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The battle of language learning apps:
a cross-platform overview

Athanasios KARASIMOS

Learning foreign languages has become a very appealing and important ability in the contemporary
world. Technology, nowadays, permeates all aspects of people’s lives, and it has consequently also
reached the domain of education. Oftentimes, learning a foreign language involves using language
learning platforms (LLPs). There is an abundance of language learning software tools available, but
we can only find a small amount of research specifically dealing with such tools and investigating
their effectiveness in language learning. This paper narrows down the focus on five language
learning platforms. It is a comprehensive evaluation of the popular and rapidly growing online
language learning platforms, such as Duolingo, Rosetta Stone, Memrise, LingQ and Busuu. In the
process of this evaluation, the participants will present features of these platforms and underline
their strengths and weak points, while addressing certain limitations and providing suggestions for
further improvement of the learning platform.

Key words: language learning platforms, asynchronous education, distance learning, Duolingo,
Memrise, Rosetta stone

1. Introduction to machine learning dominance

Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) is one of the most important recent developments in the
field of computer-assisted language learning. In MALL literature there is an increasing number of
studies that examine various mobile devices in formal and informal learning environments. Along
with the advancement of mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets, a large number of
educational apps have been developed and are widely available in several popular platforms and
operating systems (Ho 2018; Sanchez et al. 2019). The number of language learning apps is also
rapidly growing, and it is a dominant trend for promoting autonomous and self-teaching learning
(Rodgers & Weatherby, 2021; Tao et al. 2020). This chapter explores mobile apps for language
learning and centres on evaluating these apps. It introduces a language learning app review form,
which guides language teachers to critically evaluate the pedagogical and technical aspects of
language learning apps. The review form contains fifteen evaluation criteria: purpose, accuracy,
usefulness, flexibility, authenticity, engagement, feedback, integration, support, price, reliability,
presentation, organization, navigation and multimedia. The chapter also presents a list of example
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apps selected for reading, writing, listening, speaking, vocabulary, grammar, pronunciation and
culture learning activities with a particular focus on learning English as a second/foreign language.

In the decade or so since smartphones were introduced, these and subsequent devices such as
tablets have become quite popular and abundant: they are now used by large proportions of the
population in most developed countries. Mobile applications (commonly referred to as apps) can be
installed on these devices, and offer an enormous market of educational resources, including
language learning. Early claims about the potential of apps for language learning included the
possibility to learn, practise, and enhance both language skills and cultural knowledge (Rosell-
Aguilar, 2009; 2018).

2. The theoretical background: re-defining distance learning
2.1. Towards a theoretical foundation

Learning in the 21st century has developed beyond physical and traditional borders. Learners have
access to knowledge since technology and Web 3.0 (nowadays we are in the dawn of Web 4.0) is
present and dominant in the learning procedure. The Gen-Z (and only) learners urged by the
pandemic and some additional reasons choose distance, autonomous and asynchronous learning
rather than face-to-face teaching (Garcia & Guzman, 2021; Lei & Liu, 2020, Yin & Chik, 2021). King et
al. (2001) provided separate definitions for the terms distance learning and education since they
defined “distance learning” as the activity of learning at a distance and not an alternative version of
“education”. Additionally, place, medium and time are the major limitations which are associated
with the term distance (Drutsko, 2020; Dubakov & Kuzmenkina, 2021; Guilar & Loring, 2008). All
these dominant features of distance learning are usually present in any language learning platform
(LLP) application.

On the other hand, in asynchronous education, the learners may attend courses, participate, finish
their tasks and activities at their own pace and according to their schedule. On the contrary,
synchronous education is immediate, unpersonalized, real-time and easier for the learners to
interact with their instructors or co-learners. Asynchronous education is based on three significant
characteristics, such as flexibility, availability and autonomy, which are implemented in LLP tools. It
is a balanced combination of three dominant and well-known theories: (a.) theory of independence
and autonomy (Wedemayer, 1981), (b.) theory of industrialization (Peters, 1988) and (c.) theory of
interaction and communication (Holmberg, 1986). Despite the enormous tech evolution of distance
education platforms, apps and services, the theory behind-the-scenes of distance learning remains
chaotic, uncharted and confused. As Moore (1997) opposes, there is no national policy nor anything
approaching a consensus among educators of the distance learning’s value, a commonly accepted
definition, a concrete or broad methodology or even the concept of distance education. Since
Shale’s (1990) last call for theoreticians and practitioners to stop emphasizing points of difference
between distance and traditional education, there was not much effort to identify common
educational problems and to build a theoretical framework to support all these apps, tools, services
and features. Nevertheless, during the last five years several research (Gonzalez-Vera 2016; Hohol,
2020; Koriahina 2021; Sam, Li & Chatwin, 2016; Worden 2021) have provided a common ground of
characteristics and features that are shared in LLPs.

2.2. Identified essential elements of autonomous (distance) learning and language
learning apps

The core notion behind autonomous learning has been structured with all the necessary and
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essential elements to create and support the independent learners. Furthermore, distance learning
promotes a greater student responsibility and a widely available instruction to cover each user’s
needs, preferences and different learning patterns and behaviors. For instance, the framework of
RASE (Resources, Activity, Support, and Evaluation) learning design (Churchill, King, & Fox, 2013) is a
blended learning theory with the aforementioned significant elements of autonomous learning
focused on writing skill. Students can access the resources on the content management systems,
such as Edmodo, Canvas, Schoology, Moodle or Open class (Rakhmawati, 2020). Moreover, effective
mix of media and methods under the umbrella of blended learning offers an adaptation to individual
differences and a wide variety of start, stop, and learning times.

MALL has been recently promoted to cut down the barriers on language teaching and learning
(Burston, 2021; Nielson, 2017; Vemula 2020). MALL can also enable students become more active,
autonomous and collaborative because they contribute to their own learning path. Rewinding to
Wedemeyer’s (1981) theory, the designers of language learning apps should reconsider the behind-
the-scenes theory of their code. Meaningful learning and new learning anchored in the cognitive
structure (not rote learning) are key elements to boost the effectiveness of these apps. Several
research (Citrayasa, 2019; Malerba, 2015; Munday, 2017; Psychogyiou & Karasimos, 2019; Stockwell
& Hubbard, 2013) present data from users who request apps centered on interest, with
individualization of teaching and learning and supporting encouragement of critical thinking.
Unfortunately, the astounding growth of new language learning apps (more than 70), glamorized by
technology, amplifies the poor conceptual framework and the usual absence of identified essential
elements and the 4-Square Map of distance education technology options (Gafurova 2021; Paris et
al. 2021; Stock, Mclsaac & Gunawardena, 2004).

3. Language learning platforms: Learning a language from distance
3.1. Previous research on the use of apps for language learning

Several research studies (Castaneda & Cho, 2016; Gafurova, 2021; Morgana, 2015; Vemula, 2020;
Worden, 2021) into the use of language learning platforms and apps have presented positive results
on language skill improvement, learner motivation and engagement; nevertheless, as Rosell-Aguilar
(2018) points out, the researchers have mostly focused on rather small subject groups using pre-
selected apps or platforms rather than on the choices made by the language users. The major impact
factor of using language learning apps is the significant and prominent improvements in all language
skills, grammar and vocabulary, and even in more advanced linguistic abilities (Castaneda & Cho,
2016; Morgana, 2015;). The effectiveness of LLPs has also been found comparable to face-to-face
teaching at several CEFR level students. Rachels and Rockinson-Szapkiw (2017) found that there
were no significant differences between the Spanish subjects that learned a language via Duolingo
and the other group that participated with a traditional teaching approach. Similarly, Psychogyiou
and Karasimos (2019) support that the vast majority of the participants was confident about the
result, although there were some contrasting views which has produced a debate about the
effectiveness of the Duolingo app. However, the users were pleased with learning new vocabulary
and pronunciation compared to the typical coursebook approach.

The language learning apps not only promote autonomous language learning, but additionally they
offer an alternative reality to the educators and students that want to use these apps in a classroom
context. Chen and Kessler (2013) maintain that smartphones and tablets may enhance learner
autonomy and ubiquitous learning in informal settings. Unfortunately, only a few studies (Steel,
2012; Stockwell & Hubbard, 2013) present results from LLPs and MALL activities in a face-to-face
classroom compared to how the users engage in mobile-assisted language learning outside-of-the-
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box (a traditional or even a techy classroom). Moreover, Stockwell and Hubbard (2013) study the
learner’s use of LLPs outside the designer’s guide and suggestions and observe that regularly the
learners’ personalised use of apps may be deviated from what the best practices or ideal usage of
each application is considered. In Mason and Zhang’s (2017) find that the majority of Chinese users
recognised the value of apps to support their language learning, but learners only used a proportion
of the available functionalities (Rosell-Aguilar, 2018, p. 6). For an extensive presentation of previous
research on the use of apps for language learning, check Rosell-Aguilar (2018) and Goodwin-Jones
(2011) for early language mobile apps.

3.2. Selection criteria for language learning platforms

The ongoing and impressive battle between the learning language apps has raised the need to
provide and categorize some concrete and straightforward selection criteria for LLPs. On the other
hand, the users’ reviews and the learners’ community feedback generated enough arguments for
the researchers to modify and shape a best practice guide for the LLPs designers and developers.
Whilst it is arguable whether apps can be considered at this point as a single solution to language
learning, they can effectively support learner autonomy and interest in learning a language
(Goodwin-Jones, 2011; Worden, 2021). Apps can provide a good supplement for language learners
who are enrolled in formal instruction, as well as a good starting point for beginner independent
learners. They can also provide regular practice for language learners who are no longer formally
studying a language but wish to keep practising it (Rosell-Aguilar, 2017; 2018). The number of
language learning apps grows rapidly the last decade, and the increasing accessibility of the apps
generates the necessity for the appropriate selection of the apps. This session provides several
evaluation systems of language learning apps.

As Smith and Ragan (2004) pointed out, examining the content, task, and context of the instructional
materials or programs was important. Thus, evaluating the quality of the content provided by apps is
important. Given that the apps are used for learning, it is vital to assess the pedagogical coherence
of language skills within the learning activities. Apps are software installed on mobile devices;
therefore, evaluating the usability, customization, and sharing options provided by such apps is
valuable. In summary, seven elements are identified to evaluate language-learning mobile apps:
feedback and self-correction, customization, pedagogical coherence on language skills, content
quality, usability, motivation, and sharing (Chen, 2016).

Heil, Wu and Lee (2016)’s criteria are languages supported and platforms availability, monetization,
user input, assessment and instructional focus, implicit and explicit grammar instruction, corrective
feedback, and user interaction —listening, speaking, reading and writing. Their study points out that
is a common pattern on teaching language to isolate basic and advanced vocabulary words via LLPs
rather than contextualized usage. They observe that some drilling-type techniques offer very little
explanatory corrective feedback, and there is little adaptation to the needs of individual learners.
Despite advances in language teaching that have stressed the importance of communicative
competence in language learning, MALL technology is still primarily utilized for vocabulary
instruction rather than fluency building.

Additionally, Son (2016) introduces a language learning app review form, which guides language
teachers to critically evaluate pedagogical and technical aspects of language learning apps. His
evaluation form contains fiftenn selection and reviewing criteria: purpose, accuracy, usefulness,
flexibility, authenticity, engagement, feedback, integration, support, price, reliability, presentation,
organization, navigation and multimedia.
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Despite the perplexity or simplicity of a straightforward, well-organized and clear selection grid,
choosing the right language-learning software is a highly personal decision and strongly related to
each user’s needs and requirements. Bulatovych (2017) suggests creating an app for effective
language learning by making learning easy and engaging for beginners and challenging for advanced
learners. She comments that several LLPs take a more serious approach to vocabulary teaching,
giving workloads that only advanced or intermediate learners can cope with; therefore, these apps
usually offer complex and challenging quizzes with an emphasis on reading and memorizing words
and phrases. Moreover, she filtered plenty app reviews to propose specific categories / criteria, such
as personalized approaches to learning vocabulary and grammar, listening comprehension,
pronunciation checks, language practice, training and checking progress, motivation and support of
learners.

The different perspectives of learners and designers are mainly focused on intentions and
experiences (there is a significant gap between them based on research of Stracke et al., 2018 and
Hei, Wu & Lee, 2016). For this reason, we try to build a concrete and compact proposal to overcome
this gap and fulfill their needs. Our selection and evaluation model is mostly based on Heil, Wu and
Lee (2016), but it is expanded and modified to cover a wider area of language learning apps and
their features, both from a selection point of view and from an evaluation perspective. The user
wants a program that is adequate for his/her language education level, whether he/she is a total
beginner or an advanced learner in need of some brushing-up or vocabulary refresh. The user also
has to make sure that the language he/she wants to study is available, well-supported and not in an
early-access version with issues and bugs. What about making sure you can study while driving or
travelling? Almost every user’s life is becoming ever faster, and this situation enables users to take
advantage of an app on the fly. Therefore, the option to swift from active to passive learning
procedure due to some situations (driving, travelling, working, writing, etc.) is crucial.

Selection and evaluation criteria Values and guidelines

Languages | Number and variety of language courses (including beta
courses and constructed language courses)

Platforms | Operating systems: Android, iOS, Windows, Linux

Registration and subscription | Free registration, trial version or premium account (monthly
cost or lifelong cost)

User interaction | Input options, such as writing on keyboard/ touch board,
speaking into mic, typical or advanced use of touch screen,
using of mouse

Support and updates | Frequency of updates, technical support, adding new features,
bug and fixes

Vocabulary teaching and assessment | vocabulary in isolation (with flashcards, video selection,
picture pairing/ matching), vocabulary in context (inside
monologue, dialogue or a story), supporting dictionary/lexicon

Grammar teaching and assessment | Autonomous grammar section, grammar in isolation
(examples, tables), grammar in context, absence of grammar
instruction

Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking (+ | Reading texts and comprehension tasks, word formation

Pronunciation) | processes, sentence structure building, listening to phrases or
passages and comprehension or transcription tasks, dialogues
or speaking interaction

Corrective Feedback | Sound effects, visual feedback, textual corrections, textual
explanations, no feedback
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Gamification | Gamification features (experience points, levels,
leaderboards, badges, challenges, etc.), motivation messages
(emails, messages, pop-up notifications), gamification
absence

Placement test | Placement test for language levelling, progress tests, no tests

Community engagement | Connect with social media friends, connect with other app
users, forum, bulletin lists

Table 1. The language learning platform selection criteria
4. Choosing the proper language learning app
4.1. The Duolingo application

Duolingo exists since 2009 and was nominated as iPhone App of the Year 2013 and Google’s Best of
the Best app for 2014; it offers 68 different language courses across 23 languages with more than
300 million registered active users. Duolingo provides written lessons, dictation, an interactive
dictionary (plus Stories and Events for several languages). It has a gamified skill tree that users can
progress through and a vocabulary section where learned words can be practiced (Huynh & lida,
2017; Psychogyiou & Karasimos, 2019; Rachels & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2018). Duolingo enhances the
learning experience by increasing access to the target language and allowing learners to work at
their own time, level, and pace, thus making learning more exciting and personalized (Nushi &
Egbali, 2017). Moreover, Munday (2017) studies how the translation-based platform offers different
possibilities for Spanish learners, while its gamified features provide an entertaining way for
students to learn a language. Rachels and Rockinson-Szapkiw (2018) provide evidence that students
learning a language with a free app like Duolingo, which applies gamification principles, exhibit
equivalent learning outcomes with students being taught in a traditional face-to-face setting; their
research indicates that Duolingo can have a substantial impact on foreign language learning. Finally,
Ledo and Amorim’s (2016) study present that Duolingo may engage and aid users in foreign
language learning, but up to a certain extent. That is, the participants perceive that the presence of a
teacher is still necessary to guide them in their learning process, and to foster interaction and
production skills. When it comes to teaching and learning with technology, the need for teacher
presence also depends on the age of the learner(s) and personal needs (Joy, 2021; Irawan, Wilson &
Sutrisno, 2020; Savanni, 2019; Todorov, 2021).

Duolingo is the best-case scenario for gamification implementation, since it borrows plenty features
from gaming platforms. It includes short groups of word families, vocabulary and grammar, but no
one can learn a language just by practicing some words and phrases through flashcards. The Stories
option provides a reading-like activity with interesting topics, real-life situation, graded difficulty,
and a new-alternative approach of cross-skill approach (reading and listening alternately). The user
can learn multiple languages simultaneously. Nevertheless, it focuses more on English speakers and
there is no common ground theory behind its course design (for several language courses, the basic
vocabulary has strong issues about word selection and context and It is only for beginners and not
meant for advanced learners). There isn’t any proper and suitable grammatical explanation and rules
for sentence structure. Everyone knows the varieties can be productive but are insufficient on
Duolingo. On the other hand, its playful and game-like interface renders Duolingo such a popular
and worth-testing application.
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Image 1. Samples from Duolingo showing a Stories scenario (listening mode) and the hierarchical skill tree of a
language course (German).

4.2. Busuu

Busuu is a language learning app with an exponential growth of its popularity. This can be seen in
the fact that more than 100 million people choose it to learn Spanish, pick up a few French phrases,
try Japanese, or one of the other 12 different supported languages. Several studies (Citrayasa, 2019;
Malerba, 2015; Nushi & Jenabzadeh, 2016; Rosell-Aguilar,2018; Saona-Vallejos, 2018; Shibata, 2020;
Winans, 2019;) have been conducted about its efficiency, usefulness and impact for almost all
language skills. Busuu provides well-crafted learning tools such as flashcards, conversation models,
correction by native speakers, and grammar extracts for its users, plus the community help center.
Busuu offers exercises for the four major language skills through its concentrated and well-formed
exercises. However, the huge downside of the free version is the small variety of exercises that it
offers, which gets boring after a while (Nushi & Jenabzadeh, 2016). Shibata’s (2020, p. 202) review
underlines that “most of the activities in Busuu, however, still seem to be based on the theoretical
perspectives of behaviorism due to the noticeable number of audiolingual activities and repetitive
mechanical drills” and suggests the need to add some opportunities to collaborate and discuss
senses with other users to boost its effectiveness. On the other hand, Winans (2019) supports that
interactivity and social connection with native speakers of the target language can be motivating,
intriguing and challenging for users, since they provide real feedback about daily and realistic use of
each language. Results of Malerba’s (2015) study revealed that learners with an autonomous
attitude tended to have a more effective learning experience, to find interesting topics and to be
able to combine social and pedagogical paths even if they are not properly supported. Additionally,
most of the users have positive feedback on their counter the app users community where learners
can share goals and be engaged in continuous collaborative and meaningful activities (Saona-
Vallejos, 2018). Finally, it is impressive that the longer the learners have been using the Busuu, the
more likely they are to pay for premium content (Rosell-Aguilar, 2018).

Busuu is one of the most recent entries in LLP domain; trying to overcome other apps cons, the
tailored lessons and well-structured course are good perks. The monthly subscription provides
access to advanced grammar lessons and tailored content, and the subscribers can even start
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speaking to other native speakers (sometimes their feedback is quite vague and problematic).
However, the relatively small language selection, the mobile app (compared to web app), the
oversimple interface and some tedious typing exercises are significant issues. Additionally, although
Busuu’s Al assigns a strength level to words and phrases, showing how well you understand them, it
seems that for some languages (e.g., Greek, Spanish) Al loops the same material repeatedly. Finally,
by speaking or writing in a new language, the user can get feedback on how to improve from native
speakers.

Typo what you hear,

Here's a tip!

Do you know the name Heidi? &

It can help you remember the spelling of these phrases:
Heidi

Wie heiBt du? (What's your name?)
Ich heiBe Heidi. (My name is Heidi.)

Sy &

Image 2: Samples from Busuu showing a vocab revision and a typical tip during a new lesson session.
4.3. Memrise

Memrise is a language learning app founded in 2010. It has quickly grown and now it numbers more
than 50 million people and contains rich, real-life language content. Memrise’s courses have real-life
language. More importantly in terms of richness, they are packed with thousands of video clips of
native speakers speaking in their native language. Several studies (Cedercreutz & Ropicki, 2018;
Karjo & Andreani, 2018; Nuralisah & Kareviati, 2020; Reknasari & Putro, 2019; Taebenu & Katemba,
2021; Widyaningrum & Putro, 2019; Zhang, 2019) have been carried out to date. Nuralisah and
Kareviati (2020) maintain that vocabulary learning using Memrise is effective for improving students'
language skills. The advantage of using this application is to motivate students to learn English in a
fun way and make it easier for students to memorize words. This can also increase the sense of
cooperation with each other. Additionally, Zhang (2019, p. 161) concludes that “although adopting
the audiolingual method in nature, Memrise has the strength of promoting learners’ memorization
of words and phrases. However, the lack of contextual elements, of oral production, and of the
capability to help students carry out authentic interactive conversation in real-life scenarios limits
Memrise’s ability to function as the sole source for second language learning.” According to
Reknasari and Putro (2019), Memrise offers comprehensive vocabulary learning through reviewing
in order to reinforce the students’ word retention. Finally, Karjo and Andreani (2018) believe that
reviewing previously learned words before learning new words, becomes annoying and frustrating
very soon for learners.

Memrise is a worthwhile app for learning languages, particularly for beginners who want to learn
new characters and basic vocabulary. Building up beyond typical LLP features, it offers a really strong

language study content for beginners, the vocabulary is merely
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based on flash cards (quite heavy on the word knowledge acquisition) and it implements a functional
customization. Nevertheless, the absence of uniformity is notable since the user-created content has
no guarantee on quality. It is actually a vocabulary-centered and focused app with awkward,
bothersome and poorly designed interface. Moreover, it is not meant for advanced level learners
and there is a significant lack of access to extra courses in-app.
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4.4. LingQ

LingQ was launched in late 2007 by Steve and Mark to develop better tools for language learners.
The basis of the LingQ system is to enable thousands of learners from all over the world to enjoy
language learning and successfully reach their goals. LingQ is a fun, simple way to learn languages
from an authentic and interesting content; its main goal remains to help users by learning the
language from the language itself, just as most children learn their own language. Along with over
1,000,000 LingQ member, LingQ offers 42 language courses. Winda (2019) notes that LingQ provides
some listening activities to enhance more vocabulary acquisition instead of improving the skill itself.
Despite the active community and the 14-years of existence, there is a significant lack of publications
and reviews about LingQ.

LingQ's build-your-own learning program may appeal to people who are looking to add something
new to their current language studies. The service is not suitable for anyone learning a language
from the very beginning. LingQ has a structured learning path that is guaranteed to ensure that
every session will be productive. Aside from just plainly answering questions from the LingQ courses,
you will be challenged to master new words and focus on those that truly matter to you. The use of
the vocabulary building tool, like multiple choice, cloze, flashcards, and dictation is perfect,
especially if the user’s goal is to increase how many new words need to be learned. However, the
overall learning path isn't well structured and there is no guarantee of proper tutoring. Additionally,
user interface is cluttered and distracting, and unfortunately, this app is not recommended for
learning a new language.
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Image 4: Samples from LingQ showing a flashcard exercise and the overview of the lessons.
4.5. Rosetta stone

Rosetta Stone’s Dynamic Immersion method uses interactive and contextual language lessons
blended with Extended Learning features. With a variety of speaking-focused lessons and features,
instantaneous pronunciation feedback with TruAccent, a track record of getting people speaking any
language confidently and an almost five-star rating in the App Store, the award-winning Rosetta
Stone mobile app (PCMag Editors’ Choice 2019, Tabby Awards Winner 2019, Best Mobile App
Awards: Best Designed App and Best Overall App 2019) is an excellent way to learn and speak new
languages with subscription. Lafford, Lafford and Sykes (2007) evaluate Rosetta Stone among other
LLPs, based on a features group of a previous SLA research that has been proved quite significant
and relevant in the acquisition process, such as the relevant contextualization of language,
opportunities for interaction, etc. Santos’ (2011) review assesses the Rosetta Stone app by noting its
fairly significant lack of context in the materials and an inability to respond to spontaneous student
speech. Santos sums up that Rosetta Stone’s interaction is a quite poor and downgrade version of
real-life conversations and speech encounters. Moreover, DeWaard (2013) explores the use of
Rosetta Stone as a replacement of classroom instruction and points out that the interface of this app
is appealing but lacking in several areas. More precisely, DeWaard (2013) stresses out the failure of
cultural authenticity and the major limitations of a flawed machine learning system. DeWaard (2013,
p. 61) concludes that Rosetta Stone is “not a viable replacement of current instruction at the
postsecondary level”. Finally, a major study by Lord (2015; 2016) presents data that confirm Rosetta
Stone’s marketing claims of being superior to in-class learning, in spite of learners’ appreciation for
the flexibility and usability of the program. In fact, the learner outcomes indicate that this app does
not seem adept at helping learners develop crucial communicative strategies in the foreign
language, although it is capable of presenting isolated, decontextualized language elements.

Rosetta Stone used to claim that you could learn a foreign language the same way a child does if you
just bought their program. The company faced a lot of well-deserved criticism for this claim. The
truly innovative and unique approach without explicit grammar is research-based; TruAccent™ voice
recognition, live tutoring lessons and well-done audio stories are the strong points of this learning
app. It can be a decent and sufficient tutor for non-beginners. However, this common and
unchangeable approach to very different languages, the tedious repetition and several culturally
irrelevant photos may actually ruin any positive effort by this app. Furthermore, the absence of
explanations is a crucial issue, the multi-choice questions don’t emulate immersion, and never
advances past a beginner’s comprehension.
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5. Research context and methodology

5.1. Participants

In order to cross evaluate these five apps with the highest user’s score in Google Play and Apple
Store, ten (10) participants have agreed to test each app for 4 to 6 hours and then give their opinion
about their experience with these applications. They are native Greek speakers, and they have a
proficiency in English (C1-C2 levels). The participants are 32-44 years old, 6 men and 4 women, and
they come from a variety of professional backgrounds. Some participants have already used a LLP
before, and they all tested the same language course in all the apps, which was either German or
Italian. The participants have been asked to complete a post-questionnaire based on the
aforementioned criteria (see 3.2).

5.2. Research methodology

This case research included an online survey via Google Forms that was developed based on other
studies in the use of apps for language learning (Joy, 2021; Karjo & Andreani, 2018; Nuralisah &
Kareviati, 2020; Psychogyiou & Karasimos, 2019; Padilha et al., 2020; Rosell-Aguilar, 2017; 2018;
Saona-Vallejos, 2018; Todorov, 2021), but tailored to the specific features of these five LLPs. The
survey consists of 15 items, most of which were multiple choice questions (more than one option
available) with two open follow-up questions asking participants to write some advantages or
disadvantages of these apps. Moreover, there was some short open-ended interviews (via Google
Meet) with each participant to provide further detailed feedback and to justify their final winner
language learning app. The responses to open questions were categorised following the thematic
analysis process suggested by Braun and Clarke (Brown & Clarke, 2006; Mikros, 2011).
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6. The effective of learning a language: the comparison mode
6.1. Data analysis and discussion

Most of the participants (70%) have already used a language learning app to acquaint themselves
with at least one language; a further 20% were using an app to learn or brush up on three languages
usually during a travel preparation (60%) or for business purposes (50%). Only a minority of the
participants (20%) used an LLP that was not in the top-10 of users’ choices. However, they
reconsidered their options based on a testing period of the five selected learning apps. All of them
think that a daily use for one week is a sufficient time to review an app and decide whether to keep
up with it or drop it.

Language learning apps and language skills
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Graph 1. Language learning apps and language skill satisfaction

Based on their evaluation choices for the language skills and linguistic items, Rosetta stone received
the highest (mean) score of these apps (69%) with a very short distance (65%) from Duolingo. For
vocabulary acquisition, Duolingo and Busuu provide a greater variety of new words (80%) by building
a more wide-category group of words compared to other apps. Memrise was described as the most
sufficient app (80%) to cover grammatical phenomena, to teach the rules and to provide some
straightforward guidelines of morphosyntactic features.

The participants still seem to be more active in the learning process; Nevertheless, some apps like
Bussu and LingQ have a course design to engage and keep more active during the learning sessions.
Moreover, the overall view of language skills points out the knowledge of what was taught by the
Rosetta stone is closer to a teacher’s effort. Participants are initially taught with basic grammar,
typical phrases and sentences and they fill in the answers from the questions given. They are very
interactive, responsive, and like the media provided. Mobile assisted language learning apps such as
Duolingo, Memrise and Rosetta stone indeed help users who want to learn a new language.
However, learning a foreign language needs more than just memorizing and translating words or
phrases. Learning a language means learning to master the four skills of language, i.e. speaking,
reading, listening and writing; the above chart represents a fuzzy tense towards Rosetta Stone
dominance, but the participants’ choices may differ based on the desired target skill. Yet, these skills
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are taught incompletely, since the learning materials are provided in-game based activities without
any further explanation. An essential advantage of mobile learning is that it is collaborative and thus
encouraging for learners due to the possibility of exchanging knowledge, skills, creating
communities, tailored-lessons, and experience through interaction (Czerska-Andrzejewska, 2016).
The portability of the mobile device does always bring positive effect, i.e. to encourage learning or
revise a specific course.

Language learning apps and design evaluation
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Graph 2. Language learning apps and design evaluation
6.2. Limitations and further research

Since no previous research into language learning from a group of users testing the same apps
exists, it is not possible to comment on the return rate and its comparability to previous studies. The
data collected for this study is self-reported, and therefore subject to the limitations that such
research methods have (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). The questionnaire did not manage to capture their
detailed likes and dislikes, although the interviews collected data about features that dissuaded
them from participating, and how these could have been improved. Additionally, it would be ideal to
expand the number of testing learning apps (the top-10 of ratings) and the participants, so we can
actually have a more holistic and clearer picture of this cross-platform overview of language
learning.

7. Concluding remarks

The purpose of this article was to explore the effectiveness of five popular language learning
application in learning a foreign language and developing language skills. Most of the participants
prefer distance learning for professional and educational purposes. They stated some of the
advantages and disadvantages of using these language learning apps; they claimed that distance
learning is an easy, free and practical learning process, and therefore, they preferred Duolingo and
Rosetta Stone as the best option. It is important that the learners had the opportunity to adjust the
process according to their learning curve.

The vast majority of participants were confident about the result. However, when it comes to the
development of language skills, there are some contrasting views which question the effectiveness
of these applications. On one hand, the users were pleased
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with learning new vocabulary and pronunciation with gamification. On the other hand, some users
suggested that the way grammar is “taught” on most applications needs improvement or some apps
overfocused on vocabulary. Crossevaluation with more and new LLP apps is needed and
comparative evaluation with other language learning courses, since not all the courses are so
extensive. It is important that there are applications such as Duolingo, Memrise, Rosetta stone and
other language apps to support learners in the learning process. Evaluating and constantly
developing new ways of learning will only have positive results having in mind the learners’ needs.
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