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Application Details:

Publisher: Duolingo

Product type: Smartphone Application Software
Language(s): Multilingual

Level: Any

Media format: APK/IPA

Operating systems: Android/iOS

Hardware requirements: Smartphone/Internet Cororecti
Supplementary software: None

Price: Free

1. Introduction

Technology is changing the way we teach and lemmguages; it has provided teachers with
new facilities and approaches to teaching that simulate learners’ interest while
challenging their intellect (Blake, 2013, 2016; ri¢gy, 2013). Likewise, it has provided
learners with plenty of creative and authentic veses that can facilitate the process of
acquiring a new language (Walker & White, 201Smilarly, Larsen-Freeman and Anderson
(2011) state technology contributes to languagmieg in two important ways — it provides
teaching resources such as podcasts, vodcastse ahéitionaries, weblogs, WebBoards etc.
as well as enhances learning experiences, thaicigases access to the target language and
opportunities for learners to work at their owndeand pace, and choose when and where to
learn. They add that technology has the potentiaérigage learners in grammaring, an
important process in second language acquisitioarsdn-Freeman (2003) defines

grammaring as “the ability to use grammar structueecurately, meaningfully, and
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appropriately” (p. 143). Technology gives learnérs chance to see grammar as a skill, not
merely as a set of abstract rules, and use thiatskhoose the appropriate language form for
particular contexts and meanings.

Among the technological innovations, devices suckraartphones, tablet computers,
laptops, MP3 and MP4 players, iPads, occupy a apaahe since they offer learners the
possibility to study anytime, anywhere and at tleein convenience, an experience called
‘ubiquitous’ learning (Ogata & Yano, 2004; Yang,08). In fact, more than a decade ago,
Keegan (2003) believed that M (mobile)-learningsudset of e-learning, would fashion the
future of learning. Similarly, Wagner (2005) statbdt “the mobile revolution is finally here.
Wherever one looks, the evidence of mobile penetraand adoption is irrefutable.... No
demographic is immune from this phenomenon,” (p. Mbbile-assisted language learning
(MALL) is indeed a rapidly growing field, one thaptomises to have an enormous impact on
second language teaching and learning (PachlemrBaic & Cook, 2010; Thornton &
Houser, 2005). Smartphones are a prominent exaofpléiquitous learning devices, and
they are now a crucial part of many people's liié®y have characteristics in their DNA that
make them particularly useful for language learnmgposes; they are portable, socially
interactive, context-sensitive, connective andvitlial to language learners (Klopfer, Squire,
& Jenkins, 2002). These features are constantlivenpand new features are being added to
meet user needs. For instance, new smartphonecafiptis are being developed that make
the task of learning ever more exciting and persoe This paper narrows the focus down
to one mobile language learning application of hgd, and explores the possibilities this
app offers for learning a second language.

2. Description

To use the app, learners must download it from Go&day/iTunes and install it on their
Android/IOS devices. English speaking learners damose from a list of 16 languages from
French through Irish to Esperanto. Speakers ofrddémgyuages, however, do not have as
many options. An English speaker can choose od6afomplete courses, four Beta courses
(with eight languages being “hatched”), whereapanth speaker can choose out of only six
languages (with two being hatched) and a Frenchkgpéhas the opportunity to learn only 4
languages (with only one other language being leaficiHowever, compared to similar apps
on the market, such as Babbel and Busuu, thisveryawide range of languages that is still
growing, mainly due to its unique and broad comrnyuoi learners and the platform provided

for them to contribute to Duolingo.
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After the learners have selected which languagg wheh to learn, the app asks them
to “pick a daily goal” from the list appearing befdchem. The daily goals range fr&dasual,
through Regular and Serious to Insane, denoting respectively 5, 10, 15, and 20 minutes of

practice per day (see Figure 1).

o 1:28 " ®

¢ Pick a Daily Goal

Casual
Regular

Serious

o You can always

\ change this
goal later

Figure 1. A screenshot of the settings before goit@lessons (learners see these options to dietetimeir pace

and they can swipe down to see the “Insane” mode).

The app then inquires whether the learner alreadyvk anything about the language,
and if so, it provides the learner with a placentest. If the learner is new to the language,
they start with the basics. It is safe to say Daolingo is a very straightforward app and very
simple to use. Without any more questions or eegystration for the course, the learner can
go right into their first lesson by tappisgart. The exercises are of many types:

A) trandation exercises, in which the learners translate from the languhgg know to

the language they want to learn or the other wayirad (see Figure 2);

B) matching exercises, in which learners see a photo and match it withwords given

or the other way around (see Figure 3);

C) pairing exercises, in which learners are given an even number ofvadgnt words

from both languages and are asked to pair themHigeee 4);

D) listening exercises, in which learners listen to a short phrase ingbeond language

and have to type it correctly (see Figure 5);
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E) speaking exercises, in which learners have to say what they hear sgere 6).

Each lesson contains 10 to 15 exercises, a few &ach of the categories mentioned
above, and learners have a progress bar on thefttheir screens. Every time they get an
answer right, the bar moves a little bit forwargeBy time they get it wrong, the bar does not
progress, Duolingo points out the mistake and rispib@ question at thend of the exercises
until the progress bar is completed. Duolingo akows the learners to go back to whichever

lesson they want, whenever they want, even if tieaye gotten all the answers right.

Translate this sentence

0 La viro kaj la virino kantas.

The man and the

woman virino

work play  sing

knabino viro

Figure 2. A translation exercise Figure 3. Aching exercise

Tap the pairs Type what you hear
la the
viro  man I mi

CAN'T LISTEN NOW

Figure 4. A pairing exercise Figure 5. A lisiteg exercise



Teaching English with Technology, 17(1), 89-98 http://www.tewtjournal.org 93

Speak this sentence

Elle mange.

CAN'T SPEAK NOW

Figure 6. A speaking exercise

When the learners accomplish a daily goal, Duolingwards them with surprising and

upbeat sounds and pictures, making the learnerdikeehey have accomplished something
big (see Figure 7). If the learners don't sign ittieir Duolingo accounts to complete their
daily goal, Duolingo sends a push notification ieit phones and reminds them to do their
exercises and meet their daily goals; usually tlissky practice reminders are accompanied
by promotional statements such62s5 million people are learning languages using Duolingo

to spur the learners into action. Duolingo does thy notifying learners at a specific time

every day; however, if the learners are busy duttag specific time every day (are at work,
running errands, sleeping, etc.), they can tell Ibgo when to remind them, for example

07:00 PM, and if by 07:00 PM they still haven't cbad their daily goals, they receive these

daily practice reminders.
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Lesson Complete! +10 XP

You've met your
daily goal!

Figure 7. A screenshot of what comes after you lcavepleted your daily goal

Duolingo is a very smart app. For example, if imaaslation exercise, learners type "Im not a
teacher” instead of “I'm not a teacher”, the apfp kviow this is a typo and not a mistake. The
learners pass the exercise but are reminded otwhegraphical error in their answers.
Another interesting characteristic of the app esiambbell button that learners can use from
the home page of their course. Through this feaDumlingo offers personalized exercises
for each learner, focusing on their weaknessesrapobving their skills.

To Duolingo, learners can add friends, and use féasure to communicate and/or
compete with them. By finishing a lesson succebgftiey gain (10) XPs, and can see the
number of XPs their friends have scored. Moreobeglingo users can make the app notify
them when someone has more points than them ¢pettoimeone passes me) which can be
very motivating.

It must be noted that Duolingo does not provide grymmatical explanations. It only
immerses the learner in the target language byioffeexercises centred on new vocabulary.
To learn the grammar, learners must deduce theciplas of grammar on their own and
through trial and error. Even though Duolingo perea the learners for the tiniest of mistakes
and points out the most insignificant typos, it sloet present the learners with any grammar
notes or rules of any kind. Should learners makeisiake in the new language, Duolingo
shows them where they have made the mistake, bytwhil have to work out the rule on

their own.
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3. Evaluation

Duolingo is a free mobile app (there is also a welbsion) and, statistically, is the most

popular in the category of Education in Google PI8&yudies have shown statistically

significant improvements in language abilities asesult of using the app (Vesselinov &

Grego, 2012). The app also leads to increasedd@falonfidence in learning a new language
(Vesselinov & Grego, 2012).

Duolingo reassures learners that they can achies®e kearning goals and relieves
their fear of doing something so demanding as legra language. Even with 5 to 10 minutes
of daily practice, Duolingo helps learners feelytl@ve accomplished something, a feeling
that keeps them motivated. By “gamifying” learniriguiolingo has been able to keep the
learners interested and less self-conscious ohilegr Once a person is “addicted” to the
games of this extremely user-friendly app, theylarend to spend time on it when they are
bored on the bus ride home from work.

Despite these good features in Duolingo, thereaaf@w cautionary notes. First, the
unnaturalness of Duolingo’s sample sentences ageol®/ious (and ridiculous at times). In
the very first sessions, learners may come acrestemsces such dsam not you, Their
elephant drinks milk, We come from that woman, which only leave them confused. One more
unnatural thing about the app is the computerizetevit uses; the learners are never
introduced to how a native speaker sounds lik@ag &s they are using this app as their only
source of learning.

Another major downside to Duolingo is how it use® danguage to teach another
one. If you want to learn English, for examplestfiyou must know another language which
has the English course in your language. Howeverhé tearner’s mother tongue is, say
Persian, and they do not know any other languageg, will practically not be able to learn
any other languages. This will limit the numbertbé& app’s users. In addition, if learners
learn the target language through a second langtiagg are always prone to be dependent
on the second language and may never be fully tblexpress themselves in only the
language they have learned (Carreres, 2006).

Thirdly, there are times when the learners ar@thiced to a new word only by seeing
the letters and the word’s shape, and not by hgarispoken. In many languages (such as
English and French), having the same letters am@ddame pronunciation is not the case for all
words and this can cause difficultiés.standard learning, when introducing new vocatyla

the teacher must always accompany the shape oivéing with its pronunciation. Having
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ignored this rule, Duolingo has made it possibleléarners to fall into the trap of the many
exceptions and pronunciation variations.

Finally, the lack of human interaction and real w@nsation in the app needs to be
mentioned. Duolingo may give learners the illustbat they know the pronunciation of a
word and its meaning, but since they have not wkedohrases or the sentences they have
learned, their lexical knowledge will only be pagsand hard to retrieve. Learners must know
that these computerized listening and speakingcesesy provided in the app are not at all

enough and comparable to what native speakers maogimd like.

4. Conclusions

Self-study is obviously important in language léagnand Duolingo is a useful language
application that can provide learners with pradtiaad systematic steps to learn a new
language on their own. Duolingo has a sleek desgmuser-friendly, and can be used by
learners of different ages and cultures. The apphtes English to millions of people for free,
although some have criticized the developers’ netbfomaking money by getting people to
translate texts for free as a by-product of leayrarianguage. What sets Duolingo apart from
other free language learning applications is itshamology: teaching its users a foreign
language via translation. Translation as a pedagbgechnique fell out of favor with the
advent of communicative approaches to languagéitegdn the late 1960s on the grounds
that it creates a sense of false equivalence batwiee two languages and acts as an
impediment to automatic and fluent language usewd¥er, many second language
researchers (e.g., Cook, 2010; Liao, 2006; NewmEdR1) maintain that it is not the very
translation but they way it is used for pedagogaiposes that counts. Cook (2010), for
instance, argues translation helps learners tterakew knowledge to old knowledge, reduces
learning anxiety, promotes noticing and metalingiciawareness, and provides a means to
assess learning. Moreover, being in line with thmevailing constructivism paradigm in
second language learning, Duolingo encourages tpgeger collaboration, with learner’s
friends being able to challenge one another (Ceyn&i Simao, 2011).

Despite its merits, the app has a number of drakgderst, while it can go somewhat
well with regular classroom instruction, with lears using it for extra practice, its approach
and principles can collide with the currently papulanguage teaching approaches such
Communicative Language Teaching and Task-baseduaagTeaching. Duolingo’s boldest
method for teaching a new language, as mentionéateheis through direct translation in

another language. Now, if a student is learningrgliage in a classroom in which using that
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translating language is forbidden or at least fresvnpon, but they use Duolingo as an extra
tool, it might have negative consequences for tteetye familiar with the translation of what
he has learned in the classroom with a real teaS®eond, conversations used in the app do
not sound natural and learners may end up speakisgcond language in a manner that
would sound weird to the native speakers of thaguage. Moreover, introducing a language
through short phrases and sentences may not geetsato a conversational level in that
language. Third, learners do not receive expligfl@ations on grammatical structures and
this may leave them wondering why plural nouns tienEh, for instance, are used with the
articleles only, no matter what the gender.

On a final note, we would like to remind users thi#tough technology does affect the
language learning process, it does not providesilkier bullet for that process. What matters,

on the other hand, is what use we put technology to
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