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Abstract 
The affordability and pervasiveness of mobile devices (e.g. smart phones or tablets) have drastically 
changed the way young children spend their time. Children 8 and younger spend an average of 48 
minutes a day staring at screens of their mobile devices; 42% of children have their own tablets [1]. 

Despite the fact that parents are concerned about children’s overexposure to mobile devices, they are 
positive about the use of mobile resources for learning [1], [2]. Indeed, the number of educational 
mobile applications has skyrocketed; some of the resources specifically focus on developing language 
skills of young children learning their first, second, or foreign language. Researchers have investigated 
the effectiveness of mobile-assisted language learning for primary school children and conducted 
evaluation studies [3]. However, the vast majority of research focuses on mobile applications that 
teach widespread languages, mostly English, and there is a gap in research that studies mobile 
applications for children learning Russian. This paper aims at partly filling this gap. 

The presented study examines and evaluates 10 Russian language learning mobile applications 
designed for children from birth through age 8 [4-13]. The selected applications were classified 
according to the following criteria:1) relevance to the target audience, 2) availability of ‘select level’ 
option, 3) video content, 4) audio content, 5) text content, 6) visual materials, 7) database of 
exercises, 8) cultural component, 9) feedback, 10) encouragement, 11) customization, 12) guidelines.  

The analysis revealed that developers of mobile applications seldom provide users with an opportunity 
to personalize learning and select individual learning trajectories. Some of the applications are found 
to be inadequate in terms of complexity as tasks do not fit cognitive, socio-emotional and physical 
development of young children. The applications are abundant in text content as well as exercises 
aimed at drilling words and clichés, which in most cases make little contribution to speech 
development of young language learners. 

The study results, particularly the criteria developed for evaluating educational applications for young 
language learners, provide important insight to parents, language educators and educational 
technology designers. If we allow our children to spend that much time on screen, this time should be 
used for the benefits of our young generations. Well-designed and wisely implemented digital 
language resources could positively impact language acquisition and speech development. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The affordability and pervasiveness of mobile devices (e.g. smart phones or tablets) have drastically 
changed the way young children spend their time. Children 8 and younger spend an average of 48 
minutes a day staring at screens of their mobile devices; 42% of children have their own tablet [1]. 

Despite the fact that parents are concerned about children’s overexposure to mobile devices, they are 
positive about the use of mobile devices for learning [1], [2], [3]. According to the study conducted by 
Grunwald Associates and the Learning First Alliance, most parents of 4 and 5 year-old children 
completely or somewhat agree that mobiles and apps can make learning fun and are able to enhance 
kids’ curiosity [3]. 

This seems to be true for mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) as well. Parental belief in the 
effectiveness of MALL resulted in the rapidly increasing number of educational mobile applications. 
Some of these resources specifically focus on developing language skills of young children who learn 
their first, second, or foreign language. However, there is a critical lack of empirical studies that 
examine how these resources are integrated into curricular of very young language learners. Burston’s 
[14] meta-analysis of implementation-based empirical research on mobile-assisted language learning 
(MALL) revealed that research usually involve adults or schoolchildren (mostly teenagers): in 19 
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research papers that he examined 53% studied adult learners, while 47% - schoolchildren, including 
just 2 studies that researched MALL in primary school context. Not a single study involved 
preschoolers.  

Those few studies that involve young language learners (mostly primary school children) show that 
MALL might be beneficial for language development. In their studies Zurita and Nussbaum [15], [16] 
described the experimental use of wirelessly linked Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) to teach 
reading to primary school children. Both trials demonstrated that PDA groups made greater learning 
gains with less time on task and less teacher support when compared with control groups.  

Hwang, Chen and Chen [17] provided evidences in support of MALL effectiveness for teaching writing 
skills. They examined how Taiwanese elementary school children developed writing skills by means of 
a mobile program. Their experiment showed that there was a significant difference in pre- and post-
test writing performance between experimental and control groups in favor of the experimental group. 

A positive MALL effect on developing listening and speaking skills was demonstrated in Hwang and 
Chen’s study [18]. In their research, the experimental PDA group received multimedia-based learning 
materials about food during lunch at school while the control group learned via paper-based learning 
materials in class without real contextual support. Post-experiment test revealed that the experimental 
group significantly outperformed the control group in learning achievement.  

A number of studies on MALL for children are devoted to software evaluation. Kazanci and Okan [19] 
assessed six educational software programs aimed at children; they set a task to find out whether the 
elements of entertainment and education are well balanced in software for young children. The 
researchers employed McKenzie’s [20] assessment chart and evaluated ‘traits’ of programs, such as 
‘pointless’, ‘nonstandard’, ‘robotic’, ‘glib’, ‘static’, ‘disneyfied’, flashy’, and ‘empty’. They found 
“excessive, pointless, and flashy use of entertainment elements” in software they examined. 
Researchers also blamed the software for limited or completely missing cognitive tools that could 
engage students in learning. 

MALL programs for adults, however, seem to be better equipped with learning tools. Chen [21] 
conducted a three-step evaluation study of mobile applications for adult English language learners. He 
designed a theory-driven evaluation rubric that includes 6 criteria: content quality, pedagogical 
coherence, feedback and self-correction, motivation, usability, customization, sharing. He concluded 
that while no single application could meet expectations of all language learners and language 
teachers, the multiple channels and modalities offered by these applications are able to provide tools 
for successful language learning. 

While literature review shows high interest in mobile applications for language learners, little do we still 
know about what features should be considered by teachers and parents when they select apps for 
very young language learners. This is especially true for less commonly used languages, such as 
Russian. This paper partly fills in this gap in research.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
This software evaluation study aimed at exploring and analyzing mobile language learning 
applications for young and very young learners of Russian. As the study focused on apps for children 
aged from 2 to 8 year-old, that is for emerging speakers of Russian, we did not made differentiation 
between learning native Russian or non-native Russian. 

To select mobile applications, a keyword searching method was applied. First, a set of keywords was 
identified. Primarily the keywords ‘Russian’ and ‘for kids / children’ or ‘for preschoolers’ were used in 
both Russian and English to search in Google Play.  As it was important to identify quality resources, 
the applications with the reviews lower than 4 points were excluded from the study. Only free open-
access applications were considered. After filtering, 10 Russian language learning mobile applications 
were selected [4-13]. 

The evaluation criteria was developed based on previous evaluation studies, particularly criteria 
outlined in Kazanci and Z. Okan [19],  McKenzie [20], and Chen [21]. Moreover, as a part of a larger 
study, researchers also conducted interviews with 6 kindergarten and preschool teachers who 
integrated electronic resources into their Russian language classes. In addition, 32 kindergarten and 
preschool teachers also completed a survey, where participants were asked to identify features that 
they valued in computer applications for young kids. Teachers’ feedback helped to refine criteria and 
consider cognitive, physical and psycho-emotional needs of target learners (children age 3-8). As a 
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result, the following criteria were selected: 1) relevance to the target audience, 2) availability of ‘select 
level’ option, 3) video content, 4) audio content, 5) text content, 6) visual materials, 7) database of 
exercises, 8) cultural component, 9) feedback, 10) encouragement, 11) customization, and 12) 
guidelines. and References. Please note that title and authors list should be coincident with the 
accepted abstract. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Relevance to the target audience 

It was found that 6 out of 10 mobile apps are said to be for children from 3 to 8 years old; these are 
mostly apps that teach the alphabet. Other applications (4 out of 10) do not aim at a particular age 
group; they are claimed to be for children aged 3+. Clearly, the levels of development of a 3 year-old 
kids and a 12 year-old teenagers are totally different, which designers seemed not to consider when 
labeling their applications.  

The analysis revealed that the applications labeled ‘3+’ seldom correspond to the level of 
preschoolers’ development. This is due to the fact that, first, ‘3+’ applications are based on tasks 
where it is necessary to match the word and the picture. Users have to choose the correct printed 
word out of four variants. Preschoolers, especially those who study their L2 or heritage language, are 
usually pre-literate [22]; therefore, it seems unreasonable to start teaching a language with ‘match a 
word with a picture’ exercises.  

Second, the number of words being introduced at a time is also questionable (up to 30 words). 
Applications introduce vocabulary by topics with 20 to 30 key words per topic. New vocabulary is 
introduced via flashcards – a common and working method [24], [25] – but exercises for recycling, 
revising or checking acquisition are either limited or not presented at all. Then lack of such drilling 
exercises apparently does not contribute to language development of young learners.  

Third, the choice of vocabulary is often questionable. A vocabulary list in applications under 
examination included such words as ‘kohlrabi’ or ‘banjo’ (in Russian), which clearly went beyond the 
word list of Russian native speakers of the same age, nor these were the words that one may expect 
from learners with A1-A2 language proficiency levels. Clearly, such infrequent words should be 
excluded from language learning applications for young learners. 

Thus, almost half of the apps examined are created for a wide range of users. As a result, they offer a 
highly generalized content which might not be relevant for specific age groups, for example, to 3-5 
year-old children. 

3.2 Availability of ‘select level’ option 
There is no information about the expected level of language proficiency that is required to start the 
learning process. After downloading and using the apps, it became clear that all of them (10/10) are 
designed for starters.  These applications do not allow users to select level of language proficiency. 
However, in a real learning situation, language proficiency levels of young learners may vary greatly: 
they can be native speakers or L2/L3 learners with or without prior knowledge of Russian. Thus, app 
developers might be recommended to design a placement test that would enable a user to jump to 
more advanced material if such is needed. Alternatively, developers should provide a clear 
explanation of the target language level, which would help teachers and parents to make a decision 
regarding applications.  

3.3 Video content 
Video content is present in 40% of applications (3/10).  Two apps use animation on the main page of 
the application. Animation is not intricate, e.g., toys move and blink their eyes. In addition, animation is 
employed as a means of encouragement: children can see bouncing balls or fireworks when 
completing the task well. Videos, in these cases, are used for entertainment rather than education. 
They create a positive learning situation, which is certainly important when having lessons with young 
learners [23], [24].  

One application provides a selection of 640 YouTube videos that are related to learning Russian (e.g. 
songs or cartoons). According to the developers, videos should attract children’s attention. 
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The rest of the applications (7/10) lack video content. 

3.4 Audio content 
Being the first skill children develop in the language acquisition process, listening comprehension is 
must activity for language learners. As such, audio materials are always used to teach languages to 
children or adults. Our study showed that 10 out of 10 applications have audios voiced by native 
speakers of Russian. However in some cases the listening task is unclear (as in [11]) and tracks may 
unexpectedly slow down (as in [12]). As developing listening comprehension is one of the most critical 
but a highly complicated task, especially when learning happens outside of the target culture, app 
developers should be recommended to invest much effort in designing and implementing quality 
listening comprehension activities for language learners. 

3.5 Text content 
As applications were created for children aged 3+ (pre-readers at the start), we expected them to have 
minimal textual input (with the exception of the application that teach alphabet). However, the vast 
majority of the applications designed their tasks for fluent readers. Many activities require users to 
match a printed word and the picture. While in some cases this could be a way to teach reading based 
on a flashcard reading teaching method, currently most Russian teachers use syllabic-based 
approach for teaching reading. As such, creating activities that help a child to read syllabus by 
syllabus might be recommended. To do so, it is highly advisable to involve early childhood education 
specialist that would assist in creating activities that select reading teaching approaches that children 
generally meet in a formal education setting. 

3.6 Visual content 
Visual content is fully presented in all of the applications (10/10). The images are of high quality: they 
are bright and comprehendible and their size corresponds to the development of fine motor skills of 
the child, i.e. children can choose the right answer by clicking, tapping or dragging pictures on their 
own. Most of the analyzed apps have both photos and drawings to demonstrate words or word 
combinations. However in one case [7] visual materials (flashcards) do not match accompanied 
audios. For example, we can see a flashcard with ‘a hen’ and audio says that it is ‘a chicken’, or a 
flashcard with ‘a grand piano’ is voiced as ‘a piano’. These mismatches may result in child’s confusion 
and frustration. Checking and fixing all bugs is a must for quality learning material for young learners. 

3.7 Database of exercises 
The applications under study can be divided into 2 types: 1) apps that use flashcards to teach words 
and 2) apps that teach the alphabet. The first type of apps can further be divided according to the 
number of exercises: 

a) apps with two exercises; the most standard ones are to match a picture with a word (four words 
are given), and vice versa, a word with a picture (four pictures are given); 

b) apps with three exercises; in addition to two standard exercises, there are memory-games (the 
screen shows 6, 8 or 10 flashcards face down, the participant must find two identical cards by 
turning them, two at a time); 

c) apps with four or more exercises: these apps can include tasks where users have to print the 
word shown in the picture or exercises of entertaining character, like puzzles, coloring, etc. 
Such exercises often require guidance on behalf of a ‘more knowledgeable other’ [25], e.g. a 
teacher or parent who would provide language input. 

In one case a mobile application provided access to a full package of exercises only for an additional 
fee. 

3.8 Cultural component 
Learning any language is impossible without familiarizing with the culture of the country where the 
language is spoken. Inclusion of culturally specific elements (by means of visuals, audio, topics, etc.) 
into learning materials was named as a significant advantage by kindergarten and preschool teachers 
interviewed and surveyed.  
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In this study, however, cultural component was identified only in one application [11] in which Russian 
folk music is played at the background. The rest of the apps do not include any elements that help to 
learn Russian culture. Lack of such elements might be explained by the fact that most of the mobile 
applications are "clones" [26]. For example, Russkij Dlya Detej by Gizpark [4] (lit. Russian for Kids) 
has seven clones: English for Kids, German for Kids, Spanish for Kids, Turkish for Kids, etc. These 
clones have identical user interface and visual content, as well as translated audio and textual content.  
As such, they are not adapted for learning target culture; in fact they may contain realities of British or 
American culture. For example, when users study the topic ‘holidays’ in the application Russian Baby 
Flashcards 4 Kids by EFlashApps [7], they learn about symbols of Catholic Christmas and Halloween 
instead of Russian New Year celebrations or Victory Day. 

3.9 Feedback 
Feedback is one of the critical aspects of CALL or MALL programs [27]. Children require easy to 
understand and encouraging feedback as they need guidance and confidence in using the language 
[28], especially if learning is self-directed (i.e. autonomous). 

While educational literature identifies several types of feedback, both explicit (explicit correction) and 
implicit (recasts, clarification requests, etc.) [27], the applications under analysis failed to provide 
diverse feedback. The apps mostly contain corrective feedback of explicit character as indicators are 
served to demonstrate that an error has been committed (e.g., some sound or the pair of flashcards 
return face down in memory card games). Even though in the context of autonomous mobile-assisted 
learning explicit feedback might be easiest to implement, alternative types of feedback should be 
considered when appropriate. 

3.10 Encouragement 
Encouragement (reward) is a subtype of feedback. Encouragement boosts students’ self-esteem and 
confidence irrespective of their age [23], [24]; it stimulates students to work harder. 78% of the 
applications provide their users with encouraging feedback; it is expressed verbally (e.g., ‘Well done!) 
and/or non-verbally (e.g. via the sound of applause).  

Two applications examined use rewards; Obuchenije Rebenka Izucheniju Russkogo Jazaka by 
KidsTube [9] enables users to collect coins for their correct answers, while ABV! Uchim Bukvy! Alfavit 
– Detskie Igry Dlya Detej! by GoKids! [5] gives sweets. In their interviews, kindergarten and preschool 
teachers were unanimous in supporting integration of reward system into electronic programs for 
children.  

3.11 Customization 
Customization is the possibility to modify application’s features to suit a particular individual and 
his/her needs or preferences. Customization was identified in 6 applications under analysis. The most 
flexible settings are presented in Azbuka-Alfavit Dlya Detej by Whisper Arts where users can turn 
on/off the sound while playing games, select modes (choose between pronunciation of letter names or 
their sounds), etc. 

In other apps, the user is able to add a ‘favorite’ section, where one can save difficult words and 
phrases for further practice, or change interface language. In addition, users can go through learning 
modules in a mute mode, the feature that might be used when the child-application interaction is 
supported by a parent or teacher. 

3.12 Guidelines 
Only two applications examined provide users with methodological recommendations. Ideally, 
guidelines should introduce potential users to some basics of the application: target audience, its age 
and level of language knowledge, and its objectives. More detailed guidelines provide step-by-step 
instructions for completing tasks, offer approaches to integrating mobile activities into a face-to-face 
interaction in classroom, suggest tips for making activities most effective and engaging for children. 
Developers should consider creating detailed guidelines of such kind to encourage more productive 
use of their applications. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
This analytical review of ten selected open-access mobile applications for young learners of Russian 
revealed that along with many advantages of these resources, such as high-quality visual and audio 
content and a range of encouraging and motivating features, there are some important shortcomings. 
First of all, the applications focus on a blurred image of a learner of an indefinite age and indefinite 
level of language proficiency. Secondly, because of a huge gap between the youngest and the oldest 
members of the target audience, some activities are not age-appropriate. Thirdly, most applications 
focus on teaching words and letters, while making little emphasis on developing listening and 
speaking skills. In addition, feedback is scarce and largely unvaried. Moreover, all applications 
examined are not culturally authentic and provide little development of sociocultural skills of young 
learners. Furthermore, users have limited possibilities to customize the content. Finally, the lack of 
guidelines decreases the chances for parents and educators to effectively integrate mobile resources 
into their children’s learning.  

Indeed, “no single language-learning app … could provide a one-size-fits-all solution” [21]. However 
we argue that all educational applications that target young and very young learners must be of high-
quality both in terms of the educational content and of customizable and age-appropriate interface 
features. Effective application of multimodal affordances of electronic resources should be of primary 
concern of content developers [29]. Educational materials that aimed at language learners must also 
include activities that develop their sociocultural skills and help them understand values of the target 
culture [30]. 

This study was limited to just ten open-access and mass-produced apps for young language learners, 
but even so it provided an in-depth review of widely used and well-rated mobile applications based on  
twelve evaluation criteria. The study results, particularly the criteria developed for evaluating 
educational applications for young language learners, provide important insight to parents, language 
educators and educational technology designers. If we allow our children to spend that much time on 
screen, this time should be used for the benefits of our young generations. Well-designed and wisely 
implemented digital language resources could positively impact language acquisition and speech 
development of new generations of language learners. 
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