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ABSTRACT: Idiomatic expressions, are considered an important topic in the English
lexicon and becoming acquainted with them is fundamental for those who desire to
enhance their fluency in this language. Nonetheless, due to the nature of these
expressions, many students face difficulties when trying to learn them. Fortunately, with
the advance of technology, new strategies have been implemented in the educational field
and the teaching-learning process of foreign-languages have improved significantly.
From this perspective, this article aims to present a prototype of a cross-platform mobile
application for learning idiomatic expressions in English, emphasizing the importance of
gamification as a relevant tool from a pedagogical viewpoint.

KEYWORDS: Idiomatic expressions; Gamification of learning; Mobile application;
Technology; Prototype

RESUMO: Expressoes idiomaticas sdo consideradas um topico importante do léxico da
lingua inglesa e se familiarizar com elas é fundamental para aqueles que desejam
aprimorar a fluéncia neste idioma. Todavia, devido a natureza dessas expressoes, muitos
alunos encontram dificuldades para aprendé-las. Felizmente, com o avangco da
tecnologia, novas estratégias vém sendo implementadas no campo educacional, e o
processo de ensino-aprendizagem de linguas estrangeiras vém melhorando
significativamente. Nessa perspectiva, este artigo visa apresentar um prototipo de uma
aplicagao multiplataforma para dispositivos moveis para o aprendizado de expressoes
idiomaticas em inglés, enfatizando a importancia da gamificagdo como uma ferramenta
relevante no ponto de vista pedagogico.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Expressoes idiomaticas; Gamificagdao do aprendizado; Aplicagao
movel; Tecnologia; Prototipo
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INTRODUCTION

With English being one of the most spoken languages on the planet, and also
considered the main language for foreign affairs, many students seek to learn it in order
to overcome the language barriers, and as a consequence, open a door to a new world of
opportunities. Notwithstanding, if a student wants to improve one’s level of fluency in
English, he or she will need to understand how to construe the cultural aspects of the
language, which play a fundamental role in the way many words are connected to create
a context.

In English, there are many ways to combine words to express an idea. Most of the
time, these word combinations sound unnatural for non-native speakers, but are
commonly used by native speakers in conversations. For instance, according to the
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2018), it’s possible to combine a verb with an
adverb or preposition to make a phrasal verb, which represents a new verb and its meaning
differs from the meaning of the isolated words used in a combination. Additionally, there
are collocations, which are groups of two or more words that are generally used together.
Lastly, another example of word combination are idiomatic expressions, or idioms, which
can be “considered as fixed chunks with arbitrary meaning. For example, the ‘idiom kick
the bucket’ cannot be interpreted by simply interpreting the meanings of each single
word” (CHEN; LAIL 2013, p.13).

As stated above, being able to understand these aspects of the language is a must
for those students who want to enhance their fluency in English. However, the major
problem is that the process of learning these word combinations can be quite troublesome
for non-native speakers. The fact that idiomatic expressions don’t carry the literal
meaning of the words is an evident challenge by itself, and it becomes even harder when
the student lacks the comprehension of the language’s cultural background.

Fortunately, with the fast advancement of technology, new strategies have been
adopted to improve the students” learning process across the globe. On-line dictionaries,
automatic translators, virtual courses, educational applications and games are just a few
examples. Furthermore, the use of mobile devices has become ubiquitous in society,
mainly due to its convenient way of handling several activities of our daily lives.

With that in mind, this article intends to propose the development of a prototype
of an educational application for mobile devices that could be very beneficial for
Brazilian-Portuguese speakers who want to improve their fluency by practicing and
studying the use of idiomatic expressions.

LEARNING IDIOMS AND ITS CHALLENGES

Being able to achieve a good level of fluency in English is a goal for many non-
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native speakers. However, in order to reach this objective, it’s essential that the students
be prepared to become acquainted with the various idiomatic expressions used in English,
for the simple fact that these expressions are used on a regular basis by native speakers.

In the English language, idiomatic expressions are spontaneously used
by native speakers daily. It is an essential part of the English language
lexicon and vocabulary. Idiomatic expressions are, therefore,
considered inevitable for non-native speakers of English. As a result,
Non-native speakers of English should get accustomed to using these
expressions. Non-native speakers of English need to learn idiomatic
expressions and practice how to use them, parallel to native speakers
(THIAB, 2016, p.107).

According to O’Dell and McCarthy, idioms are a type of formulaic language,
which are fixed expressions that you learn and understand as units rather than as
individual words ( O’DELL; MCCARTHY, 2017, p.6). Learning idiomatic expressions
in any language is no easy task, one can’t just simply learn an idiom by translating its
individual words, mainly because of the fact that their literal meaning doesn’t necessarily
represent what the expression is trying to say. Furthermore, as pointed by Chen and Lai
(2013), the cultural aspect of each language makes the process even more complicated:

For EFL learners who lack exposure to the target language and culture,
to acquire English idioms means to learn both language and cultural
conventions. Therefore, the suggested teaching method gives
considerations to both language and culture, and provides EFL learners
with dependable clues in comprehending and learning idiomatic
expressions. (CHEN; LAI, 2013, p.13)

Despite the difficulties in the process of learning idioms, there are a few methods
that have been used to properly teach them, some are considered to be more traditional
and others not so much. Yi-chen Chen and Huei-ling Lai (2013) present a few methods
that have been used in material designed for EFL students and propose a new strategy
using metaphoric mappings. The methods presented by Chen and Lai are the following:
teaching idioms as formulaic expressions through memorization, where students will
learn the idiom by relating it with a similar idiom in their native language; teaching
idioms as metaphors through awareness-raising activities, by instigating the student to
hypothesize about how the idiom might have originated; teaching idioms as metaphors
through conceptual metaphors, where the student can use the knowledge of a specific
concept in order to understand the idea of the idiom (source concept and target concept).

Regardless of the method used to learn idiomatic expressions, the fact is that
without the supervision of a teacher to guide the student, who may or may not have
difficulties understanding the cultural aspects behind the idioms, the process of learning
these expressions can become a burden. However, with the amount of information and
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tools people have in their hands in our contemporary society, many are adopting self-
learning practices and this may cause a deficiency in their learning process if they aren’t
careful enough to choose their sources correctly.

For instance, if a learner tries to look up the meaning of a specific idiom on the
internet using the most common tools available, he or she will find out that the process is
not as easy as it should be, because some of these tools do not always bring the actual
meaning of the expression but the literal meaning of the individual words. On the bright
side, there are many tools, which can be quite helpful for students who want to learn
idiomatic expressions in English, that not only show the actual meaning, but also presents
a phrase in order to demonstrate the context in which the expression is immersed.

By comparing two of the most used online dictionaries, it’s possible to have an
idea of how different their approach regarding idiomatic expressions can be. Figure 1
shows how Linguee handles the translation of the idiom “hold your horses” to Brazilian
Portuguese. As can be seen in the figure 1, Linguee translates the words individually, and
shows examples of these words in specific contexts. On the other hand, Cambridge
Dictionary (figure 2) will understand that the content of the search is actually an idiom,
and therefore will show its actual meaning, alongside a phrase to demonstrate how it is
used in a context. This does not mean that Linguee is not a great tool, on the contrary, its
approach is quite useful if a person wants to check how a word can be used in a set of
contexts, additionally, it also brings the translations in the desirable language.

Figure 1 Linguee example

About Linguee 0 Linguee em porugués Login Feedhack

2 English «» &3 Portuguese n dadaecgiodaud
Z Hold your horses

* Dictionary English-Portuguese

hold {sh/sth) w — realizar v O - ranter (algo) v O - oterw G0 - segurar v O - rea
hald n — espera { (0 . preensdo {0 - pordo s (0 - padsa f 0 -3
horses pof — cavalos pf () - equideos pf e 00 - equinos pf s

C..a

B Linguee Dictionan; 2079
* External sources (not reviewed)

Cur horses never hold back. Er ewinvnde com Mossos cavalos nunca hesitam. G+ ewinrdde.com

[..]ta ensure that whatewver vou select for your use is [.]gue o gue quer fque vocé selecione para o Seu
free of such items as viruses, worms, trojan horses uso esteja livre de elermentos como virds, worms,
and other iterms of a destructive nature. cavalos de Trdia ou outros itens de natureza

= heakpdting.corn destrutiva. G gt hookmpiting. ok

Source: Linguee website
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Figure 2 Cambridge example

5 C idge L
-:-Df';‘,*rj;'i‘g‘ Dictionary  Translate  Grammar + » & Lo

earch English English 2 o English-Portuguese

Meaning of rold your horses in English

hold your horses

old-fashioned informal

=
used to tell someone to stop and consider carefully
their decision or opinion about something:

« Just hold your horses, Bill! Let's think about this for a
moment.

= Thesaurus: synonyms and related worcds

Source: Cambridge dictionary website

Therefore, it’s important to reinforce the point that, when studying alone, it’s
crucial to know what the available online tools can offer to aid the learning process of a
foreign language.

GAMIFICATION OF LEARNING

It is undeniable the fact that the video game market has been dominating the
entertainment industry for the past decade, overcoming, in terms of revenue, the music
and movie industries combined.

[...]Jin 2012, global revenues were an estimated $67 billion for console
and portable hardware and software, as well as games for mobile
devices (e.g., tablets and smartphones). Sales of so-called virtual goods
within games generated an additional $14.8 billion in 2012. These totals
are about five times higher than global music revenues ($16.5 billion in
2011), higher than consumer book sales ($69.4 billion in 2011), and
similar to movie revenues ($85 billion in 2011). Video games thus
appear to be the fastest growing and most exciting category of mass
media for the coming decadel5. (MARCHAND; HENNIG-THURAU,
2013)
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This is an important factor considering that the biggest consumers of the video
game industry are the younger generations, raising many discussions regarding the effects
of gaming in the sociocultural realm of this age group. The influence of video games on
teenagers can shape their perspectives on various social subjects such as poverty, war,
environment, crimes and democratic citizenship (KAHNE; MIDDAUGH; EVANS, 2009,
p.62). Accordingly, it should be possible to take advantage of this influence in order to
aid the teaching-learning process of several important subjects.

Some companies and universities have already started to understand how
impactful games can be on helping students in their learning. A recent example is
Ubisoft’s Game Creator’s Odyssey, which is a course designed by the game company
Ubisoft aimed for university students who want to delve into game development. The
course is actually a video game that intends to teach students about the game design
industry based on a theoretical and practical approach. Many universities have already
shown interest in this program, including Concordia University (Canada), where its
interim President Graham Carr (2019) said: “at Concordia, we are always looking at ways
to expand and improve learning”.

From a pedagogical point of view, the use of video games for teaching is very
constructive. Several research studies have shown that games can bring educational
benefits in the classroom or at home (GROFF; HOWELLS; CRANMER, 2012, p.35).

Like any successful pedagogy, outcomes need to be well planned and
classrooms carefully organized to enable all students to engage in
learning. What is notable about using games for learning is the potential
they have for allowing many children to bring their existing interests,
skills and knowledge into the classroom and then use games as a hook
or stimulus to build the activities for learning around them. (GROFF;
HOWELLS; CRANMER, 2012, p.51).

Just to name a few of the benefits of using games in the teaching-learning process:

a) Intuitive way to immerse the learner.

b) Reward systems can enhance competitivity and desire to learn.

c) Improve problem solving capabilities.

d) Increased portability, with the aid of mobile devices.

e) It’s fun.

The success of platforms like Duolingo corroborate the usefulness and importance
of gamification in learning. Duolingo is a mobile and web platform where people can
learn foreign languages anywhere and at anytime Duolingo uses the resource of
gamification to entertain its target audience while they efficiently learn another language,
making it the language-learning platform with most users registered, by an estimated 300
million users (September, 2019) according to Duolingo.
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Taking this into account, it is possible to use the Duolingo’s approach for
improving one’s level of fluency in a specific language by teaching and learning idiomatic
expressions, which is a necessity for foreign students who want to enhance their
understanding of a language. This can be achieved by developing an educational and
intuitive game for mobile devices with the aim of aiding the teaching-learning process
associated with typical idioms, therefore promoting the improvement of language fluency
in foreign students.

METHODOLOGY

The main objective of this paper is to propose the development of a prototype for
a mobile application for Android and iOS to support the learning of idiomatic expressions
in English for Portuguese-speaking students.

The first step that was taken was the initial data research, which was essential to
acquire enough information to discuss the feasibility of the project and its implications.
Then, a bibliographical research was done in order to build the foundation of the project.
At this stage, based on all the previous gathering, the technologies which would be used
to develop the prototype were chosen. After choosing the technologies, which consists in
the programming languages, frameworks, tools, storage management and targeted
devices, a study was done with the purpose of verifying if they were a viable choice to
build the application. After confirming all the technologies and having enough data to
support the creation of the application, it was time to start building the prototype.

The prototype was built in the form of a quiz game which presents several English
idioms, pre-defined according to a specific theme. The user will be able to choose one of
four alternative answers, which represents the supposed meaning of the idiom in
Portuguese. If answered correctly, the user will earn points that could be used to exchange
for tips in the next questions. The tips were designed in the following formats:

a) one of the wrong answers is removed from the available choices

b) a context is shown in order to facilitate the understanding of the idiom.

Figure 3 shows the initial concept of the interfaces of the application.
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Figure 3 Initial concept
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Since the project was aimed to be used in mobile devices, specifically the ones
using Android and 108, the chosen tools to build the prototype should be cross platform
friendly. At first, the intention was to use a game engine, such as Unity or Godot, however,
due to the learning curve and the available time left, this option was discarded. Building
it separately for Android, using Android Studio, and 10S, with Xcode, wasn’t a good
option either for the same reasons. The solution was to use Kivy framework, which
according to its site (kivy.org) is an open source Python library for rapid development of
applications that make use of innovative user interfaces, such as multi-touch apps. Some
benefits of using kivy are: first, it’s cross platform, so it’s possible to run the same code
on Linux, Windows, Android and i0OS; second, the interface can adapt depending on the
device you are using; and finally, you write the code in python, which has an active and
fast-growing community.

For data and storage management, SQLite was used, which can be easily handled.
According to sqlite.org, SQLite is a library that implements a small, fast, self-contained,
high-reliability, full-featured, SQL database engine, thus being perfect for the prototype.

Other tools were used in the process of creating the prototype: Visual Studio Code,
a simple but powerful source code editor that is available for the three most used operating
systems, Linux, macOS and Windows; Gimp 2.10.8, which is a cross-platform image
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editor; and DB Browser for SQLite (DB4S) was used to aid the creation and design of the
database for the prototype.

RESULTS

With the prototype project concluded, the results are presented as following:

Figure 4 Home window

O Main — O x

APP NAME

The Home Window (figure 4) presents the initial menu. The Start option leads the
user to a new window where he can choose the category of the questions. The Glossary
option is not implemented yet, once implemented the user will be able to check the idioms
which have been answered correctly, showing its context, literal and real translation to
Portuguese, and similar idioms in Portuguese used to express the same idea. The Settings
options has not been implemented, but it will be used for modifying some preferences,
such as sound, colors and accounts. The About option is currently used for showing some
information about the application, such as objective and authors. Additionally, on the top-
right corner the user can see how many points he has earned.



(o) _
CBTecLE Psulasouza GOVERNO DO ESTADO

Paula Souza
ISSN 2526-4478 DE SAO PAULO
Figure 5 Category window Figure 6 Question window
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0 AVOID WAKING THE DOGS UP, ORELY
THEY MIGHT BITE YOU.

CONTEXT (5C

The Category Window (figure 5) presents a list with several categories of
idiomatic expressions which were chosen in a way to diversify and organize the quiz
questions. After choosing a category, a series of questions will be presented to the user.

The Questions Window (figure 6) is where the questions are shown. specific idiom
is presented to the according to the category chosen and four possible meanings for such
expression. After choosing an answer, the user is taken to a new window where it shows
if the chosen option was the correct one or not, furthermore, if answered correctly, the
user is rewarded with points. The user can also opt for choosing to spend his points in
showing a popup window with an example of the idiom (figure 7), moreover, the user can
also remove one of the wrong options by choosing the tip button (figure 8).
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Figure 7 Context popup Figure 8 Tip

S Main — | = © Main — O =

ANIMALS

"LET SLEEPING DOGS LIE"

Context

TOLET THE DOCS SLEEP BECAUSE THEY
ARE TIRED.
|'WAS VERY CAREFUL ABOUT WHAT |
SAID. IT'S BEST TO LET SLEEPING DOCS

TIp (10c)

(E— (| —

The current results of the prototype serve as a basis for evaluating if a mobile
application for learning idiomatic expressions in English can indeed be helpful.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Idiomatic expressions are present in practically all languages and they are used
instinctively by those who possess a high level of fluency. With that in mind, learning
these expressions is a must for foreign students who want to perfect their fluency.
Considering that learning idioms is not an easy task, there is a necessity to find better
methods to teach and learn them.

Including digital technology in education, the arsenal of tools that can be used in
the teaching-learning process have increased significantly. For instance, many researchers
have already considered the use of gamification as an important educational resource.

Therefore, by having a simple and playful way to learn idiomatic expressions, it
is possible that the learning efficiency of a student enhances by a considerable margin.
Thus, an application for mobile devices is an excellent solution, because it allows an
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intuitive and sophisticated way to involve the learner. Moreover, the portability of mobile
devices has become a fundamental aspect in society, therefore anyone can use its features
in nearly anyplace they want.

To that end, the prototype presented by this paper tries to demonstrate the first
steps of what could be an effective and enjoyable way to learn idioms in English.
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