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•Founded in 20
0

7 in B
erlin, G

erm
any

•Prem
ium

, subscription-based language learning 
app and w

eb platform

•Focus on real-life conversation skills and 
com

m
unicative com

petence:
Every lesson aligned w

ith C
EFR

 C
an D

o 
statem

ents for functional language ability 

C
A

LIC
O

20
19
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•
14 learning languages (L2s) accessible  via 

8 display languages (L1s)

•
Localized, not translated: 

C
ourses are designed, scripted and recorded by a team

 of 

over 150
 teachers, linguists and translators

•
Every lesson features dialogues and audio recordings by 

native speakers w
ith a variety of accents

C
A

LIC
O
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19
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B
abbel’s R

eview
 M

anager feature based on spaced repetition
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19

5



V
ast library of “progressive” and m

odular content for each 
language pair
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Explicit vocabulary
and

gram
m

arinstruction

C
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Explicit vocabulary
and

gram
m

arinstruction
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B
abbel’s A

SR
 provides feedback on pronunciation and intonation
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Initial R
esearch Q

uestions
1.

W
hat linguistic gains are m

ade by English native speaker 
university students w

ho exclusively use B
abbel for 

autonom
ous study of Spanish as a second language (L2)? 

B
oth pre-and post-tests consist of:

•
an A

CTFL O
ral Proficiency Interview

-com
puter version speaking test 

•
a vocabulary test (based on LexTale

ESP)
•

a gram
m

ar test

2.   Is there a relationship betw
een how

 learners use B
abbel, their 

self-reported m
otivation and gains,  if any, on test scores?

C
A

LIC
O

20
19
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Pretests
(Jan.15 -30)

Babbel
Study

(Jan. –
April)

Posttests
(April 15 –

30)

11

•
Language lab

•
Q

uasi-individual
•

BabbelIntroduction

•
10 –

15 m
inutes per day

•
Self-paced

•
W

eekly progress em
ails

•
Language lab
•

In groups
•

$75
•

Babbelsubscription

•
W

eek 4 –
Progress Survey

•
W

eek 8 –
Progress Survey
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A
pp usage analytics provided by B

abbel 
included but not lim

ited to:

•M
inutes of study

•D
ays of study

•N
am

es and total num
ber of Spanish lessons com

pleted
•U

se of R
eview

 M
anager feature

D
ata regarding app participants’ app usage gathered by 

B
abbel, but corresponding objective m

easures (i.e., pre-and 
post-test scores) w

ere exclusive to M
SU
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Participants
•M

SU
 undergraduate students

•R
ecruited in Jan. 20

18 by
•

V
isiting TESO

L and 
linguistics classes

•
Posted Flyers 
•

Snow
ball recruitm

ent
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Participants

•
M

edian age = 22
•

Average of 2 previous Spanish classes
•

N
o current Spanish students

BU
T

•
Previous Spanish study okay
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Participants

•
83 participants recruited and pretested
•

54 post-tested based on
•

At least 3 hours of total study
•

W
eekly average of at least 20 m

inutes
•

No gaps of 4 or m
ore w

eeks

•
Attrition rate of roughly 30%

o
This attrition rate is far low

er than that of up to 97%
 encountered in  

other studies involving m
obile apps: N

ielsen, 2011; Vesselinov
&

 
Greco, 2016; Despain, 2003; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2015; Lord, 2015
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A
C

TFL O
ral Proficiency Interview

-
com

puter (O
PIc)

•
The A

C
TFL LTI O

PIc® is a digital O
ral Proficiency Interview

 (O
PI), in w

hich the 
test-taker answ

ers prom
pts delivered via com

puter. It provides valid and reliable 
oral proficiency testing on a large scale. 

•
Q

uestions are delivered via virtual avatar through a com
puter program

, 
•

Taken on dem
and, and at a tim

e convenient to the candidate and proctor. 
•

Speech sam
ple double-rated by  trained assessors according to the

A
C

TFL
guidelines in order to assign a rating.

•
H

ighly correlated w
ith O

PI ratings for Spanish
(Thom

pson et al., 20
16).  

Thom
pson, G

., C
ox, T. &

 K
napp, N

. (20
16) C

om
paring the O

P
I and the O

P
Ic: The effect of 

test m
ethod  on oral proficiency scores and student preferences. Foreign Language A

nnals, 

49(1), 75-92.



ACTFL G
uidelines and O

PIc
score rubric
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A
1

G
u
id

elin
es p

resen
t levels 

o
f p

ro
ficien

cy as ra
n

g
e
s

an
d
 d

escrib
e w

h
a
t a

n
 

in
d

iv
id

u
a
l ca

n
 d

o
at each

 
level.

. …
[T

h
e G

u
id

elin
es] are an

 
in

stru
m

en
t fo

r th
e 

evalu
atio

n
 o

f fu
n

ctio
n

a
l 

la
n

g
u

a
g

e
 a

b
ility

.
A
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1
4
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W
hy m

easure oral proficiency gains of a cohort 
of (m

ostly) novice level language learners?
B

abbel focuses on oral com
m

unication skills: “Speak
the language like you alw

ays w
anted to.” 

B
U

T…

D
oubt exists in C

A
LL literature as to w

hether m
eaningful developm

ent of oral abilities is 

possible in the context of com
m

ercial online language learning platform
s (e.g., Lord, 20

15). 

R
ubio &

 H
acking (20

19) : proficiency tests m
ay not be optim

al at the N
ovice level 

N
onetheless

, w
e

believe
itis

essential forapps
like Babbel to

provide
transparency

on learners‘ 

potential proficiency
outcom

es

Lord, G
. (20

15). “I don’t know
 how

 to use w
ords in Spanish”: R

osetta Stone and learner proficiency outcom
es. M

odern Language Journal, 99(2), 
40

1-40
5. 

R
ubio, F. &

 H
acking, J. (20

19). P
roficiency vs. perform

ance: W
hat do the tests show

? In P
. W

inke
&

 S. G
ass

(Eds.), Foreign language proficiency 
in higher education, 137-152. Educational Linguistics, 37. D

ordrecht: Springer.
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N
ovice

•C
an com

m
unicate short m

essages on highly predictable, 
everyday topics that affect them

 directly. 
•U

se isolated w
ords and phrases that have been 

encountered, m
em

orized, and recalled.
•M

ay be difficult to understand, even by sym
pathetic 

interlocutors. 
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Interm
ediate

•
Have the ability to create w

ith language w
hen talking about fam

iliar 
topics related to their daily life.
•

Can recom
bine learned m

aterial to express personal m
eaning.

•
Produce sentence-level language, typically in present tim

e.
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G
ram

m
ar Test

•
30 identification and error correction item

s
•

O
ne point for identification

•
O

ne point for correction
•

60 points total
•

Reliability, α
= .93
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Spanish Gram
m

ar Test 
Error Correction 

Each sentence below
 contains one gram

m
atical error. For each sentence, you w

ill: 

• 
Find and underline the error. Even if you do not know

 w
hy it is w

rong or how
 to fix it, 

you can still underline it. If you have no idea w
hat the error is, you can skip the question. 

• 
W

rite the corrected form
 on the line. Try your best, but if you have no idea how

 to 
correct the error, you m

ay leave it blank. 

Exam
ple: 

 0.  Adriana están feliz.   
____ está______________ 

 ****************************************************************** 

1. Son las tres con cuarto, ¡ya es tarde! 

________________________________________ 

2. Lam
ento que M

aría esté enferm
o. 

________________________________________ 

Underline 
the error W

rite the 
correct form
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Spanish Gram
m

ar Test 
Error Correction 

Each sentence below
 contains one gram

m
atical error. For each sentence, you w

ill: 

• 
Find and underline the error. Even if you do not know

 w
hy it is w

rong or how
 to fix it, 

you can still underline it. If you have no idea w
hat the error is, you can skip the question. 

• 
W

rite the corrected form
 on the line. Try your best, but if you have no idea how

 to 
correct the error, you m

ay leave it blank. 

Exam
ple: 

 0.  Adriana están feliz.   
____ está______________ 

 ****************************************************************** 

1. Son las tres con cuarto, ¡ya es tarde! 

________________________________________ 

2. Lam
ento que M

aría esté enferm
o. 

________________________________________ 

Underline 
the error W

rite the 
correct form
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V
ocabulary Test

•B
ased on LexTA

LE-Esp
(Izura, C

uetos, &
 B

rysbaert, 20
14)

•V
ocabulary recognition

•60
 real w

ords
•30

 non-w
ords

•60
 points total

•R
eliability, α

= .87
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Spanish Vocabulary Test 

W
ord Recognition 

For this test, you w
ill see a list of 90 w

ords that look “Spanish”. Only som
e of them

 are real 
w

ords. Please indicate all the w
ords you know

. It’s okay if you don’t know
 the exact definition, 

but you should be fam
iliar w

ith the w
ord. Be careful, how

ever: Errors are penalized. So, if you 
indicate you know

 a fake w
ord, your score w

ill be low
ered. 

 All you have to do is tick the box next to the w
ords you know

. If, for instance, in the exam
ple 

below
 you recognize “sí”, “sacapuntas”, “bien”, and “casa”, you indicate this as follow

s: 
 Estím

ulo 
Palabra? 

 
Estím

ulo 
Palabra? 

Depiste 
 

 
priba 

 
sí 

√ 
 

pelasula 
 

coné 
 

 
bien 

√ 
calpar 

 
 

casa 
√ 

joten 
 

 
lejo 

 
sacapuntas 

√ 
 

pretantas 
 

 In total, the test should only take a few
 m

inutes to com
plete. Please turn the page to start the 

test. 
25
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M
otivation

Q
uestionnaire:

CALICO
 2019
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Cum
ulative Study H

ours

•
M

ean for all participants = 11.6 hours

•
M

edian = 9.7 hours

•
M

inim
um

 = 2.3 hours

•
M

axim
um

 = 27.7 hours

CALICO
 2019
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O
PIc

C
hange

Change
n

%

-1
1

2

0
21

39

+1
26

48

+2
5

9

+3
1

2
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Average G
ram

m
ar &

 Vocabulary Score Increase

Pretest
Posttest

Change

Gram
m

ar
11.1

20.2 
9.2

Vocabulary
12.9

19.6
6.7
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M
otivation: Spanish Interest
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M
otivation: Babbel Interest
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C
hange in O

P
Ic

Score according to hours studied 
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C
hange in G

ram
m

ar Score according to hours studied 38



Changes in Vocabulary score according to hours studied 
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Correlations
O

P
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Lim
ited M

ixed Effect Regression Results

•Tim
e w

as a significant predictor for all three test scores.

•Interest in Spanish w
as a significant predictor only for O

PIc

scores.

•Increases in O
PIc

scores over tim
e w

ere dependent on the 

am
ount of tim

e a participant spent on B
abbel and also on a 

participant’s overall level of interest in learning Spanish. 

41



Lim
itations

•
Sam

ple  size 

•
R

elatively hom
ogeneous population: U

niversity students, 75%
 of 

initial sam
ple w

as fem
ale

•
Intensity of study: participants used the app for less than 1 hour / w

eek 
on average, w

ith considerable individual variation

•
Possible causes for Q

uitting:
•

Frustration w
ith challenge of Spanish learning

•
Frustration w

ith app

•
Lack of tim

e

C
A

LIC
O

 20
19
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M
ain Findings

•
V

irtually all study participants m
ade a m

easurable gain in their gram
m

ar and 

vocabulary know
ledge and/or ability to com

m
unicate orally in Spanish

•
Learning gains in term

s of oral proficiency w
ere associated w

ith how
 m

uch 

tim
e participants spent using B

abbel, but also how
 interested they w

ere in 

learning Spanish

•
B

abbel enables learners to transfer receptive, input-based learning and 

explicit gram
m

ar and vocabulary instruction to oral production at the N
ovice 

and Interm
ediate A

C
TFL levels

CALICO
 2019
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Thanks for your attention.

Q
uestions? 

Zach Sporn
Senior Com

m
unications M

anager, Babbel

zsporn@
babbel.com
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Back up
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Change in O
PIc

Score according to hours studied 
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N
ovice

•
Can com

m
unicate short m

essages on highly predictable, everyday 
topics that affect them

 directly. 
•

U
se isolated w

ords and phrases that have been encountered, 
m

em
orized, and recalled.

•
M

ay be difficult to understand, even by sym
pathetic interlocutors. 
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Interm
ediate

•
Have the ability to create w

ith language w
hen talking about fam

iliar 
topics related to their daily life.
•

Can recom
bine learned m

aterial to express personal m
eaning.

•
Produce sentence-level language, typically in present tim

e.

48



Descriptives
–

W
hole G

roup (n = 83)
Variable

M
SD

M
edian

SPN
 SA

1.23
1.05

1

Sex
75%

 fem
ale

Year of Birth
1995.21

5.44
1997

SPN
 Interest

5.23
0.77

5

Babbel Interest
4.84

0.92
5

Classroom
 Experience (years in H

S + courses in university)
1.80

1.88
2

O
PIc Rating

1.63
1.14

1 (N
L)

Vocab Score
10.87

9.43
9

G
ram

m
ar Score

9.19
10.65

5

M
inutes_Total

489.96
457.78

329
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G
roup Com

parisons
D

id N
ot Q

uit (n = 54)
Q

uit (n = 29)
M

ean or Total D
ifference (Q

uit –
D

id 

N
ot Q

uit)

Variable
M

SD
M

edian
M

SD
M

edian
Difference

d
p

SPN
 SA

1.44
1.11

1
0.83

0.80
1

-0.61
-0.61

0.001

Sex
68%

 fem
ale

86%
 fem

ale
+18%

 fem
ale

Year of Birth
1994.44

6.54
1996

1996.66
1.54

1997
+2.22

0.41
0.078

SPN
 Interest

5.24
0.75

5
5.21

0.77
5

-0.03
-0.04

0.850

Babbel Interest
4.80

0.96
5

4.93
0.86

5
+0.13

0.14
0.541

Classroom
 Experience (years in 

H
S + courses in university)

2.08
2.06

2
1.28

1.38
1

-0.80
-0.43

0.070

O
PIc Rating

1.81
1.33

1 (N
L)

1.28
0.53

1 (N
L)

-0.53
-0.48

0.040

Vocab Score
12.89

10.04
10

7.14
6.86

5
-5.75

-0.63
0.007

G
ram

m
ar Score

11.06
11.79

7
5.72

7.05
2

-5.34
-0.51

0.029

M
inutes_Total

696.44
436.37

585
91.75

72.09
74.5

-604.69
-1.69

<.001
50



Initial Differences: Spanish Self-Assessm
ent

•
Difference = -0.61
•d

= -0.61
•p = 0.001
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Initial Differences: O
PIc

Rating•
Difference = -0.53
•d

= -0.48
•p = 0.040
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Initial Differences: Vocabulary Score

•
Difference = -5.75
•d

= -0.63
•p = 0.007

53



Initial Differences: Vocabulary Score

•
Difference = -5.34
•d

= -0.51
•p = 0.029
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