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ABSTRACT

This short paper aims at a preliminary critical reflection upon the
testing of UniOn, an application for mobile devices fostering the
incidental learning of languages and cultures. The UniOn app was
developed within the ILOCALAPP project (www.ilocalapp.eu) by
an international and multidisciplinary partnership and it exists in
four versions, each of them related to a specific language and
culture, and each of them geo-localised in a specific city. The app
has been freely available on the stores since the first prototype
was ready, and since then different tests have been carried out
aiming, initially, at the detection of any shortcoming and, finally,
at proving its effectiveness. In this work we will focus upon the
version geo-localised in the city of Bologna and we will describe
the actions in place in order to verify if the incidental learning of
Italian language and related culture takes place. We will firstly
briefly introduce the UniOn application and describe its features;
we will then provide a short outline of how the app was designed
and developed, especially as far as the participatory approach is
concerned. In the second part, we will recall the first tests carried
out and we will present the future tests already planned with a
special regard to the theoretical perspectives concerning the
incidental learning of languages. We will finally conclude
providing some preliminary considerations with an opening also
towards the other versions of the UniOn application.
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1 The features of UniOn, an app designed
following a participatory methodology

UniOn is an application for mobile devices planned and
developed within the ILOCALAPP project (Incidentally Learning
Other Cultures and Languages through an APP) between October
2015 and August 2018 with the specific aim of improving the
quality of student mobility. In principle in fact, the UniOn
application is meant to support international university students
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spending a period in one of the hosting cities covered by the
ILOCALAPP project (Bologna, Coimbra, Rovaniemi, Poznan) to
integrate the local reality, both in terms of language acquisition
and cultural awareness, but also as far as practical information is
concerned [1, 2]. Very soon the app scope enlarged and embraced
various other typologies of target users (e.g. high-school students,
visiting scholars, tourists, migrants, just to mention a few of
them). The relevance of the app for these users — and the changes
potentially needed — are under examination. In this short paper,
however, we refer only to the tests carried out with the first
typology of end-users; the reasons for this choice being the
following: i) international students are still the group numerically
more relevant and ii) they were included in the whole process of
development and since the very beginning.

As anticipated, the end-users played a crucial role already in
defying the methodological specifications of the UniOn app. They
were consulted using both traditional channels (online surveys and
face-to-face reviews) and also applying some principles based on
the user-centred design approach and the participatory
methodology [3]. The end-users were involved in experience-
prototyping sessions and they were invited to test the prototypes
available at the different stages of production, as we will better
outline below [4]. These operations were combined with the
theoretical reflections within the project consortium and resulted
in a dedicated methodological document covering, among other
issues, the practical implications of having a “learner” who is at
the very same time also a “user” of the app. Following this
perspective, the design and the development of the UniOn app
were based on three core values: i) the app is collaborative and
participatory, meaning that the learner/user is in control and that
learning and usage of the app are constructive (i.e. they include
the possibility of co-construction); ii) the app is integrated and
situated, meaning that learning is context-aware and context-
specific; iii) the app is informal and incidental, meaning that
learning represents a by-product of other activities carried out by
the users (e.g. exploration of the new city, observation of the new
location, interaction in the new place) [2]. These three core values
are incorporated in — and at the same time sustained by — the
concept of “mobile”: the UniOn app exploits and promotes mobile
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learning, for which boundaries between educational settings, life
and work are more permeable [5].

In all the four versions of UniOn, all the contents of the app
are organised in eight main categories, and then in thematic
groups, or subcategories, and then again in texts and insets. In
other words, the contents branch out from a macro-level (the
category) to in-depth sections (the insets), passing through
intermediary sections (the sub-category and the text). The eight
main categories include the following fields of contents: i)
university life; ii) getting around; iii) food & drink; iv) worth
seeing; V) entertainment; vi) lifestyle; vii) services & needs; viii)
shopping. In addition, there is a ninth category called WordZ
which daily shows the word (or the phrase) of the day.

Vita universitaria Muoversi

Mangiare e bere Faresport  Inmezzo allanatura

Spazi verdi, vita all'aria aperta, piscine e
palestre per praticare sport. A Bologna parchi e
In giro per Divertirsi Vitasana giardini non mancano, anche nel centro
cittadino. Per vedere competizioni sportive, puoi
andare allo Stadio, al Palazzetto dello Sport,
nelle piscine olimpioniche, all'ippodromo, ecc.

- 258
(| Ead Per avere informazioni su corsi e vantaggi per

Vita pratica Fare acquisti Paroladelgiomo  Studenti universitari, rivolgiti al Cusb.
_

Figure 1: Screenshot of the home page of UniOn Bologna
showing the 9 categories (on the left) and screenshot of the
access page of Category 6 (on the right)
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Within each category, the texts contain language, culture and
practical information [6]. Gamification elements are also available
in each category and can be accessed from a specific icon
depicting the games. The games exploit three types of format
(matching, filling in the blanks, multiple choice) and can be
played at any time (as an introduction to the category and/or on
the way out of the category, even though this latter solution has to
be envisaged in order to foster memorisation of category’s
language contents). All the app contents are fully accessible
without following any suggested order, through the categories and
subcategories menus. Contents can be also accessed through the
notifications sent to the users, which are based on geo-
localisation, and through the search function. Images, audio,
videos, links to external resources are also available throughout
the application, which can be used almost entirely offline (links to
external resources require a connection, though). Some settings
are customisable (font size, notifications), and selected
dictionaries, along with the possibility to save notes and a
dedicated Facebook group are also available.

When it comes to the specific features of the UniOn-Bologna
version, it contains 112 texts, each of them relating to specific
lexical notes and to language tips to talk; and there are 106 geo-
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localised Points of Interest. All language proficiency levels are
addressed by UniOn-Bologna: all texts are both in Italian, which
is the default language, and in English (the user can switch at any
time); in addition, the Italian texts are marked with a coloured flag
indicating if they are “appropriate” for the beginners, intermediate
or advanced levels.

Non solo libri Classica o fantasia del pizzaiolo?

Sala Borsa Dimmi che pizza mangi e ti dird da dove vieni Wl

Archiginnasio Questione digusti Il

Universitaria Linvenzione di Pulcinella

Figure 2: Screenshots of the texts available in sub-category
“Libraries” in cat. 1 (on the left) and of the texts available in
sub-category “Pizzerias” in cat. 3 (on the right)

Moreover, almost all Italian texts end with an open question for
the users which is aimed at inviting them to reflect upon the text
itself and wupon the information provided, thus indirectly
encouraging learning [7]. The finalised version of UniOn-
Bologna has been available since August 2018 and it is currently
in use.

2 Testing UniOn, can we verify if incidental
learning occurs?

During the development phase of the UniOn app various tests
have been carried out, applying the user-centred design and the
participatory methodology. The details of these preliminary tests
are reported in previous contributions [4, 6, 7]. Briefly, the
feedback collected confirmed that the topics in the app were
considered useful and interesting and the texts understandable,
even though quite long. The games were indicated as useful to fix
information, and in general the learning was perceived as quite
intuitive. The layout was also considered intuitive, as the icons
helped identify the contents, and the design quite attractive; all in
all, the app was considered user-friendly. There were different
positions about the notifications related to the geo-localised
contents: some test users considered the system as perfectly
working, other reported some problems.

In this short paper, however, we would like to focus on the
tests carried out in Bologna in summer 2018 with the final
prototype of UniOn-Bologna, and right before the launch on the
finalised version. We would also like to introduce the tests which
are going to take place in winter 2018.
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In summer 2018 the app was presented and used within two
Summer Schools which took place in Bologna: i) the International
Summer  School in Digital Storyteling We  Tell
(www.wetell.eu/summer-school) and ii) the Italian Language and
Culture Summer School 2018 (https://events.unibo.it/italian-
language-culture-summer-school). In both cases, the participants
were given a formal presentation about the app, its features and its
functionalities. In the first case, students were then helped and
guided by a tutor, who suggested and did with them concrete
activities using the app. In the second case, the users were only
suggested some examples and possibilities of usage and then they
were autonomous in the app testing. Only the first group
submitted a feedback survey about the app but in both cases there
was a face-to-face review of the app effectiveness.

Both the written survey and the oral reviews included the
following points of attention:

1. An overall assessment of the app in which the users
were invited to express their agreement with 15 statements using a
Likert scale. The scale ran from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally
agree) and the statements concerned various aspects (topics, texts,
lexicon, usability, comprehensibility, usefulness, effectiveness).

2. The user’s own perception of learning, again using a 1-5
Likert scale running from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree),
focusing upon the change in language and culture competence due
to the use of the app.

3. Anopen reflection about some specific features (notably
the “add notes” in order to include the user’s own experience
within the app).

4. Some personal information in order to better define the
profile of app users.

Figure 3: Some materials used in preparation for the testing

The written survey was returned by a small group of users (7
in total, all belonging to the first summer school), whereas the oral
review took place with 15 users of both schools. The results of
this initial round of testing (collected both by written and oral
surveys) can be summarised as follows.
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Topics covered by UniOn-Bologna are generally considered
useful and interesting, texts are quite understandable and lexicon
sheets and games are useful to understand and memorize new
words. The talk section and the open questions stimulate the
interaction, the active use of language and the self-reflection. The
app is user-friendly even though the geo-localisation is sometimes
problematic. The app helps better understand the local
environment and get familiar with Italian culture, it makes the
users more confident with “passive skills” (understanding written
and oral texts) but not necessarily more confident with “active
skills” (speaking and writing). In general, the information
provided within UniOn is huge and sometimes the users don’t feel
encouraged to use the Italian version (especially beginners report
frequent switches to the English version); the notes are often used
to write down phrases, responses, proper spelling.

A general consideration emerged from these pilot users: they
felt that the app had a “potential” but they didn’t even have the
chance to fully exploit it (mainly for time reasons, being their stay
very short); this feeling impacted upon their perception of
learning being considered only as partially occurring.

Figure 4: End-users during one of the testing sessions

It is worth mentioning that when the tests took place (June-
July 2018) some minor refinements were still to be implemented,
being the app still a prototype, even though a final prototype.
Moreover, the number of people involved in these tests was quite
small, and therefore the lesson which can be drawn is only partial
and does not lead to any general conclusions. These summer tests
were important nevertheless, as they opened the way to the more
structured test which is in place for the winter 2018 and that is
going to involve a higher number of participations (40 have
already registered) and for a longer period (see below).

All in all, the theoretical question behind this kind of investigation
focuses upon the (im)possibility to assess incidental learning. As
it is known, incidental learning is informal, non-intentional and
stemming out from other activities [8], and the mobile context
provides increasing opportunities for it to take place [9]. Even
though incidental learning is considered as relevant as intentional


http://www.wetell.eu/summer-school
https://events.unibo.it/italian-language-culture-summer-school
https://events.unibo.it/italian-language-culture-summer-school

GOODTECHS 2018, November, 28-30, 2018, Bologna, Italy

learning, there is little research documenting its effectiveness, and
even less when it concerns mobile learning [10]. With the UniOn
testing, we are asking the users to self-assess the app
effectiveness, we are encouraging them to reflect upon and gain
awareness about the improvement of certain skills. In other words,
we are focusing upon the user’s perception of learning.

Learning perceived Assessment statements

I am (more) familiar with

After using the UniOn APP, do you Italian culture

think that your language and culture

- : | feel more confident when |
competences in Italian have changed?

read Italian texts

| feel more confident when |

Please rate the following statements . L .
g listen to/write in/speak Italian

from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally

I understand better the local

agree .
gree) environment

Tablel: Example of criteria used to self-assess the users’
perception of learning

What we are investigating is the personal feeling of the users
about a set of given assertions related to the progress in language
proficiency, the knowledge of cultural aspects, and the integration
within local reality. Even though the formal testing is the most
common way to measure achievement and proficiency in
language learning, and it is still considered the most effective tool,
self-evaluation and self-assessment are sometimes applied as non-
traditional ways of judging students’ performance [11]. In this
perspective, self-evaluation and self-assessment are useful to raise
awareness and to encourage improvement.

3 Preliminary results and future perspectives

As anticipated, some preliminary conclusions can be drawn from
the summer testing of the UniOn app, which are useful to shape
the next testing and to analyse the results. First of all, the summer
users were all going to spend a limited period of time in Bologna.
Their short-term stay influenced their attitude: they were not
interested nor motivated to reach a high language proficiency; on
the contrary they were extremely curious about fun facts and
practical information, to be used immediately. The claimed
complexity of the app-contents and the partial satisfaction about
language learning is also linked to this factor. Moreover, the
majority of them were English native-speakers and the others
were very fluent in English: in many circumstances they
(wrongly) expected that their English competence would be
sufficient to exploit the local environment. Their preliminary
study of Italian prior to this experience was limited or null; on the
contrary, all testers had had previous experience with other apps
for language learning, and this somehow influenced their
judgement, being UniOn very different from a conventional app
for language learning.

We are aware that the number of results collected so far is still
limited. The testing is only in its initial phase and it will need to
be boosted with more data in order to be relevant. As a general
approach, however, being able to collect background information
about the test users helped a lot. Not only it enabled to identify the
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users’ profile, it also allowed to structure a better interpretation of
the results collected and a more in-depth critical reflection upon
them. In addition, when it comes to the assessment of incidental
learning, it will be crucial to raise self-awareness and self-
evaluation in order to be able to investigate its effectiveness. A
further development could be the combination of formal and
informal testing, and the comparison of these different sets of
data.

Finally, similar studies are in places also as far as the other three
versions of the UniOn app are concerned, that is: i) the Finnish
app geo-localised in Rovaniemi; ii) the Polish app geo-localised in
Poznan and iii) the Portuguese app geo-localised in Coimbra. A
comparison among the results collected for the four versions of
the UniOn app could be the object of a future, enlarged
investigation not limited to the Italian language and culture but
aiming at more general considerations about language-culture
incidental learning.
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