correct / 
incorrect - 
Often indicated 
by animation. 
No 
explanations 
 
Vocabulary 
builder: 
Correct / 
Incorrect 
(revealing the 
correct answer) 

Mini courses 
Comments 
after correct 
answer 
 
Mini Games: 
Score 
Leaderboards 
 
Vocabulary 
builder: 
Progression 
and accuracy  
 
Credits for 
correct 
answers 

Developers do 
not mention any 
specific level.  
 
Vocabulary 
builder: easy, 
intermediate, 
advanced. 

Learn English 
Grammar 

Grammar - 
Exercises 
without 
explanations 

Multiple choice 
 
Fill-in-the-blank 
 
Arrange scrambled 
words 

Correct / 
Incorrect  

A test. CEFR A1-C2 

English 
Grammar - 
Book 

Grammar - 
Exercises with 
explanations 

Drag and drop  
 
Multiple choice 
 
Fill-in-the-blank 

Correct / 
Incorrect   

Points for each 
level 
 
Medals for 
categories 
within levels 

Not mentioned 
by developers.  
 
Material 
structured by 
levels - 1-15.  

Spaceteam: 
ESL 

Speaking / 
pronunciation 
 
(imitative, 
intensive, 
responsive) 
 
Listening  

Give instructions 
and follow 
instructions 
(speak/listen) 
 
Turn knobs 
Press buttons 
Adjust faders  

Correct / 
Incorrect 
 
Through 
animation 
(control panel 
breaking down) 

Progression 
through levels 

Low 
intermediate to 
advanced  
 
(according to 
developers) 
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BBC Learning 
English 

Grammar 
explanations and 
minimal 
exercises 
(interactive) 
 
Listening 
 
Reading 
 
Vocabulary 
 
Quizzes from 
material (not 
interactive) 
    
Pronunciation 
(imitative)  

Multiple choice 
Interactive 
(grammar) 
 
Quizzes from 
material not 
interactive  

Correct / 
incorrect 
 
With 
explanations  

Minimal, only 
in grammar. 
Praise such as 
“well done”. 

Low 
intermediate - 
Advanced  
 
(The material is 
nowhere within 
the app grouped 
according to 
levels)  

ABA English Listening 
 
Grammar - 
Explanation 
 
Reading - 
Intensive 
 
Vocabulary  
 
Speaking 
(imitative, 
intensive, 
possibly 
transactional, 
interpersonal or 
extensive) 
 
Writing  

Listen - record 
compare 
 
Fill-in-the-blank 
 
Multiple choice 
 
Pair images and 
words 
 
Live events with 
teacher and other 
students  

Course 
 
Correct / 
incorrect 
 
Possible 
meaningful 
feedback in live 
events. 

Daily plan that 
works towards 
a weekly goal. 
 
Certificates for 
completing 
levels in the 
course section. 

Course material 
CEFR A1 - C1 

Learn English, 
Speak English 

Speaking 
(imitative, 
intensive) 
 
Pronunciation 

Read text. Stars 
 
Color coded 
feedback, red 
words not good 
enough. 

Progression 
through 
lessons 
 
Rating - Stars 

Beginner, 
intermediate, 
and advanced 

Vocab Victor Vocabulary Multiple Choice 
 
Letter scramble 

Correct / 
Incorrect  
 
Praise: 
Awesome, 
marvelous ect. 

Progress 
through levels 
 
Charms 

Intermediate 
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Speak English 
Conversation 

Speaking 
(imitative, 
intensive) 

Multiple choice 
 
Read text and 
record  

Correct / 
Incorrect  
 
No feedback on 
spoken 
material. 

None Not mentioned 
by developers 
and no 
indication of 
different levels 
within the app. 

English 
Grammar 
Learn & Test 

Grammar - 
explanations and 
exercises 
 
Reading 

Multiple Choice  Correct / 
incorrect 

Medals Not mentioned 
by the 
developer.  

Hellotalk Potentially: 
Writing 

 
Speaking 
(imitative, 
intensive, 
responsive, 
interpersonal) 
Listening 
Reading 
Grammar 
Vocabulary  

Content is reliant 
on the users, but a 
few users post 
grammar, reading 
and pronunciation 
lessons in the 
Moments section. 

Feedback is 
reliant on 
language 
partners.  

None Not mentioned 
by the 
developer. 

 



62 

6 Discussion 

This section will discuss how the four language skills, vocabulary and grammar are presented 

in the apps selected as well as gamification elements, navigation and aesthetic choices. The 

discussion will begin with a discussion on language skills, followed by a look at gamification 

elements and end with an evaluation of design and navigation.   

 

6.1 Language Skills 

This section will discuss how language skills are presented within the apps. In addition to the 

four language skills the categories of vocabulary and grammar will also be reviewed here. 

Dividing language into four different skills has met with some contention. Krashen criticized 

this way of compartmentalizing language for being artificial already in the early eighties 

(1981). As we will see below, sometimes it is not clear which type of activity relates to which 

skill so the division can sometimes be confusing. It is also maintained that an integrated 

approach offers more richness to the experience and could be more motivating to the 

students (Brown, 2007). But there has been, and still is, an emphasis on different skills such 

as can be seen in the Icelandic curriculum for compulsory schools (Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla, 

2013).        

6.1.1 Listening 

Few of the selected apps focus exclusively on listening but do provide listening as a 

byproduct of speaking activities. Many apps that focus on speaking do so by having users 

listen to a phrase and repeat it back. In a sense this is a form of listening activity. Apps such 

as Speak English Conversation and Learn English, Speak English and the course section of 

ABA English all incorporate the activity labeled reactive performance. According to Brown 

(2007) this type of listening is only aimed at the surface structure of language and is helpful 

in imitating spoken language but does not provide any dissection of the meaning of a text.   

BBC Learning English is based around delivering content through audio so the potential 

for listening is great. Much of the activities could be identified as selective listening as most 

lessons require users to answer a simple question from the text. There is not much in the 

way of eliciting things such as main ideas. The content is however good, especially Learning 

with the News which presents current issues in the world. In the today section of ABA 

English there are very similar lessons but can include fill-in-the-blanks exercises or just tap 

on the word to see definition. These activities would also fall within the selective listening 

activity. HelloTalk has the potential of listening if users post audio within chat or if users 



 

63 

engage in audio or video calls. Depending on the nature of the communication, this could fall 

within responsive activity or if the conversation is realistic it could be considered interactive, 

where many of the activities listed above would come into play.  

BBC Learning English and content within the Today section of ABA English are best suited 

to teach listening since these are meaning focused. Other apps mentioned here only offer 

listening as a byproduct of speaking activities and listening is confined to the surface 

structure of the language.  

6.1.2 Speaking 

All the apps that provide speaking activities focus on imitative speaking which according to 

Brown (2007) is aimed at increasing accuracy of pronunciation. Learn English, Speak English; 

Speak English Conversation; and the course section of ABA English all utilize similar speaking 

activities. First, they present a conversation between two people which the user listens to 

(or watches in the case of ABA English and Learn English, Speak English) and then the user 

takes the place of one person in the conversation and reads out loud the lines of that 

person. Learn English, Speak English, ABA English and Speak English Conversation all have 

the user record their lines in order to compare to the native performance. These tasks are 

then imitative in nature. But the emphasis is on the stress, intonation, and rhythm of the 

dialogue rather than on individual sounds. Speak English Conversation does not provide an 

easy way to compare the recording of the user with the performance he is imitating but ABA 

does this in a more streamlined manner. Learn English, Speak English however goes a step 

further toward individual sound as it utilizes a voice recognition which identifies words that 

are not pronounced correctly. As was mentioned above the technology is a bit awkward to 

use so its feedback is unreliable. In addition, Learn English, Speak English also has a section 

dedicated to teaching users how to pronounce individual sounds. As is discussed in the 

review of the literature (Brown, 2007), speaking activities should strike a balance between 

accuracy and fluency but all the apps mentioned above focus on accuracy. HelloTalk is the 

only app that offers a convenient way to communicate person to person. The app has the 

potential to increase fluency through a real conversation with another person.   

Most of these app teach speaking using the approach of imitative speaking. The app that 

stands out is ABA English because it provides the most convenient way for the user to 

compare his recording with the performance he is imitating. HelloTalk offers platform to 

increase fluency through actual conversations. 
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6.1.3 Reading 

Few apps put much focus on teaching reading and those that do rely on intensive reading 

where the user needs to find specific information or oral reading as a byproduct of speaking 

activities. 

Learn English, Speak English; Practice English Conversation; and ABA English all employ 

oral reading in the speaking activities. In the Today section of ABA English there are some 

assignments dedicated to reading. These are short text where certain vocabulary is 

highlighted as well as some grammar features. This is a form of intensive reading. English 

Grammar & Test has a section dedicated to reading. It offers short texts on culture but rarely 

does it offer any activities related to the material. Out of twenty-four texts only four had 

activities attached to them. The reading activity would fall in the same category of intensive 

reading as the other two. BBC Learning English does usually provide a transcript alongside 

the audio/video clips. Perhaps reading the transcript while listening could help users link 

spelling to pronunciation. None of the apps introduce reading strategies to the user.  Out of 

these apps ABA English is probably the most successful not only because it draws the 

attention of the reader to vocabulary and grammar but also because of the dynamic way it 

pushes content to the user. ABA introduces new content quite often and it is catered to the 

interests of the user.   

 

6.1.4 Writing 

Writing does not seem to be a focus of language learning apps. Out of the 11 apps reviewed 

here only two apps offer some aspects of writing. These are ABA English and HelloTalk. This 

section will look at what kinds of activities are available in these apps.  

In the course section of ABA English there is usually, within lessons, an activity labelled 

writing. The lessons are usually structured around one long video so before users will get to 

the writing phase they will have watched a video clip and gone through numerous speaking 

activities with the same material. For beginners of the language the writing activity is 

actually scaffolded quite well. The activity consists of short audio clips, usually a sentence, 

which the user will need to write down correctly. Words written incorrectly will be displayed 

in red and if the user gets stuck there is an option of seeing the correct answer. Following 

Brown’s (2007) categories, this activity is imitative writing and can be useful for beginners to 

imitate the conventions of the language. ABA English has also got an integrated chat where 

users can talk to each other so that app does provide a platform that could encourage real 

writing between users. HelloTalk also has this potential. It goes a step further with more 
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robust chat mechanics that include convenient tools for users to correct each other’s 

writing. 

6.1.5 Vocabulary 

Two apps stand out when it comes to vocabulary. Vocab Victor focuses exclusively on 

vocabulary and Knudge.me has a section dedicated to vocabulary. The apps are similar in 

that they both rely on various lists of vocabulary the user can choose to focus on. The way 

these apps deliver the content is however different. Knudge.me relies on flash cards and 

spaced repetition. The spacing effect has been researched without the aid of technology and 

according to Thornton & Houser (2005) students were able to recall more words utilizing the 

spaced effect.  

As was mentioned above in the literature review (Hunt & Beglar, 1998) the aspects that 

are important to flashcards are the option to hear pronunciation, seeing words regularly and 

for short time, five to seven words at a time is optimal, visual representation of the word 

and the option to add notes. Knudge.me seems to have all of these requirements built into 

the app. Most of the virtual cards have an image attached to them that in some way invokes 

the meaning of the word. The cards also offer the user to listen to the pronunciation of the 

word. The user can select how many cards he receives each day, ranging from one to twenty. 

The user can also add his own notes to the cards. In addition, cards can be bookmarked for 

easy access later on. The only requirement that is unknown is whether semantically related 

words are fed to the user at the same time. A personalized quiz is also available to the user 

where questions are only pulled from received cards.        

Vocab Victor relies on games to deliver content to the users. The techniques used are 

word association, spelling (form) and meaning. The developers claim that the app 

“introduces new words that are just a little bit harder than the words the student already 

knows” (Vocab Victor, 2020). Words are however never presented in the context of a 

sentence. The problem with Vocab Victor is mostly related to the lack of feedback given to 

user as to the nature of the relationship of the words that belong together.  

Out of these two apps that focus strongly on vocabulary Knudge.me seems to be the 

better because it does provide the user with quizzes and note taking in order to make the 

process more deliberate. It also presents the words in a context of a sentence or two (on the 

cards) although it sticks mainly to words without context in quizzes. 

Other apps that have some component of vocabulary within them include BBC Learning 

English and ABA English. BBC Learning English’s lessons are based around short audio/video 

clips. Accompanying the audio/video is usually some text where key words or phrases and 

their definitions are presented to the user. This focuses users on certain aspects of 
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vocabulary within the context of the clip. There is not much activity apart from this, but 

some lessons have very short quizzes, often related to vocabulary. ABA English has a section 

within the daily plan that focuses on vocabulary. This activity consists of connecting words to 

images. The words will belong to a group such as jobs and the user will e.g. need to connect 

the word policeman to the corresponding image. The focus of these apps is however not 

exclusively on vocabulary so there will be more incidental exposure to words than in Vocab 

Victor and Knudge.me.  

Knudge.me is most successful of these app in teaching vocabulary because its method of 

spaced repetition has been shown to work well and it utilizes several aspects that have been 

identified to work well in flashcards.  

6.1.6 Grammar 

Three apps focus almost exclusively on grammar. These are Learn English Grammar, 

English Grammar - Book and English Grammar Learn & Test. All of these apps could be said 

to focus on forms. In English Grammar - Book, and English Grammar Learn & Test the rules 

of each grammatical feature is given so rules are deductively presented by the app. Learn 

English Grammar is different in that the user is not presented with the rules. According to 

Brown (2007) teaching inductively tends to be more appropriate because it can build 

intrinsic motivation from students discovering the rules but it is also in line with the idea that 

natural language acquisition happens on a subconscious level (p. 423). Although it can be 

seen as beneficial for the user to deduct the rules on his own it doesn’t seem that research 

has conclusively favored either approach (Larsen-Freeman, 2015).  

ABA English goes about grammar in a different way. It first introduces a particular form, 

such as the past continuous, in a context of a conversation between two people. Then the 

user will need to go through an activity, a drill essentially, where he will repeat the 

conversation and some added material that serves to focus on the form. The user will also 

go through a writing task and an interpret task where he will take the place of one or both of 

the participants in the conversation. After these activities that are quite extensive there will 

be a video class where the form is explained. This process resembles the Audio-Lingual 

Method which emphasized oral repetition of grammatical forms. The process is quite 

tedious for intermediate and advanced learners as the drilling part is very drawn out. BBC 

Learning English also teaches grammar but this is done through a mock quiz television show. 

It is an interesting way to spice up traditional grammar explanations and it might be 

entertaining for some people but the presentation didn’t appeal to me. It is sort of over the 

top. Grammar quiz accompanies the show but there are only three questions in each quiz so 

it does not provide much opportunity to practice the form. Out of these apps Learn English 
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Grammar is probably the most convenient app to quickly practice features of grammar. ABA 

English does however introduce grammar in a more integrated way where listening, 

speaking and writing are parts of the experience.    

6.2 Gamification 

Vocab Victor is the app that utilizes most of the categories mentioned above and it is the 

app that is most game-like. The gamification elements that are featured within the app are 

levels, progression, leaderboards, avatars, rewards, quests (in the forms of mini games in 

each level), and performance. During the initial time spent with the app you are motivated 

to get through the levels, but the experience is quite short and after reaching the final level 

the motivation reduces dramatically. After reaching the final level it becomes repetitive but 

there is still some incentive to continue as even though you’ve finished the levels you can 

still progress on the leaderboard and gain ranking (e.g. move from squire to knight etc.) 

based on the words you’ve learnt. What is also interesting is the use of procedurally 

generated games, where the user will encounter a wide variety of words and relationship 

combination although he is playing the same game repeatedly. The mini games themselves 

are essentially multiple-choice questions dressed up with some nice animations and sound 

effects. The developers claim that new content is on the way. Two apps rely solely on 

badges. These are English Grammar - Book and English Grammar Learn & Test. Neither app 

implements this with much flair so the feature falls flat for both. Learn English, Speak English 

has a rating system for every performance and a progress bar. On the account of the voice 

correction system being unstable the star rating for each performance doesn’t have the 

effect it could. Knudge.me also includes progression mechanics in that as the user receives 

cards the percentage of unlocked card rises. There is also an accuracy percentage based on 

the performance of the user. This kind of light mechanics to provide an overview for the user 

strikes me as a nice implementation of gamification. The mini games offer leaderboards and 

your standing among other users (e.g. you are among the top 40%). ABA English implements 

two elements of gamification in different sections of the app. The course section has badges 

or certificates as it is called in the app. When a user has finished a level he will get a 

certificate which can be shared on LinkedIn. It would be better to be able to share the 

certification to other social media platforms. On the home-screen of the app there is a daily 

plan with four assignments and completing each daily plain will award points toward a 

weekly goal. The user can adjust how much learning is required for each week. This is a good 

strategy to keep users coming back and does help with motivation. This way, opposed to 

having a finite number of levels, the motivating factor keeps resetting itself.        
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The apps that stand out in their implementation of gamification elements are 

Knudge.me, Vocab Victor, ABA English and HelloTalk. ABA English uses a weekly goal to 

motivate users to work on the material which works well. The use of procedurally generated 

games in Vocab Victor is an interesting way to keep simple games interesting. Vocab Victor 

offers a good overview of the progression through a word lists as well as an indication of 

how well the user is doing through accuracy. HelloTalk as a social platform offers a way to 

engage with other people and work on fluency in speaking.   

6.3 Design and Navigation 

Navigation is without issue for most apps. Knude.me does have some issues with 

redundant categories. It includes the interests English and grammar but all the activities 

available within the grammar interest are also available in the English interest. The labels on 

the transport tab could be more transparent. English Grammar - Book redundant options but 

they do serve a purpose in that the user can access specific grammatical features quickly. 

The only app that has major issues with navigation is English Grammar Learn & Test. It is 

quite complicated to move between lessons and the home screen. The interface of the apps 

is generally quite clean when it comes to aesthetics with basic fonts and minimal use of 

images or other flair. Vocab Victor stands out as it employs quite a vibrant color selection 

and is set in a fantasy backdrop. Knudge.me and the Today section of ABA English also look 

good in a sort of minimalist but stylish design. Two apps have issues with poor aesthetic 

design. English Grammar - Book has a poorly designed home-screen where options are not 

clearly visible because the font is orange on a black background. English Grammar Learn & 

Test is perhaps the words offender because the font is white and small on a light brown 

background, making it difficult to read and select answers. Instructions for using the app can 

be found in five apps: Learn English Grammar, Spaceteam: ESL, ABA English, Speak English 

Conversation, and English Grammar Learn & Test.    
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7 Conclusion 

This study evaluated how the four language skills as well as grammar and vocabulary are 

taught in a selection of apps. Although the pedagogical foundation of the apps was not the 

focus of this study, it is clear that the apps either do not have a particular pedagogical base 

or it was not obvious. The skills that were most often the main focus of an app were   

vocabulary, speaking and grammar. Listening and reading were rarely emphasized by apps 

and were usually present as by-products of speaking activities. The only app that taught 

listening specifically utilized intensive listening activities. Writing is also rarely the main focus 

of the apps selected for review. Speaking activities usually relied on imitative speaking which 

focuses on accuracy over fluency. One app does however have the potential for 

interpersonal and transactional speaking activities. In apps dedicated to vocabulary words 

only appear in the context of another word but not in the context a sentence. The selection 

of apps that focus on grammar offer either a deductive approach or an inductive approach 

through drilling. 

The aim of the study was also to evaluate aesthetic choices, navigation and gamification 

elements. Navigation of the apps is usually without issue but two apps under review did 

have issues that hindered usability considerably. Similarly, aesthetics was generally without 

issue but one app suffered from poor design decisions and three apps stand out as 

exemplary when it comes to aesthetic design. Gamification elements were present in the 

majority of the apps but were usually poorly implemented except for three apps which used 

effective ways to implement this aspect. The aspects that worked well were points towards 

daily goals, procedurally generated content, and progress presented alongside accuracy of 

performance. The availability of English language learning apps in the App Store is quite 

extensive and the quality of apps varies as can be seen in this study. This study also shows 

that apps developers are experimenting with different and interesting ways to utilize 

technology for language learning and sometimes succeeding in that task but there much to 

left to discover as the availability of language learning apps is only increasing.  

As was apparent in the review of the literature, much of the research on mobile-assisted 

language learning has been conducted within the classroom. More empirical study is needed 

on the use and usefulness of mobile phone in language learning outside of the classroom. It 

would also be interesting to see empirical research on mobile language learning apps 

outside of the classroom. Since finding apps on the store platforms is quite a challenge a 

comprehensive study and classification of available language learning apps would also prove 

valuable. It should also be noted that much of the research into the perception of users was 

conducted with people that have not grown up with the technology. It could be interesting 
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to see if the generation of people who have grown up with more advanced iterations of 

smartphones have different opinions about issues such as screen size and keypad. 
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