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Abstract: Since the teaching of English vocabulary items is not heavily emphasized in schools anymore, Malaysian 

secondary school students need other sources to learn English vocabulary. In today’s context, where many 

Malaysian secondary school students own smartphones, lessons provided by English vocabulary apps could be 

a perfect solution to the problem. However, as there are way too many vocabulary apps available for download 

in the market, there needs to be a way to identify the right apps that students should use based on several 

important factors such as their CEFR levels, usability, fun factor, and effectiveness. In order to separate the 

wheat from the chaff and find high quality apps out of the thousands of mediocre vocabulary apps available on 

the market, we adapted a comprehensive educational app evaluation rubric to be used in our search. From our 

findings, we recommend five English vocabulary apps which could be effectively used by Malaysian secondary 

school students in order to broaden their knowledge of English vocabulary. 
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1    Introduction 
 

The main purpose of this study is to compile a list of available Android mobile apps which were developed to provide 

English vocabulary learning to students, select a number of vocabulary learning apps from this list which adheres to a 

number of predetermined criterions, and analyse the selected apps to find the most suitable to be used by Malaysian 

school students.  The main reason why English vocabulary learning apps were chosen is because firstly, vocabulary is 

not actively taught in Malaysian schools anymore, thus a quality vocabulary learning app could be a welcomed 

supplement to be used by our secondary school students.  Secondly, since vocabulary mastery is foundational in aiding 

in the development in all the four English skills namely listening, reading, speaking, and writing, a student will greatly 

benefit in all these skills by improving his vocabulary mastery. 

The adoption of mobile gadgets and use of educational apps as an instructional or learning tool is aligned with 21st 

Century IT Skills. According to Harm, N. (2011) the use of mobile gadgets such as IPad would create a learning 

environment that is, “highly communicative, highly collaborative and self-directed”, which supports the directives 

outlined in the 21st century Skills Framework thus making the use of quality mobile educational apps by students as 

highly recommended.  

To note, many rubrics have been developed for evaluating educational computer-based programs over the past 

decades but rubrics designed specifically for evaluating educational mobile apps such as apps for English vocabulary 

learning are extremely limited (Coughlan & Morar, 2008; Elissavet & Economides, 2003).  

However, research on a comprehensive evaluation rubric for assessing instructional mobile apps conducted by 

Cheng-Yuan Lee and Todd Cherner in year 2015 has given us a strong foundation to work with since their rubric has 

provided a comprehensive, clear and precise explanation over how evaluation on educational apps could be done. Their 

research informed rubric covers three important areas of app evaluation which are Instruction, Design, and Engagement 

with 24 evaluative dimensions to determine the quality of an instructional mobile app (Lee & Cherner, 2015).   

 

1.1   Research objectives 
 

The objectives of the study are as follows: 

1. To find android apps pertaining to English vocabulary learning on Google Play Store 

2. To select a number of apps which adhere to several relevant predetermined criteria 

3. To analyze the selected apps using Lee & Cherner’s (2015) comprehensive rubrics 

4. To introduce a Simple Educational Apps Scoresheet (S.E.A Scoresheet) adapted from the Comprehensive 

Educational Apps Evaluation Rubric by Lee & Cherner to be used by Malaysian secondary school teachers 

and students. 

 

2    Methodology  

 

The research was conducted in three stages: 
 

2.1  Compiling Android apps pertaining to English vocabulary teaching and learning from Google 
Play 
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In order to compile the list of all the Android apps pertaining to vocabulary teaching and learning, we utilized several 

search terms at the Google Play website.  These search terms were Vocabulary, Bahasa Inggeris, Malay English, English 

Spelling, Vocabulary Games, Word Associations, Word list, Listening Vocabulary, English Pronunciation, Phrasal 

Verbs, English Root, English Prefix, and English Dictionary.  From these searches, we found more than 400 mobile apps 

which were associated with vocabulary teaching and learning.  Taking away some redundancies resulting from these 

searches, we finally ended up with a list of 338 mobile apps associated with vocabulary teaching and learning.  For each 

of these apps, we recorded the salient information provided on its description page into a big excel file with a total of 19 

columns which contain the information below: 
 

Table 1 Categorization of Android vocabulary teaching/learning mobile apps in Google Play 

 

1. Number 

2. App ID 

3. App Name 

4. App Developer’s Name 

5. App Website URL (if present) 

6. App Category 

7. Whether the app contains adverts 

8. Whether the app has in-app 

purchasing options 

9. App ratings by reviewers 

10. How many total comments did the app 

receive 

11. How many 5 Star ratings did the app receive 

12. How many 4 Star ratings did the app receive 

13. Total number of 4 and 5 star ratings 

14. How many times was the app installed by users 

15. When was the app last updated 

16. The App version 

17. The minimum Android version needed to run the app 

18. The rating of the content according to minimum age 

of users (minimum age of users recommended in 

order to use the app) 

19. The activities contained in the app 

 

Some of the information in Table 1 above is readily available on the App description webpage.  These include items 

3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 16, 17, and 18 in the table above.  Some other categories were derived from the information 

given in the description of the app and the app picture icon such as items number 6 and number 19.  For item number 6, 

App Category, we categorized the app loosely in to three categories which are whether the app is most suitable for 1) 

children, 2) teens, and 3) adults.  For item number 19, the activities contained in the app, we gathered all the important 

activities carried by the app (which is mostly contained in the description section of the app) such as Top Developer, 

Editor’s Choice, Social app, Games, Flash Cards, Audio Learning, Conversations, Role Play, Idiom practice and a number 

of other activities. 

 

2.2   Selecting suitable apps from the compilation based on a number of predetermined criterions 
 

Due to limited amount of time in conducting the research, we could not possibly install each of the 338 apps listed in our 

compilation.  Therefore, to whittle down the number of apps to be analyzed using the rubric, we have imposed a number 

of criterions to be passed by the apps before they can be selected.  The criteria include: 

 

1. How many installs did the app receive (Item 14 in Table 2.1).  This criterion separates the popular apps 

from the unknown ones.  Although there are a number of factors which can determine the popularity of apps 

such as the number of years it has been introduced, the marketing strength of the developer’s company, or 

the quality of the app itself, in general we can assume that the more installs it received, the more popular it 

is, and the better it is in general quality. 

2. App Category (Item 6 in Table 2.1).  For this criterion, we chose only apps which are suitable only for the 

category of teens because this is the target user group that we are recommending the apps to (students aged 

13 to 17). 

3. App ratings by reviewers (Item 9 in Table 2.1).  We only chose apps which received a rating of 4 Stars 

upwards.  This is obvious because these apps have been reviewed by many users, sometimes in the hundreds 

of thousands.  If the majority of reviewers gave a rating of 4 Stars and above (out of 5 Stars) then the app is 

indeed well liked by users for a number of reasons and it will have a better chance to also be liked by the 

students we are recommending it to. 

4. The activities contained in the app (item 19 in Table 2.1).  This is also another important criterion to be 

included in the app selection criteria.  We look for apps which contain suitable activities which could be 

utilized by our target students such as audio learning, idiom practice, flash cards, and games.  We also 

looked for recommendations by Google such as distinguishing the app developer as a Top Developer, or 

naming the app as an Editor’s Choice. 

5. Free apps but not necessarily advertisement free (item 7 in table 2.1). As for this criterion, since the 

targeted users would be secondary school students, they would prefer to download free apps. However, we 
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still give a leeway towards advertisements in the apps because it is quite impossible to have free apps 

without advertisements. 

6. No in-app purchasing options (item 8 in table 2.1). For the same reason as above, it is meant to encourage 

students to download and use the apps for totally free. 

 

By using the four criterions above, we were able to whittle down 338 apps to 32 apps to be analyzed using Lee & 

Cherner’s instructional app evaluation rubric (2015).  This has enabled us to download the apps on our android phones 

and tablets and test them quite extensively. 
 

2.3  Analyzing selected apps using Lee & Cherner’s (2015) evaluation rubric 
 

Our last phase of the research involved downloading the selected apps, test them, and evaluate them using Lee & 

Cherner’s rubric.  As mentioned earlier, this rubric was selected due to its comprehensiveness and its grounding in 

empirical research.   The rubric contains 24 evaluation dimensions which are grouped into three domains; (A) Instruction, 

(B) Design, and (C) Engagement.  The breakdown of the 24 dimensions are as follows: 
 

Table 2. Lee & Cherner’s (2015) rubric evaluation domains 

 

Domain A: Instruction Domain B: Design Domain C: Engagement 

A1: Rigor B1: Ability to save progress C1: Learner control 

A2: 21st Century Skills B2: Platform integration C2: Interactivity 

A3: Connections to future learning B3: Screen design C3: Pace 

A4: Value of Errors B4: Ease of use C4: Personal preferences 

A5: Feedback to teacher B5: Navigation C5: Interest 

A6: Level of learning material B6: Goal orientation C6: Aesthetics 

A7: Cooperative learning B7: Information presentation C7: Utility 

A8: Accomodation of individual 

differences 

B8: Media integration  

 B9: Cultural sensitivity  

 

For each evaluative dimension, there is a prompt in the form of a central question which needs to be answered.  The 

rubric for that dimension gives “five indicator descriptors that describe the ways in which an app’s functionality or design 

may behave in response to a prompt (Lee & Cherner, 2015)”.  The evaluators will then rank the descriptor on a 5 point 

Likert scale where 5 is the highest quality and 1 is the lowest.  There is also a ‘not applicable (N/A) option because an 

app might not be able to be evaluated on all dimensions. An example of the prompt and descriptors for one evaluative 

dimension is illustrated below: 
 

Table 3.  Example of Lee & Cherner’s (2015) evaluative dimension; prompt and descriptors 

 

A2.  21st Century Skills: Does the app require users to engage in “21st Century” skills, which includes the 

ability to collaborate, make data-driven decisions, and solve complex problems? 

5 4 3 2 1 NA 

The app 

frequently 

requires users 

to engage 21st 

Century Skills. 

The app 

sometimes 

requires users to 

engage 21st 

Century Skills. 

The app rarely 

requires users to 

engage 21st Century 

Skills. 

The app does not 

require users to 

engage 21st Century 

Skills. 

The app promotes 

rote memorization 

skills 

Not 

Applicable 

 

It should be noted that the rubric’s dimensions are grounded in research theoretical frameworks, a consideration that 

is either not present or not explained in a comprehensive manner in other app evaluation rubrics such as Buckler’s (2012) 

or Walker’s (2010).  Lee & Cherner’s Theoretical Framework Related to Rubric Dimensions were informed by well 

known research theoretical frameworks such as the Common Core State Standards for Literacy (Fisher & Frey, 2013), 

cooperative learning (Blumenfeld, Marx, Soloway, & Krajcik, 1996), human interactive design (Reeves & Harmon, 1993; 

Reeves and hedberg, 2003), human motivation (Eccles & Wigfield, 1995),  multimedia learning principles (Mayer & 

Anderson, 1991), rigor and relevancy taxonomies (Anderson, Krathwohl, & Bloom, 2001), usability design (Shiratuddin 

& Landoni, 2002), and zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).  22 out of the 24 evaluative dimensions were 

shaped and informed by the above theoretical frameworks. 
 

3    Findings and Discussion 
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After analyzing all the 20 selected apps using S.E.A Scoresheet that had been used together with Educational Apps 

Evaluation Rubric by  Lee & Cherner’s (2015), we ascertained the five highest ranked apps.  The apps are Learn English 

Words Free, Word Search, Vocabulary Builder, Pressed For Words, and Test Your English Vocabulary. 

To illustrate the use of the S.E.A Scoresheet adapted from Lee & Cherner educational apps evaluation rubric 

(2015), we took the sample of the highly recommended app to explain how it can be used in reality. 

Name of app: Learn English Words Free  /   Star rating: 4.6   /   Number of downloads: 5 million 
       
                                               Table 4. Simple Educational Apps Evaluation Scoresheet (S.E.A.S) 

 

A. Instruction : Dimensions used to measure an apps’ educational value 

Dimensions Descriptions Score 

A1. Rigor Which level of Webb’s Depth Knowledge must students engage to meet the app’s learning 

objective? (thinking skills) 

X 3 

A2. 21st century skills Does the app require users to engage 21st. century skills, which includes the ability to 

collaborate, make data-driven decisions and solve complex problems? 

X 5 

A3. Connections to 

future learning 

Does the app’s content build users’ literacy  or numeracy skills so they are more prepared to 

engage future content area learning and are on track to become “college and career” ready? 

X 5 

A4. Value of errors If users answer a question incorrectly, does the app use the incorrect answer to advance 

learning? 

X 4 

A5. Feedback to 

teacher 

How does the app allow teachers to monitor their students’ progress? X 4 

A6. Level of material Is the app’s content for specific grade-levels appropriate for its target audience? X 5 

A7. Cooperative 

learning 

Does the app allow users to communicate, share learning artifacts and collaborate with other 

users? 

X 5 

A8. Accommodation of 

individual differences 

Does the presentation of the app’s content recognize that users learn in uniquely different 

ways? 

X 4 

                                                                          Score for Domain A 35 

B. Design : dimensions used to evaluate an app’s overall functionality 

 

Dimensions Descriptions Score 

B1. Ability to save 

progress 

Does the app allow users to return to the content they were last engaging after exiting the 

app? 

X 5 

B2. Integration Is the app enhanced by how it connects to (1) other apps, (2) online communities, (3) 

independent websites, and (4) users’ email? 

X 5 

B3. Screen design Is the app’s text, graphics, videos, sound and speech well-organized? X 4 

B4. Ease of use Is the app inituitive and are users able to engage it with minimal guidance? X 4 

B5. Navigation How easily can users move through the app’s content and options? X 2 

B6. Goal orientation Does each component of the app contribute to users learning the intended objective? X 4 

B7. Information 

presentation 

Is the app’s content presented in a logical manner?  X 4 

B8. Media integration Are the app’s texts, graphics, videos, sounds and speech integrated effectively so each of the 

app’s media components complements each other and forms a cohesive program? 

X 3 

B9. Cultural sensitivity Does the app use culturally responsive teaching methods to represent diverse populations? X 3 

                                                                         Score for Domain B 34 

C.  Engagement : dimensions used to evaluate an app’s motivational potential 

 

Dimensions Descriptions Score 

C1. Learner control Does the app allow users to select the level where they will begin engaging content? X 5 

C2. interactivity Does the app only present content to users, or does the app allow users to make decisions, 

answer questions, or actively engage it in some other manner? 

X 5 

C3. Pace  Does the app allow users to control the rate at which they are presented content? If the app 

does not allow users to control the rate at which they move through the content, does the app 

present the content at an appropriate rate for its target audience? 

X 5 

C4. Flexibility  Can users personalize the app by setting individual preferences easily? (background music, 

images, avatar) 

NA 0 

C5. Interest  Will the app’s content likely appeal to its targeted audience? X 5 
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C6. Aesthetics   Will the app’s graphics and interface likely motivate users to engage it? X 3 

C7. Utility  Will users be motivated to engage the app because they see it as being valuable to their 

academic, professional, and personal lives? 

X 5 

                                                                              Score Domain C 28 

                                                                Total score ( Domain A + B + C )/120 X 100 = 97/120 x 100 80.83% 

 

This app received a total score of 80.83% based on Lee and Cherner’s (2015) evaluation rubrics for educational apps. 

The app scored high in dimensions A, which is used to measure an app’s educational value. The significant dimensions 

which obtained the highest scores are A2, A3, A6 and A7. These are the dimensions which are so much related to the 

aspiration of Malaysian Education Blueprint. For Example, A2 (21st. century skills) that evaluates the app’s ability to allow 

users to engage frequently in 21st century skills such as the ability to collaborate, make data driven decision as well as 

solve complex problems. It is also closely related to A7 dimension on cooperative learning where the app features an 

online community where users can communicate freely with other users, Moreover, for A3, the dimension taps on the 

connection to future learning which promotes ‘college and career’ readiness among the users, share learning artifacts and 

collaborate on projects. As for A6 dimension, it refers to the level of materials that the app prepares for its target audience. 

Suprisingly, the app’s content is matched appropriately for its target audience that aligns with CEFR requirement. 

Other key features that makes this app highly recommended are the ability to save user’s progress as in B1 dimension 

and also B2 dimension on integration of this app with other apps, online communities, independent websites and the user’s 

email.  On the setback of this app, it seems that the navigation dimension (B5) is quite frustrating. Users are somewhat 

impeded from moving fluidly through the app’s content and it causes intolerable lagging.  Out of these three domains, it 

seems that Domain C on engagement, dominates the overall dimensions. Five Out of 7 dimensions of this domain scored 

5. This app therefore has a high motivational potential to engage users with the app. 

 

4   Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the use of S.E.A Scoresheet together with the Comprehensive Educational Apps Evaluation Rubric 

by Lee & Cherner (2015) would allow the learners especially the targeted group to determine the appropriate 

educational apps which fulfil their needs and preferences.  It also provides another avenue for teachers and students to 

utilize their IT gadgets more effectively in order to enhance the teaching and learning process, in-line with the current 

21st century learning approach. 
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