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Using DuoLingo to Expand Learners’ Vocabulary 
and Listening Outside of the Classroom

Laura Vawter

NE of the bigger 
struggles with ELLs   

 is to get them to use 
their English out-

side of the classroom. It’s one 
thing to assign homework 
and require them to complete 
it for a grade, but it’s another 
thing to ask them to indepen-
dently practice their English 
with native speakers and 
each other. Here, it is often 
intrinsic, or sometimes ex-
trinsic, motivation that drives 
learners to use the target lan-
guage outside the parameters 
of a classroom. Even if learners are 
extrinsically motivated by things like 
work, peers, (or maybe a love interest) 
to learn and use English, getting them 
to speak with native speakers outside 
of class can be difficult. When speak-
ing with a native speaker, learners are 
often intimidated, in part because they 
are concerned with the clarity of their 
speech. It is this concern with being 
misunderstood because of their accent 
or pronunciation that often discour-
ages my learners from speaking with 
native speakers. In addition, this 
concern also motivates my students to 
frequently check their pronunciation 
with online apps and translators like 
Google Translate. What can sometimes 
result from this use of online apps and 
translators is an over-dependence on 
them. I have had some learners who, 
if they don’t know a word or how to 
pronounce it, go straight to Google 
Translate before asking their class-
mates or the instructor. 

Some argue that giving learners access 
to a translator is the same as giving 
them access to a dictionary, but a part 
of my inner teacher disagrees. Requir-
ing learners to ask each other and the 
instructor FIRST encourages a com-
municative atmosphere and builds a 
sense of community in the classroom. 
Learners can see that their peers and 
instructor want and can support them 

in their language learning and 
that “errors” are an important and 
natural part of the language acquisi-
tion process. But what if a learner 
exhausts, or makes an effort to ex-
haust, all resources in the classroom 
and still does not know what word 
to use or how to pronounce it? What 
if getting and looking up a word in 
a physical dictionary isn’t possible 
or takes too long for the language 
activity they are doing? What if 
their peers AND the instructor have 
no idea what they are trying to say? 
What then? This, and in many other 
cases, is where the value of a trans-
lator comes in.

Now the question remains, is a 
balance possible? How can we give 
learners access to the pronuncia-
tion benefits of translator without 
discouraging a communicative 
atmosphere? One way is by using 
DuoLingo. DuoLingo combines the 
competitive environment and social 
connection of programs like Kahoot! 
and Socrative while also provid-
ing a way for learners to build their 
vocabulary and confidence in their 
pronunciation. DuoLingo is also a 
strong language learning tool that 
can assist instructors in multi-level 
classrooms by helping support 
lower level learners while also 
challenging higher-level learners. 
In this article, I will walk through 

the benefits of DuoLingo for 
ELLs and give you some sug-
gestions about how to use it 
in the classroom. 

The first benefit of DuoLingo 
is that it is learner-centered. 
Learners get to choose the 
pace at which they want to 
learn, as well as the level in 
which they want to start. By 
setting a daily goal, learn-
ers are challenged to use the 
language everyday outside 
of the classroom whether 
they are learning at a ca-

sual or “insane” pace. In multi-level 
classrooms, DuoLingo provides a way 
for lower level learners, who may be 
struggling to keep up, to slow-down 
and learn at their own level.  Since 
learners can, at any time, “test out” 
of a level or lesson, it helps high-level 
learners, who may be “tapping out,” 
to work ahead and feel challenged. 
What I LOVE about this tool is that 
it is excellent for real beginners AND 
fake beginners. With DuoLingo, 
beginner learners have the option of 
starting from scratch with the alphabet 
or with basic phrases. Additionally, 
since all learners must test into their 
level, DuoLingo provides instructors 
with a better picture of learner needs 
in the often overwhelming multi-level 
classroom setting.  

Another benefit of DuoLingo is that 
it caters to all types of learners. Each 
lesson incorporates fill-in-the blank, 

O
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multiple-choice and short answer 
exercises and uses photos, short listen-
ing passages, and sentences for learn-
ers to translate, repeat and complete. 
Additionally learners are listening, 
speaking, reading and writing words 
in both the L1 and L2, allowing for 
greater cementation of the target 
language. This not only helps learners 
with varying learning styles, it helps 
cement the vocabulary in the learner’s 
mind. 

Furthermore, many of my learners 
come from L1s whose pronunciation 
and spelling go hand in hand, which 
is not often the case in English. Hence, 
many of my learners struggle with 
pronouncing and spelling English 
words correctly. By hearing, seeing 
and being required to spell and say 
the words in their L1 and L2, learners 
have a better grasp on what is normal-
ly a confusing aspect of the English 
language. 

DuoLingo additionally provides lots 
of support for learners. Each unit has 
grammar explanations in Learner’s 
L1s. Likewise, If learners are unfamil-
iar with a word during the lesson that 
they are asked to translate, they can 
scroll over the word to see a variety 
of translations, as well as hear the 
pronunciation. Learners can also hear 
a pronunciation or listening excerpt 
as many times as they want and have 
the option of slowing it down. Also, 
if learners feel they need to contest 
an answer or want more information 
about it, they can go to discussion 
boards to ask any additional questions 
they have. This instantaneous correc-

tion of learner’s production and the 
supports for listening provide a per-
sonalized language learning pace. 

Another great benefit of DuoLingo 
is that learners have the option of re-
doing any lesson at any time. Like-
wise, each time the learner logs onto 
DuoLingo, they are given the option 
of “strengthening” or reviewing 
past units. This helps learners retain 
what they have already learned as 
well as build upon their knowledge. 
If learners want additional chal-
lenges they can also use the “jewels” 
they get by completing each level 
and add timers to their lessons or 
do extra lessons like “flirting” or 
“idioms” in the target language.  

The challenging and beneficial part 
of DuoLingo is that if learners get 
an answer wrong, the program 
remembers. It makes both the 
learner’s progression bar go back 
and requires the learner to answer 
additional questions using the target 
word or phrase that they answered 
incorrectly. When it comes to capi-
talization, the app is not too strict, 
but still teaches the rules. Similarly, 
learners aren’t corrected for spelling 
and capitalization in the lower lev-
els, but as they progress they begin 
to be penalized in these areas.

The app additionally tracks your 
daily progress and allows learners 
to connect with other learners who 
are using the program. Learners can 
see how many lessons other learners 
have done and what level they are 
in, which often fosters a competitive 
atmosphere. 

Some weaknesses or potential “trou-
ble areas” of DuoLingo have to do 
with the progression bar. Since learn-
ers cannot progress to a new lesson or 
level until they get a majority of it cor-
rect, some learners may get frustrated 
if they are repeatedly getting answers 
wrong and can’t finish lessons quickly. 
In this case, it’s great to remind learn-
ers that they can exit out of a lesson 
at any time and take a break. If you 
are having DuoLinguo time in class, 
it’s also a great reminder for learners 
to write down their usernames and 
passwords. The website forces the 
browser to remember and open the 
last account used. So, make sure learn-
ers are logging into and off of  their 
own accounts so they don’t mess with 
other learners’ progress. There are 
countless times I have had learners 
lose their password or not remember 
their username and then have to start 
over from scratch. 

Now that I’ve given you a run-down 
of the app, the question remains: what 
are its implications for the classroom?  
The obvious answer is to assign it as 
homework as a means of extra sup-
port for your learners. You could also 
give learners extra credit to complete 
a certain amount of levels or les-
sons per week.  Additionally, having 
DuoLingo time in classrooms can give 
both lower- and high-level learners 
a chance to learn at their own pace 
and for you to give extra assistance to 
lower-level learners. If there is no time 
in your class time to have “DuoLingo 
time, you can also put a chart on the 
wall where the learner’s write weekly 
updates of how many exercises they 
have done or what level they are. This 
can help foster a class-wide spirit 
of competition and provide another 
“tangible way” learners can see their 
progression. 
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How to Fix a Toxic Chicken 
(and Other Stories from Conversation Class)

Doug Norris

FEATURED BLOG: Rhode Island Voices (Stories from adult ESL classrooms)
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HE talk around a table at 
Central Library in Cranston 
had already taken several 
twists and turns, when 

Mourad suddenly detoured his 
audience to the Moroccan coun-
tryside of his homeland, where he 
had spent leisurely days as a child 
scampering around his grand-
mother’s farm. 

“She was poor and had no formal 
education,” he said. “I didn’t 
think she could teach me any-
thing.” Mourad fixed his eyes on 
a distant part of the room and 
smiled. “That was before I saw the 
drunken chicken.”

On an otherwise uneventful morning, 
Mourad was playing near his grand-
mother, when both of them noticed 
a chicken staggering from the barn, 
stumbling out of the darkness and 
zigzagging in the sunshine.

“The chicken fell over, then got up, 
then fell over again,” he said. “My 
grandmother knew instantly what had 
happened. She kept a box of poison 
pellets in the barn to keep the mosqui-
tos away. The chicken ate them. My 
grandmother jumped up, found a ra-
zor blade, a nail and some string. She 
grabbed the chicken, cut the stomach 
open with the razor, pulled out all of 
the pellets and stitched the stomach 
with the nail and string. It took her 
about a minute. That chicken lived for 
years.”

Mourad shook his head after telling 
the story. As a young boy, he had been 
horrified by the blood and brutality of 
that moment, but once the shock wore 
off, he realized that his grandmother 
had taught him something, a lesson he 
would never forget.

“She had wisdom and a knowledge 
from growing up on a farm that I 
would never have,” Mourad said. 

“She didn’t waste anything. But 
what that moment taught me most 
of all was that I might learn some-
thing from anyone at any time.”

It was just one brief anecdote on 
a cold, spring afternoon in Rhode 
Island, but for those us meeting 
as part of the R.I. Family Literacy 
Initiative Conversation Class, such 
informal talk among strangers 
struggling to learn a new language 
and culture turned into an authentic 
exchange of experiences and emo-
tions, as the tale triggered similar 
memories and thoughts about les-
sons learned in odd places. 

Alfonso, from the Dominican Re-
public, talked about attending a fu-
neral with his best friend, a Ghana-
ian, and learning that the tradition 
in Ghana is to wear red. 

“I was surprised,” he said. “That 
would be an insult in my country. 
I learned something that day, not 
to judge people by my own tradi-
tions.”

Aruna, from India, said that she 
avidly watches Bollywood movies, 
and only began feeling at home in 
the U.S. when someone loaned her a 
DVD of “Grease.”

“All cultures have something in 
common,” she said, “even if it seems 
that they don’t.”

The class itself, in succeeding weeks, 
produced moments of learning and 
universal experience. Sang-bo (Brian), 
from South Korea, told us how every 
car in his country is equipped with 

cameras that record any collisions, 
so people post their insurance 
information visibly on the dash-
board on cards that have now 
become elaborate and personal 
decorations.

Ratanak, from Cambodia, shared 
his experience of being struck 
while riding a motorized scooter 
and going into a coma, and losing 
memories from his life that he is 

still trying to recover. 

Nada spoke of being a refugee from 
Syria, her appreciation for how she 
has been welcomed in Rhode Island 
and her fervent desire to return to her 
homeland one day.

Interspersed between these conver-
sations were discussions on how to 
serve on a jury, where to find cheap 
flights to international destinations, 
what to do for free in Providence, how 
to look for jobs using the Internet, 
which Rhode Island factories have the 
best reputations as workplaces, how 
to give a toast at a wedding, whether 
Columbus Day should be celebrated 
as a holiday, where to play Ping-Pong 
in Cranston, and researching the 
cheapest bus fares to New York City.

A conversation is a vagabond trav-
eler. It can go anywhere, depending 
on what the students want or need. 
And at the end of each class, students 
(and the teacher) will inevitably retain 
something worth keeping, a souvenir 
of the wandering tongue: A gift of 
culture. A friendship. A new place to 
park in Boston. Or perhaps just the 
lasting memory of a toxic chicken and 
the grandmother who kept it clucking. 
Original post can be found at https://rhodeis-
landvoices.wordpress.com/2017/03/09/how-to-
fix-a-toxic-chicken/

T
 All cultures have 
something in common 
even if it seems that they don’t.
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