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Abstract—Winner of the 2020 IELA E-Learning Award in the category Mo-
bile Learning, Babbel’s slate of language learning podcasts provides innovative
audio learning experiences, designed and hosted by linguistic experts.
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1 Language Learning App Babbel’s Pedagogical Method

Babbel is the world’s most financially successful language learning app, with over
10 million subscriptions sold since launching in 2008 and millions of active paying
subscribers worldwide. The app is available on iOS, Android and web, with content
synced across multiple devices. Babbel’s pedagogical method empowers learners to
speak a new language in the real world, in real-life situations.

Babbel’s core language learning app offers a vast library of lessons in 14 second
languages (L2s), all of which are aligned with the language proficiency standards in the
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR; Council of Europe, 2017) and
designed to be completed in a relatively short amount of time (roughly 1015 minutes
each). Babbel offers 10,000+ hours of learning content across more than 60,000 lessons,
with over 50 hours of video learning content. Babbel courses are designed by language
experts with backgrounds in applied linguistics and second language acquisition (SLA)
theory.

All 14 languages offered by Babbel feature a core series of “progressive lessons”
suitable for beginner and intermediate-level language learners, along with varied
modular content targeting specific interests, motivations and skills such as grammar
courses and “Business English.”

An efficacy study conducted in collaboration with linguists at Michigan State
University showed that on average, fewer than 11 hours with the app measurably
improved second language speaking skills, as well as explicit grammar and vocabulary
knowledge (Loewen et. al., 2020). Independent researchers based at Yale University
found that true novices learning Spanish effectively developed their conversational
skills: all participants gained some measure of oral proficiency after three months (Van
Deusen-Scholl et. al., 2019). An earlier study found that 15 hours of study with Babbel
is roughly equivalent to one college semester for novice learners of Spanish (Vesselinov
& Grego, 2016).
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2 Affordances of L2 Language Learning Podcasts

Babbel promises to enable users to speak the language like they’ve always wanted
to: the app lessons focus on practical language skills for real-world communication.
The goal is for learners to feel competent and confident enough to express themselves
using what they’ve learned, right from the beginning. When considering how we might
supplement the app’s existing content with other learning experiences, Babbel’s
product team identified a gap in our offering. We asked ourselves how we could help
learners train their listening skills in a flexible way, without a screen, perhaps even
while performing another task, like driving or cooking.

We chose podcasts to fill this gap both for educational and business reasons.
Contemporary SLA theory acknowledges the crucial role language input plays in
language learning, especially in fostering L2 listening comprehension skills needed to
function in real-life situations (Dunkel, 1991). Long-form audio can teach listening
comprehension, in a low-pressure, user-controlled learning environment; learners have
the ability to pause, rewind, and slow the playback speed (Yildrim & Hoffiman, 2010).
This plays a useful role in building learners’ confidence and facilitating listening
comprehension (Gonulal, 2020; Hasan and Tan, 2013).

Recognizing that building up listening skills through extensive listening is a step
towards improving conversational skills like pronunciation and speaking (Winitz &
Reed, 1973), we wanted to extend the lesson content to a longform audio format as a
suitable and rewarding means of applying language concepts from app lessons, as well
as an opportunity for users to hear native and non-native speakers with diverse accents
(Sutton-Brady et. al., 2009). Finally, podcasts encourage language learners to take
control of their exploration processes; the wide array of language learning podcasts (and
vodcasts) allow learners to search for and discover motivational, educational material
independently (Hasan and Tan, 2013).

Podcasting is also an established, and flexible medium (Almaqrn & Alshabeb, 2017),
part of many users’ existing habits for consuming content on the move that Babbel
might piggyback onto. Existing infrastructure for listening, publishing, and gathering
user feedback, as well as relatively low production/variable costs, low fixed costs, a
low barrier to entry (and exit), made the experiment an attractive and low-risk one.
From a content creation standpoint, the team of 150 linguists, instructional designers
and language teachers who create Babbel’s lessons, along with the newly formed
Learning Media team, had the necessary expertise to create engaging and useful audio-
only lessons in the form of podcasts. We also anticipated that any audio content
produced for podcasts could in the future be repackaged and repurposed, and iterated
upon in other ways.

2.1  First foray into podcasting: learn by doing

Our primary aim was to create a learning experience that could be enjoyed hands-
free, on the go, and supplement and expand the communicative skills covered in the
lessons in the app. We also sought to positively reinforce motivation and persistence to
use the Babbel app by rewarding learners with a sense of achievement as listening skills
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gained in the app learners enable them to comprehend and engage with longer form
listening passages in a podcast.

Our initial foray into podcasting produced a variety of different teaching approaches
developed by the in-house linguistic and pedagogical experts at Babbel. They
experimented with formats of different lengths, aimed at different levels of linguistic
proficiency to cover topics such as idiomatic expressions, pronunciation, and culture.

All six of our current podcasts are hosted by members of Babbel’s Didactics team,
the language experts who create, edit and optimize the app’s language lessons. Most of
the hosts are teachers with classroom experience. They seek to create an immediate
connection to the learner as well as establish that Babbel’s expertise lies in the real
people behind their digital courses.

Since launching in 2019, Babbel’s language learning podcasts have been
downloaded over one million times, cumulatively. Each format we’ve experimented
with so far has found an audience: to date four Babbel podcasts have over one hundred
thousand downloads and the rest will very soon cross this threshold.

3 Challenges and Limitations of Audio-Based L2 Learning

Throughout the concepting, scripting, and production process, we encountered a
variety of challenges and came to understand more clearly the risks we were taking,
both from pedagogical and strategic standpoints. Here is a brief overview of some of
the challenges:

e Novice language learners need meta-learning support, in other words, guidance on
what they should expect when learning a language with podcasts, how to listen
actively to native speakers, encouragement and explanations to use podcasting
technology (to rewind, to slow playback speed, to replay from the beginning) to
shape their experience, and to build their tolerance of ambiguity.

e The audio-only format necessarily precludes visual and textual support that
classroom teachers rely on when teaching beginners in order to reduce cognitive
load, and to stay in the L2. Listener emails often requested this additional support,
especially transcriptions, which complicated our original goal of a screenless, on-
the-go offer.

e Addressing the educational challenges for beginner learners by way of support in a
learner’s native language (L1) dramatically decreases the reach of each podcast to a
more limited market, yet beginner-level learners are Babbel’s biggest user base.

e To support learners in achieving their speaking goals and act as a steppingstone
towards real-life interactions, audio must deliver opportunities to hear natural,
authentic language and native speakers in conversation. However, beginners have a
limited vocabulary, low exposure to native speakers of their L2, and require
simplified sentence structures. We had to find a balance between authentic
conversations by native speakers or highly proficient L2 speakers (which could be
too challenging) and simplified interactions (which might prove unengaging).

e Creating involving audio for beginners is even more challenging considered in the
context of the vibrant array of podcasting and listening options available on Spotify
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or Apple podcasts, where education competes for attention with a vast library of
news, entertainment, sports and many other topics.

4 Validated Approaches and Techniques for Audio-Based
Learning

After launching a variety of different formats, we took some time to reflect on the
challenges and work through some solutions. With a cross-functional group, made up
of experts in SLA, media, marketing, and instructional design, we brainstormed a
variety of methods by which we could create authentic audio for beginners. Key
elements and techniques were identified, many of which carry over from the
pedagogical method of the Babbel app:

e Content in L2:

— A natural, but slow and clear speaking pace.

— Careful scripting, minimal spontaneity.

— Repetition, at different speeds.

— Use words (cognates) in the L2 that are phonetically similar to their equiv-
alents in the learner’s L1.

¢ Sound design to promote learning: audio cues and sound effects that reduce cognitive
load, create context that aids comprehension, creates an immersive, engaging
experience.

e Relatable and authentic situations and stories, so listeners learn vocabulary and
expressions they might hear in real life.

o Shorter episode target lengths (typically 5-10 minutes).

¢ One topic per episode, with a clearly communicated structure and targeted learning
outcomes.

e Guidance from a relatable host speaking the learner’s L1, who provides:

— Additional background information, to connect the cultural context and to
make it more relevant.

— Scaffolding, teaching active listening, and suggested techniques for getting
the most out of the learning experience, encouraging listeners to experi-
ment.

— Repetition of unfamiliar phrases or expressions.

— Simple grammar explanations illustrated through concrete examples.

4.1  Applying techniques in the podcast Auf Sprachreise

We applied the above listed techniques to create the podcast Auf Sprachreise. This
podcast was designed for native German speakers learning English at the beginner
level. In contrast to many of the explicitly pedagogical podcasts currently produced for
L2 learners with low levels of proficiency, Auf Sprachreise features a more content-
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driven format. Each episode features a different native English speaker telling a place-
based story accompanied by an immersive soundscape.

Based on survey data and UX research, we know most of the target audience is
studying English because they are curious about the world and want to engage with a
wide range of cultures and people, not just visit London for a weekend or to put a
language qualification on their CV. We also believed by offering a compelling enough
audio learning experience that it becomes an end in itself, Babbel subscribers are much
more likely to keep coming back to their app lessons, helping to drive retention to our
core language app. Therefore, we developed a concept around this podcast’s place in
an L2 English learner’s language journey, as adding texture and color to their
experience, while also providing valuable input teaching explicit pronunciation,
vocabulary and grammar skills.

Commentary from a native German host is interspersed throughout each story, acting
as a kind of friendly, empathetic guide, who translates potentially difficult expressions
and explains and calls attention to grammatical concepts. The story can be sliced and
diced with enough or as little commentary in whatever language necessary, thus
enabling efficient scaling across localization and proficiency level.

We knew that podcast adoption is lower among L1 German speakers than among
English speakers. We also observed that our potential listener base of native German
speaking L2 English learners is slightly older than the average podcast listener. We saw
this, however, as an opportunity to provide real impact for our learners; for 91% of our
listeners this was the first language learning podcast they had ever heard. We had to
provide clear and detailed guidance for downloading, accessing and using podcasts; we
answered a lot of emails to pleasantly surprised learners explaining that the podcast is
free.

4.2 Successful implementation

There was a real appetite for content that was both engaging on a personal level and
created the kinds of “aha moments” that keep learners coming back for more.
Preliminary data show that users who were directed from the Babbel app to relevant
podcasts were more likely to start and complete lessons in the app. We saw on average
a 10-15% increase in completion rates of Auf Sprachreise podcast episodes compared
to other Babbel podcasts.

Emails from our listeners overwhelmingly point out the value of this podcast being
enjoyable as well as enriching from both a language learning and culture perspective.
Respondents to a survey ranked each specific technique employed to make engaging
stories accessible to beginners highly for adding value to the learning experience,
especially the sound design, the contextual and listening guidance, the pace of speech,
and the length. Over 90% of survey respondents said the level was right for them, and
that the guidance in German supported their listening skills and improved their
understanding. Nearly all respondents had never used a podcast for language learning
before, and indicated the in-depth guidance we provided was needed and well received.

While we are still gathering and analyzing the response and effectiveness of the
approach of Auf Sprachreise, we are increasingly confident that the application of these
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techniques in this particular concept for this audience was a success. We will continue
to investigate creative avenues for authentic audio for beginners, and to understand
what differences exist as we bring this approach to different communities of language
learners.
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