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Abstract 

 

ENGLISH LAERNING VOCABULARY APPS FOR THIRD-GRADE EFL STUDENTS  

IN CHINA 

 

Xiaoxiao Liu 

Under the Supervision of Dong Isbister, Ph.D. 

 

 

With the development of science and technology, a variety of English vocabulary 

learning apps have been developed in China . Vocabulary learning Apps have brought  

great changes to the way of vocabulary teaching and learning in primary schools. Faced with 

a wide variety of English vocabulary learning Apps, how can beginners, such as third-grade 

students,  choose vocabulary learning Apps to help with their language learning?  Based 

on the above question, this research selected Baicizhan App and Leci App to compare and 

analyze their vocabulary books, vocabulary presentation methods, vocabulary consolidation 

methods, and incentive mechanisms, respectively, to explore the characteristics of different 

English vocabulary learning apps,  hoping to help third-grade English teachers and learners  

utilize an  English vocabulary App suitable for their own teaching and learning.  
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Chapter I Introduction 

 

The use of mobile phones and other portable devices is beginning to have an impact 

on learning methods in many disciplines and environments, including language teaching and 

learning and even vocabulary learning (Kukulska-Hulme, 2009). Various learning devices 

such as e-readers (kindle), electronic dictionaries (Casio), and story machines (MI) have also 

begun to enter the market, beginning to change the learning mode of students. The ways of 

English vocabulary learning in primary schools especially in urban China, where students 

have more access to technology, have become more and more diversified. In addition to the 

traditional classroom teaching, more students use smart phones, tablets, computers, and other 

mobile devices to learn English vocabulary.   

Although many new English learning Apps have been developed and utilized by EFL 

teachers and students in primary schools in China, it is difficult for students to choose a 

suitable App for themselves. For example, the two English vocabulary learning Apps Leci 

and Baicizhan selected in this paper have been downloaded more than 50 million times since 

they were published, indicating that these two applications have been very popular among 

their users However, are they user-friendly for low-grade primary school students? Which of 

the two English vocabulary learning Apps is more worthy of recommendation? 

This paper will conduct an in-depth analysis of the language content, presentation 

methods, consolidation methods, corresponding courses, and vocabulary sources of the two 

Apps to help third-grade students and teachers choose suitable vocabulary Apps. 
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Statement of the Problem 

 

After consulting relevant literature, the author found that few published articles 

compare and analyze different vocabulary learning Apps. For example, China Academic 

Journals database (CNKI) has only one article that deals with lexical comparison of 

vocabulary learning Apps (2017). In addition, because third-grade students are beginners of 

English learning, they have not received systematic teaching of word formation or phonics. 

Most of the students' vocabulary recitation situation is mechanized, which may make 

younger learners tired of vocabulary recitation.  

However, it is very important for beginners to cultivate their interest in vocabulary 

learning and develop the habit of vocabulary recitation, because the amount of vocabulary 

will directly affect the language learners' reading, listening and oral expression. Therefore, it 

is very important for the third-grade students to choose an appropriate vocabulary learning 

application, which will not only influence their interest in vocabulary learning, but also help 

with their vocabulary accumulation.  

The author puts forward the following research questions. What are the 

characteristics of the two selected vocabulary learning Apps, especially the characteristics of 

vocabulary presentation and vocabulary consolidation? How do these characteristics 

influence English beginners' vocabulary learning and recitation? 
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Definition of Terms 

 

Baicizhan App is a picture memorizing vocabulary software developed by Chengdu Chaoyouai 

Technology Co., Ltd. for English learning. The software provides pictures and examples for each 

word, making memorizing words a pleasure. In December 2019, the general office of China's 

Ministry of Education announced the first batch of educational app filing list and Baicizhan 

passed the filing (Wu, 2019). 

Mobile learning is a new digital learning method which uses wireless mobile 

communication network technology and unlimited mobile communication equipment to obtain 

educational information, resources, and services. Because of digital learning, mobile learning 

brings learners a new feeling of learning anytime and anywhere through the effective 

combination of mobile computing technology. Mobile learning is a future learning mode, or an 

indispensable learning mode for future learning (Ning, 2016). 

Vocabulary learning strategy is a branch of learning strategy, which refers to the process 

activities that English learners adopt to effectively understand, learn, memorize, and use English 

vocabulary. Vocabulary learning methods include word formation, context learning and 

situational learning (Wang, 2010). 

English Vocabulary App is a branch of English learning software. It is a kind of assistant 

learning software specially designed for users to recite English words and master vocabulary. 

Because the media is personal computer or mobile phone, the software of memorizing words has 

the intelligence and interactivity that other tools cannot achieve (Li, 2012).  

The Ebbinghaus Retention Curve, also known as the forgetting curve, shows the rate at which 

memories are lost over time. It is named after Hermann Ebbinghaus, a pioneering researcher of 

human memory. He showed that we start to forget items rapidly once we stop rehearsing the 
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material; then the rate of forgetting (or memory decay) slows. He also showed that the more time 

we initially spend rehearsing information, the less time it takes. (Sprenger, 1999). 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

This paper aims to compare and analyze language content, presentation methods, 

consolidation methods, corresponding courses, and vocabulary sources to help third-grade 

students and third-grade teachers choose a suitable vocabulary learning App. At the same time, 

the author hopes that this paper can be a helpful reference when software developers develop and 

improve vocabulary learning Apps.  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

The emergence of various English vocabulary Apps provides learners with a mobile 

learning method to learn vocabulary anytime and anywhere. More and more learners expect to 

learn vocabulary by using App. However, beginning learners in elementary schools in China do 

not know how to choose vocabulary Apps. As far as the current research on vocabulary Apps is 

concerned, although some researchers have conducted corresponding studies on the effectiveness 

and application status of vocabulary Apps, learners’ learning attitudes and learning effects, etc., 

the research on vocabulary Apps comparison and analysis is still less. However, it is very 

important for language learners to compare and analyze the various functions and features of 

vocabulary Apps. In addition, the author found that there are few related documents on 

vocabulary learning apps for primary school students. The reason for this phenomenon is that 

primary school teachers pay more attention to teaching students' knowledge rather than 

conducting academic research. However, the author studied the research on vocabulary learning 

apps launched in high schools and universities, and found that vocabulary learning apps are 
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effective for students' vocabulary learning, which is why the author uses third-grade elementary 

school students as the research object of this thesis. The purpose is to fill in the research of 

vocabulary learning apps for elementary school students on the market. Therefore, it is hoped 

that this paper can help third-grade English learners to choose an appropriate vocabulary learning 

App and learn English vocabulary more effectively. 

 

Methodology 

 

Case analysis method will be used to compare two English vocabulary Apps in China: the 

language content, presentation methods, consolidation methods, corresponding courses, and 

vocabulary sources. 
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Chapter II Review of Literature 

 

This chapter reviews the relevant literature on English vocabulary learning apps. It 

consists of three parts: the first part is the current situation of the research on English vocabulary 

learning app; the second part is current research status of the combination of English vocabulary 

learning APP and English teaching; and the third part is the summary part of literature review. 

 

Current Research on English Vocabulary Learning App 

 

Xu (2016) pointed out that existing English vocabulary learning Apps have the 

characteristics of rich content, taking word memory as the main body, but not lacking personality 

and strong interaction. Through the addition of vocabulary database, vocabulary e-books, lexicon 

setting, vocabulary tests, game training and other functions, it reflects the interesting and 

interactive features of English vocabulary learning App. In addition, when developing these 

English vocabulary learning Apps, the software company took Ebbinghaus Retention Curve as 

the design principle, and thus set up a variety of vocabulary learning methods, such as example 

sentence memory method, graphic learning method, and real context learning method. 

 Zhou (2016) confirmed that the vocabulary learning App uses the form of combining 

pictures with vocabularies, which is a tool for understanding the meaning of vocabularies. In 

other words, pictures, language media and the cultural environment of the user work together to 

help the user understand vocabularies. In addition, the English vocabulary learning App is also 

scientific and personal to the user's personal data management. The experiment of Barabadi and 

Khaiavi (2017) proved that scientific management and calculation of students’ vocabulary 

learning data has a very positive effect on students’ vocabulary learning, allowing students to 

better understand their own learning conditions and make timely adjustments. This meets the 
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individualized learning needs of students. Some vocabulary learning Apps also have learning 

auxiliary functions such as online thesaurus, learning progress view, review time setting, 

spiritual motivation, etc., which can theoretically better help students learn independently after 

class. Loewen initially discovered that almost everyone who uses Babbel has improved grammar 

and vocabulary. Nearly 60% of participants used Babbel to improve their oral English. In 

addition, he admitted that people can learn languages through apps and online learning systems, 

especially vocabulary and phrases. He also believes that these programs are better for beginning 

to low-intermediate students (Popiolek, 2020). Another study showed that although learning 

English through mobile phones is more convenient, English learning apps also have some 

problems. Many users believe that the professional content of the current English learning App 

still needs to be improved. Users indicate that there are too many choices of language learning 

apps on the market, which will cause users to choose apps regardless of focus. Users also believe 

that the accuracy of the App also needs to be improved (Wang, 2018). 

 

Current Research on the Combination of English Vocabulary Learning APP and English 

Teaching 

 

Liu and Li (2017) chose the scallop words App as the research object, and conducted a 

21-day test with students from a certain university in China as the research sample to compare 

the vocabulary learning effect of using English vocabulary learning App and that of not assisting 

vocabulary learning App. It is concluded that English vocabulary learning App has obvious 

advantages in students' vocabulary learning. Firstly, students can choose their own vocabulary e-

books and make vocabulary learning plans according to their own needs. At the same time, App 

can help students develop the habit of memorizing words imperceptibly. In addition, vocabulary 

learning app can record students' mastery scientifically. Xu (2016) chose the “do not memorize 
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words” App and conducted a one semester teaching experiment on 49 freshmen in a university in 

China to explore the actual effect of the vocabulary learning App. The results show that “no 

memorizing words” App can help students improve their vocabulary, enhance the effect of 

vocabulary memory, and enhance the diversity and uniqueness of students' vocabulary use.  

Davie and Hilber (2015) project (the attitude of engineering undergraduates at the 

University of Applied Sciences of South Westphalia on learning English vocabulary using the 

smartphone app Quizlet) examined mobile-assisted language learning (MALL). The study 

surveyed 68 students, and the results showed that almost all participants had a smart phone and 

were interested in using it in language learning. Among them, ten students were interviewed. 

They showed that using mobile learning word flashcards is a very effective and enjoyable 

learning method. 

 

Summary 

 

To sum up, English teachers have done some research on English vocabulary learning 

App and the combination of English vocabulary learning App and English teaching and achieved 

some research results. However, there are few comparative studies on English vocabulary 

learning App, let alone the analysis of vocabulary learning App with the third-grade students as 

the research sample. Therefore, the author takes the Leci App and Baicizhan App as the research 

objects, analyzes the advantages and disadvantages of these two vocabulary learning Apps for 

the third-grade primary school students' vocabulary learning, and finally provides the basis for 

reference for the third grade students and teachers in their choice of vocabulary learning App, 

and provides suggestions for the vocabulary learning App development companies. 
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Chapter III Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

This paper aims to compare and analyze the two vocabulary learning apps, and to find the 

suitable vocabulary learning app for the third-grade students, and hope to provide scientific 

advice for the developers of vocabulary learning app through this study. The following is a 

comparative analysis of the two apps based on the third-grade students. 

 

Comparative Analysis of the Language Content 

 

As far as vocabulary books are concerned, Baicizhan App only covers vocabulary books 

related to PEP textbooks and Cambridge KET / PET textbooks, while Leci app includes not only 

the two, but also Phonics, NEW CONCEPT ENGLISH (Youth Edition) and primary school 

English textbooks in other provinces of China. It can be seen that Baicizhan App is suitable for 

the-grade students whose English textbooks are PEP or Cambridge ket / PET, while Leci App 

vocabulary books are for the third-grade students in primary schools of various provinces in 

China. 

Comparison and Analysis of the Vocabulary Presentation Methods 

 

Take the word 'family” as an example. It is in the third-grade textbook. Leci App’s 

vocabulary presentation method is to directly present the Chinese meaning, memory pictures, 

example sentences and English vocabulary of the vocabulary on an interface. This presentation 

method is somewhat like the traditional English-Chinese dictionary, lacking interesting and 

gradual learning process. In contrast, the Baicizhan App will first show the user three pictures 

related to 'family' in sequence. The pictures will be displayed along with the pronunciation of the 

vocabulary, and then four Chinese vocabularies will be displayed. The user selects the Chinese 

meaning corresponding to 'family' among the four meanings. In other words, the word 



 

 

10 

 

presentation method of Baicizhan App is the image import method, allowing users to guess the 

meaning of the word based on the associated picture, instead of directly telling the user the 

corresponding Chinese meaning. The research of Feldman (2007) shows that the cognitive 

characteristic of the childhood population (7-12 years old) is a stage dominated by image-based 

logical thinking and cannot get rid of image-based thinking. The turning point from image-based 

thinking to formal computing thinking is fourth grade. It can be seen that the dominant thinking 

of third-grade students is still the stage of image-based logical thinking, and the vocabulary 

learning and recitation mode introduced by pictures is more in line with the learning 

characteristics of students at this stage. In general, the vocabulary presentation and learning 

mode of Baiczhan App is more suitable for third-grade students. 

Comparison and Analysis of the Consolidation Methods  

 

There are 9 different review methods in Baicizhan App. The nine review methods are 

divided into quick review (quick word listening, word self-check) and in-depth review (selecting 

English meanings, choosing Chinese words, choosing meanings by listening, filling in the blank 

spelling, combined spelling, complete spelling, fill-in-the-blanks). In other words, quick review 

is to check the user’s instantaneous memory, and in-depth review is to check the user’s long-term 

memory. These review methods of Baicizhan cover many aspects, namely vocabulary meaning, 

pronunciation and spelling. Leci App is divided into four review methods ---- calendar review, 

Ebbinghaus memory curve review, listening-learning, and quiz. Calendar review is based on the 

data generated by the user when learning vocabulary, and selects review words according to the 

personal learning calendar, so as to strengthen the consolidation of unfamiliar words and key 

words, and to some extent meet the personalized memory needs.  
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The Ebbinghaus memory curve is based on the Ebbinghaus forgetting curve. When the 

user's vocabulary memory reaches the time point of vocabulary forgetting, the vocabulary 

consolidation and recitation exercises are performed many times, thereby deepening the long-

term memory of the words. Listening-learning is a natural learning method that allows the brain 

to absorb vocabulary-related information through immersive listening to vocabulary and related 

example sentences. The quiz is divided into four stages, namely the user stage learning 25%, 

50%, 75% and 100% stage to test users in the form of 40 vocabulary examples. In general, Leci 

App is mainly aimed at reviewing vocabulary meaning, while Baicizhan App is more 

comprehensive, covering vocabulary meaning, pronunciation and spelling.  

The two apps also have their own characteristics in the way of vocabulary review. The 

Baicizhan App has more diversified forms of consolidation, which can improve users' 

enthusiasm for vocabulary review, while Leci App's vocabulary review method is more scientific 

and personal. This allows users to review vocabulary more specifically according to their 

individual learning situation. 

Comparison and Analysis of Corresponding Courses  

 

Leci App's courses for third year students include 'top 10 tips for memorizing words', 

'travel words' and 'watching American dramas to learn English'. Baicaizhan app is suitable for 

third-grade students, including 'oral cartoons' and' word animation '. These courses are not set 

according to the content of students' textbooks, but these courses can play an auxiliary role in 

students' Extracurricular English learning. In contrast, the course of Baicizhan App will be more 

popular with the third -grade students, because it combines the interests of the third-grade 

students ----  cartoons and animation, which can effectively let the students learn knowledge in 

entertainment. 



 

 

12 

 

Comparison and Analysis of Vocabulary Sources  

 

As far as the pronunciation of vocabulary is concerned, Baicizhan app only has the 

pronunciation of American English. The Leci app includes not only American English 

pronunciation, but also British English pronunciation. As for the phonetic alphabet, Baicizhan 

App does not set phonetic symbols, while Leci app provides not only English phonetic symbols 

but also American phonetic symbols. Therefore, in terms of vocabulary source, Leci App is 

better than Baicizhan App. Leci App has made cognitive preparation for the phonetic learning of 

the third-grade students in advance. At the same time, it has made the third-grade students realize 

earlier that there are two main English, American English, and British English. At the same time, 

these two kinds of English are different in phonetic, pronunciation, and writing and usage of 

individual words. 

Comparison and Analysis of Example Sentences 

The Baicizhan App does not show example sentences for the vocabulary learning of 

third-grade students. The Leci App has example sentences with corresponding vocabulary that 

are similar in difficulty to the textbook dialogue sentence, and some example sentences are even 

derived from the textbook. Taking the word ‘father’ as an example, the example sentence 

presented by Leci App is ‘He is my father.’, and the sentence ‘He’s my father.’ appears in the 

textbook of the second volume of the third grade. Yang’s research (2015) shows that students 

feel that the vocabulary context method is very helpful to improve their vocabulary learning 

interest, and feel that vocabulary learning is no longer boring, so it is feasible and effective to use 

context theory in primary school English vocabulary teaching. It can be seen that example 

sentences have a certain influence on students' vocabulary learning. Students can explore the use 

of the word in different contexts from the example sentences, rather than simply mastering the 
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meaning of the vocabulary and the pronunciation of the vocabulary. In terms of example 

sentences, Leci App creates a context for users by providing example sentences to help users 

learn and recite vocabulary.   

Comparison and Analysis of Incentive Mechanisms            

Baicizhan App allows different users to consolidate the vocabulary learned in the game 

through the vocabulary PK (Player Killing) game: Two-Person Word Contest Game. This type of 

competitive game can motivate users to learn vocabulary interest. At the same time, Baicizhan 

App can also create a vocabulary learning group. The user is a group, and through the mutual 

supervision of the members of the group, each member can complete the established vocabulary 

recitation task. Leci App is the same as Baicizhan App, and you can also create word learning 

groups. In addition, Leci App has other incentive mechanisms that are different from Baicizhan 

App. For example, check in for vocabulary recitation, that is, the user completes the daily 

vocabulary recitation task on the App according to the established vocabulary recitation plan 

every day. Leci App also has a very special incentive mechanism----remember words to receive 

cash activities. Users receive certain cash by completing daily vocabulary recitation tasks. In 

general, the incentive mechanisms of the Baicizhan App and Leci App are unique, and their goal 

is to allow users to develop the habit of reciting vocabulary. 

Conclusion 

The above two vocabulary learning apps have a huge user group, and they are both good 

vocabulary learning apps for third-grade students. If the third-grade students’ textbooks are PEP 

version, these two apps can be used. Users of other versions of textbooks should choose Leci 

App.  
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As far as the vocabulary learning method is concerned, if the user prefers a step-by-step 

vocabulary learning method, the Baicizhan App is more worthy of being selected. If users pay 

more attention to context-based vocabulary learning, then Leci App is even better. In terms of 

vocabulary review, if the user wants to consolidate the spelling of the vocabulary, only the 

Baicizhan App has the function of consolidating vocabulary spelling in these two apps. If the 

user wants a more scientific and humane vocabulary consolidation method, Leci App can be 

considered. It can be seen that these two vocabulary learning apps each have their own 

characteristics. It is also a good choice for users to combine these two apps together, so that they 

can use these two apps to suit their own functions according to their own needs.  

To sum up, the developers of Baicizhan App should add more vocabulary books for 

third-year students and need to add corresponding example sentences for the vocabulary. In the 

development of Leci App, vocabulary spelling should be considered in the consolidation of 

words, and the vocabulary presentation should be more interesting and gradual. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Reviewing the research of this paper, the author found that there are some limitations in 

the author’s study. The first limitation is that it only selected two vocabulary learning Apps as 

the research objects. There are many other vocabulary learning Apps on the market, which need 

to be studied and analyzed in future research. Secondly, due to the different development time, 

information technology and design concept of these two Apps, it may not be objective for the 

author to choose the same time point for analysis. Third, due to the limited ability of the author, 

there is no in-depth study of the two Apps from the technical point of view, so more reasonable 

improvement methods for developers from the perspective of software optimization design 
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should be included in future research. Lastly, the author did not track the users' usage, so it is 

impossible to investigate the users' feedback on the two Apps. 

After analyzing the limitations of this paper, the author suggests that future researchers 

who study vocabulary Apps should conduct research on multiple vocabulary apps. In terms of 

user experience, it is also very important to track the app usage of students and study their 

feedback. 
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