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Abstract. Learning has been moving out of classrooms into virtual and physical 
spaces for over a decade now (Naismith, Lonsdale, Vavoula, & Sharples, 2004). 
It is becoming mobile ‘in space’, i.e. carried across various domains (workplace, 
home, places of leisure), ‘in time’, as it encompasses different moments of the day, 
and in terms of ‘learning purpose’, which may be related to work, self-improvement 
or leisure (Vavoula & Sharples, 2002). In line with the principles of learning in an 
informal, incidental and mobile way, an open source and geolocalised application 
for learning foreign languages with a smartphone is being implemented within 
Key Action 2 of the Erasmus Plus European framework by the project called 
ILOCALAPP - Incidentally Learning Other Cultures and Languages – (Ceccherelli 
et al., 2016). ILOCALAPP will result in an app to aid in learning Finnish, Italian, 
Polish and Portuguese embedded within their respective cultural practices. The 
target group is mobility students, so the app will be situated in the university city 
where international students arrive, i.e. the Finnish language content will unfold 
in Rovaniemi, Italian in Bologna, Polish in Poznań, and Portuguese in Coimbra. 
The learning content will blend in the students’ everyday contexts, whereby the app 
would be used incidentally in a game-like manner, thus providing enjoyable learning 
moments throughout their daily activities in an informal way.
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1.	 Introduction

Measures on the promotion of lesser used languages in Europe have been 
established by the European Commission since the late 1980s. Languages spoken 
in the countries of ILOCALAPP partners fall within the multilingualism policies 
on Less Widely Used and Taught Languages in Europe (European Commission, 
2011). The acknowledgement of the importance of informal learning in lifelong 
education within the EU, as well as the implementation of common policies for 
mobility by Erasmus Plus programme provide common political guidelines for the 
ILOCALAPP project.

Online and mobile technologies have opened up exciting new possibilities 
for study in higher education. Mobile learning can make boundaries between 
educational settings, life and work more permeable. Our app will build on 
mobile devices while exploiting their built-in sensors (e.g. GPS, gyroscope, 
accelerometer, camera), as well as an Internet connection, thus enabling to 
detect and identify user activities and trigger some contextual contents and 
activities related to specific geolocalised Points of Interest (POIs). As the user 
gets close to a POI, the app will upload relevant contents and activities (e.g. 
ordering food in a café, asking for directions). With the app, learning languages 
becomes more accessible in various situations, collaborative and participatory. 
By foregrounding cultural values and practices, it provides opportunities for 
authenticity, communicativeness and inclusion. 

2.	 Mobile technologies and learning of languages 
and cultures: some theoretical underpinnings

We start off from the theories of situated and incidental learning where all 
learning is embedded in the learners’ social, cultural and historical contexts, 
representing interaction with their lifeworlds (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Integral 
to this process becomes participation in a community that shares certain 
cultural values, assumptions and rules, i.e. a community of practice. So in an 
app that supports mobility, the cultural identities of the student and surrounding 
community become especially important. Cultures and languages are viewed 
as mutually dependent – as parts of the complex language-culture nexus which 
is historically and ideologically situated (Risager, 2006). The app serves as an 
interactive device that mediates and sustains the process of discovering new 
cultures and languages, while learners get engaged in open and fluid social 
relations (Lankshear & Knobel, 2006).
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The need of combining mobile technologies with language/culture learning 
led to creating an interdisciplinary methodological framework at the interface 
between multimedia design, digital literacy and language teaching/learning. The 
resulting framework is oriented around three interrelated thematic clusters: (1) 
collaborative and participatory, (2) integrated and situated, and (3) informal and 
incidental.

By developing a collaborative and participatory app, the ILOCALAPP team 
aimed to ensure an effective learner participation throughout all stages of the 
app development, from outlining its contents to the use and dissemination. 
Channels for user collaboration and participation were opened through active 
consultation (by carrying out surveys and focus groups with mobility students) 
and participant observation of users while being engaged with the preliminary 
app contents (through experience prototyping). The learning, use of the app 
and the content development are thus co-constructive (Castillo & Ayala, 2012; 
Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme, 2016).

The app will also be integrated and situated, so that its content is based on authentic 
and real-life situations, while the learning is context-aware. The context for 
ILOCALAPP is the daily student life in one of the partner university cities – well 
within the overall trend for mobile learning, which had evolved from learning with 
computers to being part of the ubiquitous use of mobile devices (through POIs and 
geolocalisation).

Finally, the app will be informal and incidental: both the contexts, contents and use 
of the app are situated outside the classroom and within the everyday activities of 
a mobility student (Laurillard, 2007; Silva, 2007). Units and exercises of formal 
learning are replaced by POIs, a flow of activities and game-like elements in the 
app contents.

3.	 From theory to the content design

Factors of diverse nature contribute to the efficacy of foreign language acquisition, 
from internal factors such as aptitude, age, cognitive styles, motivations, etc., 
to external ones, like sociocultural features of the contexts learners live in. The 
richness and variety of the linguistic input, as well as the significance of the 
communicative situation learners experience, play a crucial role in the process of 
spontaneous acquisition. To ensure its exploitability and usability, the input should 
be comprehensible (Krashen, 1985), so access to written and oral texts is essential 



84

Cristiana Cervini, Olga Solovova, Annukka Jakkula, and Karolina Ruta

before interaction. Mapped onto the core values (collaborative/participatory, 
integrated/situated, and informal/incidental), the linguistic acquisition principles 
have guided the ILOCALAPP team in the conception of authentic contents for 
each town, in order to provide useful materials for students’ daily life actions and 
interactions for language learning.

Contents will be accessible through three different points of entry: ‘In the place’, 
‘Activities’, and ‘Culture’. The entry ‘In the place’ comprises nine categories 
as informed by the lived experiences of an Erasmus student in a new town: (1) 
Uni Life, (2) Getting around, (3) Food & Drink, (4) Sights, (5) Entertainment, 
(6) Lifestyle, (7) Services, (8) Shopping, and (9) Me in… Each category includes 
sub-categories; for example, in ‘Sights’, users can explore POIs linked to the most 
relevant ‘squares’, ‘monuments’, and ‘parks’ in town, etc.

Me in… seems to be the most innovative category: an open space where users 
can personalise the app content by bookmarking their favourite linguistic and 
communicative resources. It provides the app users with a space to negotiate their 
own cultural identities and practices as well as find affinities with other users, thus 
building a community of practice.

Geolocalisation will also facilitate the content exploration thanks to active 
notifications about the different POIs. App users are expected to be inquiring 
cultural and historical information about the place, but are also encouraged to 
interact with other speakers in it. For this reason, the section ‘Tips for talking’ 
consists of suggestions of words and expressions useful and coherent with the local 
communicative situation. Simultaneously, the section ‘Talk’ will provide ready-
made sentences in a written/audio format, followed by prototypical answers.

A robust effort has been made to let typical situations of the Erasmus students inform 
the app content and also to foresee their potential difficulties in understanding 
written and oral content, considering the following challenges:

•	 the app is not strictly addressed to users of a certain level of proficiency, so 
readjustment will be needed to ensure the materials’ authenticity;

•	 a valid interlinguistic and intercultural model will not be easy to 
achieve: mobility students learning Italian and Portuguese may count 
on intercomprehension and positive transfer, whereas most mobility 
students in Poznań and Rovaniemi are beginners in Polish and Finnish, so 
comprehension can constitute a major challenge.
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4.	 Final considerations and conclusion

One of the main challenges for the ILOCALAPP team resides in the fact that the 
app will be launched in 2018, thus needing a considerable foresight to produce 
an app that would still be appealing and relevant to the students’ social, cultural 
and historical realities in 2018 and beyond. From a technical perspective, it is 
a multiplatform web app, designed according to human-computer interaction 
methodologies and built in standard technologies such as HTML5, CSS3 and 
standard scripting languages. Active ongoing contact with mobility students as 
well as their collaboration throughout all stages of the app development will be 
necessary to keep abreast of their lifestyle and potential changes under way. Mobile 
devices are ubiquitous and could be assumed to be present in everyday lives of 
mobility students in the future. Most importantly, the next generation of mobile 
learning is becoming increasingly ‘context-aware’ (Traxler & Kukulska-Hulme, 
2016). So ideally, students would see our app as part of their everyday lives to 
provide a pleasant moment of informal and incidental learning amidst their mundane 
and institutional activities. Apart from enhancing student mobility experience, the 
ILOCALAPP team wants the app to pave the way both for spontaneous, motivating 
and context-aware language learning as well as for cultural awareness.
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