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Introduction

Technology is dramatically changing the way we go about teaching and learn-
ing a second language (L2) (Chapelle, 2007; Motteram & Sharma, 2009; Otto,
2017). Instructional technology benefits L2 learners in a number of ways: it pro-
vides learners with a variety of authentic and educational materials (Larsen-Free-
man & Anderson, 2011), allows for independent, self-paced learning (Pim, 2013),
provides learners opportunities for developing intercultural competence via com-
munication with native and other non-native speakers (Whyte, 2011), and makes
them more motivated (Baleghizadeh, 2015), just to name a few. Technological in-
novations also enable language teachers to create a more exciting and interactive
classroom environment by incorporating materials from outside world into the
classroom (Stanley, 2013), furnish learners with multimodal feedback (Elola &
Oskoz, 2016), and help those learners with special learning needs (Roblyer & Do-
ering, 2013). It would not be far from the truth to state that nowadays there is tech-
nology to support every aspect of language learning and teaching.

With the increasing development in wireless and mobile technologies, using
mobile devices to learn and teach L2 has been attracting a lot of researchers’ atten-
tion (See Viberg & Gronlund, 2012 for a review). In fact, Mobile Assisted Language
Learning (MALL), a subset of M(mobile)-learning, is a fast growing field of re-
search with promising implications for second language learning and teaching
(Pachler, Bachmair & Cook, 2010). Handheld mobile devices such as smart phones,
tablet computers, laptops, MP3 and MP4 players, etc. are appealing to users as they
provide them with permanency, accessibility, immediacy, and interactivity among
other features (Ogata & Yano, 2005). Thornton & Houser (2005, p. 226) add that
“mobile devices can be effective tools for a broad range of educational activities.”
Moreover, new mobile software (e.g., Duolingo, Busuu, 50languages, HiNative, ...
) are being developed that promise to facilitate language learning process. Evaluat-
ing the affordances that seven mobile English learning apps provide for adult learn-
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ers, Chen (2106) concludes that the apps do in fact enhance learning but that “there
is no single language-learning app that could provide a one-size-fits-all solution to
meet adult learners’ language learning needs,” (p. 49).

The growing enthusiasm towards MALL and its applications should not be
taken at face value. As Nushi and Jenabzadeh (2016, p. 30) have noted, many of
the mobile language applications “have been developed by people outside of the
field of second language pedagogy and their effectiveness cannot and should not
be taken for granted.” Viberg and Gronlund (2012) also point out that “there is a
lack of empirical studies providing concrete evidence on how the mobile technol-
ogy use can enhance individual’s language learning results,” (p. 7). Given those
cautionary notes, it behooves us to critically examine the available language learn-
ing applications so that language learners and teachers alike aware of their potential
advantages and disadvantages and make informed decisions as to whether or not
or how to include them in language learning and teaching package. The present
paper reviews a language learning app named Babbel and explores its potential

effectiveness for L2 language learning and teaching.

Application Details

Publisher: Babbel

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

Level: Any

Media Format: APK/IPA

Operating Systems: Android/iOS

Hardware Requirements: Smartphone/Internet Connection
Supplementary Software: None

Price: Free, offers built-in purchases

Description

After downloading the app for their Android or iOS devices, learners are pro-
vided a list from which they can choose their target language. The list of the lan-
guages one can learn with Babbel are: Danish, Dutch, English, French, German,
Indonesian, Italian, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese (Brazilian), Russian, Spanish,

Swedish, and Turkish. If you are an English speaker, all of these courses and their
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materials are provided in English. However, if you want to learn English, you must
choose a language from a list of six languages: French, German, Italian, Por-
tuguese, Spanish, and Swedish. Unless you speak one of these languages, the Eng-
lish course would be meaningless to you. It is important to note, early in the review,
that all these courses from beginner to advanced are designed by the staff of
Babbel, whom they claim are ‘language experts’. Unlike Duolingo, which is a
community-driven language app, Babbel relies on its own language experts to pro-
vide courses. In this review we are taking the French course, one of its most pop-
ular ones, to get familiar with Babbel’s course content and methodology.

After choosing the course, the learners are provided with a curser to proximately
choose their language efficiency. There are only two options: Beginner and Ad-
vanced. For the sake of this review, we will put the curser on Beginner [Figure 1].

Figure 1.

We put the “World of language’
on Beginner.

Beginner

d. Let's start by trying some

¥ aaying wour first
sentences in no time.

Immediately, there is an exercise. Beginner learners must choose the transla-
tion of ‘Hello’ in French. There are two options to choose from at the bottom of
the page: ‘Merci’ and ‘Bonjour’ [Figure 2].
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Chaisisses [a répansa qui camdeat

Figure 2.
‘Merci et Bonjour’.

Merci. Bonjour!

The rest of this exercise concerns itself with asking/teaching more and more
basic words and phrases in French, including phrases like ‘Ca va ? — How are you?’
and ‘Comment tu t’applelles? — What’s your name?’. After clicking on each French
phrase, Babbel provides its complete pronunciation said by a native speaker. After
finishing this exercise, we go in for the real French course and lessons.

Itis important to note and analyze how these language apps provide their ma-
terial and give access to their users. For example, Duolingo gives full access of all
its materials to the users and claims that its ads running in the app are keeping ed-
ucation free. Rosetta Stone gives 30 days of free access to all its materials, but
users cannot download them to use offline. Babbel on the other hand provides
users with many courses, several in the beginner level, several in the intermediate,
several in the advanced level, and many more in other subjects; such as traveling,
family and friends, etc. However, only one lesson of each course in the app is avail-
able for free for the users, meaning a beginner learner can only have six lessons —
since there are six beginner courses — for free [Figure 3].
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We start with Beginner’s Course 4 which is about traveling. The first exercise
is a ‘listen and repeat’ exercise [Figure 4]. The app enjoys a voice recognition sys-
tem which asks the reader to repeat the phrase or words the course is trying to
teach. Babbel also gives direct translation of the target language.

Ligten and regeat

Figure 4.
Inside a lesson.
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After teaching three phrases or words in this manner, Babbel now asks the
user the same words and phrases; but this time it doesn’t show the pictures, only
the language. And then it questions the users about the spelling of each word and
phrase [Figure 5]. It is worthwhile to mention that the app gives the learners ob-

vious hints as shown in the picture.
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After getting the spellings right, the app continues and teaches three new, and
a bit more difficult, phrases and words in the same ‘listen and repeat’ manner, as
shown in figure 4. And immediately again, it tests the users of their knowledge of
the freshly taught material by choosing the correct translation. [Figure 6.] And then
continues to ask about the spelling in the same previous manner.

X = 19

Chuose the corect translation

10 g Ly Ehes Breachy along the coast
Figure 6.

Inside a lesson.
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After this exercise, the learners are presented a conversation about the same
topic they have been learning in the same lesson [Figure 7]. It is a pleasant surprise
for the users to be exposed to a real-life conversation and language, especially be-
cause until this exercise they have been only exposed to a robotic type of teaching



Review—Nushi, Hosein Eqbali 115

and testing. It’s important to mention that this exercise is a dynamic one since the
learners have to put in some certain words and phrases in certain places of the con-

versation.
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Figure 7.
Inside a lesson.
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The conversation is a rather long one and suddenly there is a shift of how
much the learners are exposed to language, which is a nice change.

Now comes deductive grammar instruction; the users are merely presented
the conjugation of the verb ‘aller’ which means ‘go’ in French, accompanied with
a native speaker pronouncing the verbs [Figure 8]. What comes after is the testing
of the learners in the same robotic and immediate manner of the beginning of the
lesson, merely asking the different conjugations of the verb ‘aller’.
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In the next exercise the learners are presented, again, with a deductive and
more complicated grammatical point explained not in French, but in English.
There’s the grammar rule and then immediately there are exercises following up
on the same rules [Figures 9 and 10].

The futur proche {near fusture)

Figure 9, Hous rester & Paris.
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In the following exercises the learners get the same type of exercises that they
have been exposed to during this lesson, and Babbel never forgets to test them as
soon as it can with as much as exposure to the new material. For example, now
that it has taught ‘near future’ and some vocabulary about travelling, Babbel mixes
these two and tests the learners with questions containing both of these materials.



Review—Nushi, Hosein Eqbali 117

In the final parts of the lesson, Babbel again focuses on grammatical points,
but this time a rather minor one — preposition for places — in the same deductive
manner [Figure 10 And 11].
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Figure 10 and 11.
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The lesson finishes up with some exercises covering all the materials taught
in the lesson combined. Babbel, as mentioned before, pronounces each and every
sentence, phrase, and word throughout the lesson.

Evaluation

Babbel can perform as a stand-alone to learn a new language but within certain
conditions. One, which is very obvious, is that one cannot truly learn a new lan-
guage by only using the free version of the app, although it can be used to get to
know a language better and more importantly to have a quick preview of how the
app works and how the lessons will unfold in the future so the learners can decide
whether the app’s teaching methodology works for them or not. Second, Babbel’s
two most prominent features are deductive grammar teaching and heavy reliance
on the source language, meaning if one wants to study through this app, they must
know what advantages and more importantly what disadvantages these two ap-
proaches might have for language learning.

As mentioned earlier, Babbel teaches grammar rules and vocabulary explicitly.

After introducing a new sentence, Babbel takes the time to explain and immedi-

ately gives examples of that certain grammar rule and then tests the learner on the
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material. This is very convenient for the students, since they do not have to think
very much on how the target language’s structure and grammar is built. This ex-
planatory approach is applied to new words and phrases too. As shown earlier,
Babbel teaches vocabulary, including words, phrases and even full sentences, in a
direct way. The learners are presented the word in the target language, then they
hear the pronunciation, and at the same time they are shown a picture of the vo-
cabulary item and are given different translation of that in their source language.
Again, this makes it convenient for students to learn vocabulary and it does not
require a lot of critical thinking and context reading.

One of the downsides of this app is its heavy reliance on the source language.
Nearly everything, except for the exact materials being taught, are given in the
students’ source language which makes the learning atmosphere too familiar. The
learning atmosphere should not be neither too unknown nor too familiar for the
learners. Nonetheless, there are many positive things about Babbel as well. It is
inexpensive — it runs from $7.45 to $12.95 a month, depending on the package the
learners choose — its surface is modern and clean and its courses are well-struc-

tured, highly-organized, and user-friendly.

Conclusion

Babbel is not a free app, yet it is inexpensive and popular. Compared to other
language learning apps, Babbel comes somewhat in the middle; it is not as popular
as Duolingo, for example, but on the other hand, it is not as expensive as Rosetta
Stone. We cannot exactly say how many downloads and purchases Babbel has,
but the website says that it is “#1 selling language learning app in the world1”. We
cannot say for sure, because we do not have the exact number, but since Duolingo
is not a “selling” app and compared to rather expensive Rosetta Stone, Babbel is
much more affordable. The app developers have gamified its content which makes
the materials more interesting. The app has been designed to be used in the learn-
ers’ spare time, but it definitely can be used as a serious course for a serious-minded

learner; it carefully nurtures the needs of both types of learners.

In general, Babbel is a rather good choice for language learning; for some stu-
dents it might work as an excellent language learning tool which helps them every
step of the way, carefully building up the intricately designed courses, but for oth-

ers the pedagogy may seem unimaginative. Students who want an easy-to-use tool
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and a deductive teacher will love this app. Babbel gives the material straight to
the students and immediately afterwards tests them on the recently learned mate-
rial. However, many might think it is ineffective to be presented the direct trans-
lation of every new word and phrase and feel like they are being spoon-fed. Others
may feel that they do not have enough natural exposure to, or communicative task
types in, the target language, when half or even more of the app’s texts and lan-
guage are presented in their own native language rather than the one they are trying
to learn. One must simply try out the free version of the app and some of its courses
in their level (beginner, intermediate, advanced, etc.) to learn whether they can

work with the same methodology for an extended time or not.

References

Baleghizadeh, S. (2015). Teaching practice for English language teachers.
Tehran: SAMT.

Chapelle, C. A. (2007). Technology and second language acquisition. Annual
Review of Applied Linguistics, 27, 98-114. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/
S0267190508070050.

Chen, X. (2016). Evaluating language—learning mobile apps for second-lan-
guage learners. Journal of Educational Technology Development and Exchange,
9(2), 39-51.

Elola, I., & Oskoz, A. (2016). Supporting second language writing using mul-
timodal feedback. Foreign Language Annals, 49(1), 58-74.

Kukulska-Hulme, A. (2016). Personalization of language learning through
mobile technologies. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Kukulska-Hulme, A., & Traxler, J. (Eds.) (2005). Mobile learning: A hand-
book for educators and trainers. Open and flexible learning series. London, UK:
Routledge.

Larsen-Freeman, D., & Anderson, M. (2011). Techniques and principles in
language teaching (3rd ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Motteram, G., & Sharma, P. (2009). Blending learning in web 2.0 world. In-
ternational Journal of Emerging Technologies & Society, 7(2), 83-96.

Nushi, M., & Jenabzadeh, H. (2016). Busuu: The Mobile App. The TESL Re-
porter, 49(2), 30-38.



120 TESL Reporter

Ogata, H., & Yano, Y. (2005). Knowledge awareness for computer-assisted
language learning using handhelds. International Journal of Learning Technology,
5(1), 435-449.

Otto, B. W. (2017). From past to present: A hundred years of technology for
L2 learning. In Chapelle, C.A., & Sauro, S. (Eds.), The handbook of technology in
second language teaching and learning (pp. 10-25). Malden: MA. Wiley-Black-
well.

Pachler, N., Cook, J., & Bachmair, B. (2010) Appropriation of mobile cultural
resources for learning. International Journal of Mobile and Blended Learning,
2(1), 1-21.

Pim, C. (2013). Emerging technologies, emerging minds: Digital innovations
within the primary sector. In G. Motteram (ed.), Innovations in learning technolo-

gies for English language learning (pp. 17—42). London: British Council.

Roblyer, M. D., & Doering, A. H. (2010). Integrating technology into teaching
(6th ed.). Essex: Pearson Education Limited.

Stanley, G. (2013). Language learning with technology: Ideas for integrating
technology in the classroom. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Thornton, P., & Houser, C. (2005). Using mobile phones in English education

in Japan. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning. Retrieved from http://onlineli-
brary.wiley.com. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2729.2005.00129.x 21: 217-228.

Viberg, O., & Gronlund, A. (2012). Mobile assisted language learning: A lit-
erature review. In M. Specht, M. Sharples & J. Multisilta (Eds.), Proceedings of
the 11th International Conference on Mobile and Contextual Learning 2012, vol.
955, (pp- 9-16), Helsinki, Finland.

Whyte, S. (2011) Learning to teach with videoconferencing in primary foreign
language classrooms. ReCALL 23 (3), 271-293.

About the Authors
Musa Nushi is an assistant professor of TEFL at Shahid Behehsti University.

His research interests lie mainly in the interface of second language acquisition
and second language instruction, with particular emphasis on the role of corrective
feedback in the L2 development.



Review—Nushi, Hosein Eqbali 121

Mohamad Hosein Egbali is an undergraduate English literature student of
Shahid Beheshti University. He is also currently an EFL teacher at Kish Institute
of Science and Technology for adolescents and adults. He is passionate about lit-
erature, languages, and the application of self-study technology in the acquisition

of second languages.





