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Abstract.   For the last two decades, mobile learning has significantly made its way in 

English language learning and teaching process. Some common devices use 

in mobile learning are smartphones, tablets and laptops. These devices, 

combined with Internet access, open new and ample opportunities for 

teachers, technologists and learners to facilitate language acquisition.  In the 

context of English as a second language (ESL) teaching and learning, most 

adult ESL learners attend classes with the aim of improving their language 

proficiency as they need to communicate effectively especially in work and 

social settings. They can certainly obtain this from the formal classroom 

setting. However, according to Kukulske-Hulme (2012), foreign language 

mastery requires frequent informal practice. Therefore, learners can extend 

their language learning outside of classroom time by utilizing mobile learning 

applications (apps). By having language apps installed in their mobile 

devices, ESL learners would have the chances to enhance their language 

acquisition especially vocabulary development. In this study, ten most 

popular Android vocabulary learning apps for adult learners available in 2017 

were chosen and reviewed. They were selected based on the number of 

downloads and ratings. This study looks into the common and distinctive 

features of the top vocabulary learning apps and their strengths and 

weaknesses. Based on the findings, this paper will provide a comprehensive 

view of features that assist learners in their language learning and discusses 

its relevance from the pedagogical aspect to further improve vocabulary 

learning apps. 
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1     Introduction   

The use of mobile technology has been going through a period of rapid growth for the past 

decades. In Malaysia, statistics from Malaysian Communications and Multimedia 

Commission (MCMC) revealed that users of smartphone continue to rise – smartphone 

penetration rates grew by 7.2% from 68.7% in 2016 to 75.9% in 2017. On top of that, 94.8% 

of these smartphone users have access to the Internet (2017). This shows that most people 

are now constantly connected to the Internet and have access to vast resources of new 

knowledge. Besides for communicating and socializing, mobile devices and the Internet has 

facilitated the learning process greatly. Language learners especially now have ample options 

in choosing language learning mobile applications (apps) for their learning. They can 

download any apps that they are interested into their mobile devices. Most of these apps are 

usually available for free and are constantly updated. Learners can use the apps on-the-go at 

their own pace and time. 

According to Godwin-Jones (2011), mobile apps are proliferating exponentially and are 

experiencing extremely high take-up. It is predicted that they will soon eclipse desktop 

computing. This is true as smartphones now outnumber laptops and ownership is exceeding 

saturation (Traxler, 2011). This is when mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) comes 

into the picture. MALL is attracting a great deal of attention at present (Stockwell & Sotillo, 
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2011). Mobile language learning apps are advantageous as they offer a wide range of learning 

tools. This will help users’ language learning acquisition apart from the formal learning they 

receive in a classroom. The use of  mobile devices in language learning can be supported 

based on a variety of learning theories and methodological approaches. In terms of the 

behaviorist and teacher-centered approaches, vocabulary and grammar tutorial programs 

have proven to be well suited for the mobile environment (Kim, 2013).  

Therefore, this paper intends to look at what kind of language learning mobile apps 

selected by language learners. To narrow the type of language skills being researched, we 

will be looking specifically at vocabulary learning apps. This paper aims to look at the 

common features that these apps have and what makes them popular among language 

learners based on the users’ feedback.  

2    Methodology  

For selecting the vocabulary learning apps to be studied, we employed several relevant search 

terms such as ‘vocabulary’, ‘dictionary’, and ‘vocabulary games’ at the Google Play website.  

The search revealed more than 400 apps in total.  After eliminating redundancies, we ended 

up with 338 apps in total.  Based on the information provided in the description webpage of 

these apps, we further recorded important information about them and divided them into 19 

categories which include the app names, the app developers’ names, which age group they 

are targeted for, how many installs they received, their current version, their ratings, and the 

vocabulary learning activities that they offer.   

From the 338 apps listed,, the ten most popular Android vocabulary learning apps for 

adult learners available in 2017 were chosen and reviewed. They were selected based on their 

age category, their number of installs, and their ratings. Once the top ten vocabulary apps 

were identified, they were sorted according to several other identified criteria such as version, 

category, activities offered and ads. The apps chosen are listed in the table below. 

Table 1. Selected Vocabulary Apps 

 App 
Age 

Category 
Installs Ratings 

1 WORDS WITH FRIENDS CLASSIC Adult 50 000 000 4.3 

2 WORD SEARCH Adult 50 000 000 4.1 

3 DUOLINGO: LEARN LANGUAGES FREE Adult 50 000 000 4.7 

4 WORD STREAK-WORDS WITH FRIENDS Adult 10 000 000 4.5 

5 PIXWORDS TM Adult 10 000 000 4.5 

6 DICTIONARY - MERRIAM-WEBSTER Adult 10 000 000 4.5 

7 LEARN ENGLISH 6000 WORDS Adult 10 000 000 4.5 

8 DICTIONARY Adult 10 000 000 4.5 

9 ENGLISH DICTIONARY - OFFLINE Adult 10 000 000 4.4 

10 DICTIONARY.COM Adult 10 000 000 4.3 

3    Findings and Discussion 

Below is the overview of the activities featured in the top ten most popular Android vocabulary 

learning apps which were available in 2017.  
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Table 2. Activities featured in the selected Vocabulary Apps 

 App 

Activities 

Word 

puzzle  

Picture-

word 

guessing 

Word 

Spelling 

Word 

of the 

day 

Word 

definition 

Pronun-

ciation 

1 WORDS WITH FRIENDS CLASSIC       

2 WORD SEARCH       

3 
DUOLINGO: LEARN LANGUAGES 

FREE 
  

 
 

  

4 
WORD STREAK-WORDS WITH 

FRIENDS 
  

 
 

  

5 PIXWORDS TM       

6 
DICTIONARY - MERRIAM-

WEBSTER 
  

 
  

 

7 LEARN ENGLISH 6000 WORDS       

8 DICTIONARY       

9 ENGLISH DICTIONARY - OFFLINE       

10 DICTIONARY.COM       

 

 

3.1  Activities 
 

Nine out of the ten selected vocabulary learning apps shared similar feature in the activities 

available for its users that is the Word Puzzle game activity. This activity requires the apps 

users to guess the right word based on the clues or description given. Another popular activity 

featured in nine out of the ten apps are the Pronunciation and Word definition activities. 

These activities allow users to search for the definition of a word and they could learn the 

correct pronunciation of the word from the phonetic symbols presented and the audio-text 

pronunciation.  

In addition, six out of the ten apps featured the same activity which is the Word of the 

Day. This activity allows users to learn a new word every day and some of these apps also 

featured more than one word for their users to discover every day. Another common activity 

available in the selected apps is the Spelling game activity. Five out of the ten vocabulary 

apps offered spelling game activity which require its users to type in the right spelling and 

hints or clues would be given to help users get the accurate spelling. Lastly, four of the 

selected apps shared the same activity which is the Picture-Word guessing. Users for this 

activity would need to refer to a picture of a thing, object, place, animal, etc. and guess the 

name of it.  

All the activities mentioned above were the common features shared by the selected 

vocabulary learning apps of this study.  As they were all categorised under vocabulary 

learning apps, it can be observed that all the activities offered were focussing on vocabulary 

building and enrichment. 

 

3.2 Connectivity and other apps settings 
 

The following table presented other feature that can be compared within the ten selected apps 

in terms of their connectivity and other apps settings. 
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Table 3. Connectivity and other apps settings 

 App 

Connectivity & Other settings 

Link to 

social 

media  

Play 

with 

friends 

Offline 

mode 

Multiple 

languages 

1 WORDS WITH FRIENDS CLASSIC     

2 WORD SEARCH     

3 DUOLINGO: LEARN LANGUAGES FREE     

4 WORD STREAK-WORDS WITH FRIENDS     

5 PIXWORDS TM     

6 DICTIONARY - MERRIAM-WEBSTER     

7 LEARN ENGLISH 6000 WORDS     

8 DICTIONARY     

9 ENGLISH DICTIONARY - OFFLINE     

10 DICTIONARY.COM     

 

From the table, eight out of the selected apps were available in other languages (multiple 

languages) and the other two apps were only available in English language. Another common 

feature among the selected apps was most of them were available offline. This feature made 

it accessible for their users to use the apps without Internet connection. In addition, four of 

the selected apps shared the same connectivity setting that is the Link to social media account 

and Play with friends. Users can connect to their social media account and can invite their 

friends to view the apps and play games together using the same apps. 

The connectivity setting of the selected apps allowed users to interact with their friends 

while using the apps. This allows users to learn and complete vocabulary related activities 

even they were not present at the same place. The language setting and offline mode setting 

also made these apps popular as they offered flexibility for their users to use the apps anytime 

they want to. 

4   Conclusion 

This study has contributed to understanding how language learners are currently using mobile 

apps to support their language learning. It highlights how these apps are helping the learners 

accommodate additional learning into their busy schedules. This paper also describes 

common features in the apps that support learners’ learning. The paper concludes with 

recommendations on how developers could make their language learning apps more 

pedagogically useful and attractive to language learners. 
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