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Product Type

IOS or Android App, instruction and drill

Language Reviewed

Arabic for English Speakers (Version 3.1)

Other products offered by Rocket Languages

French, German, Hindi, Italian, Japanese,
Korean, Mandarin Chinese, Portuguese,
Russian, Spanish, English for Spanish
Speakers, English for Japanese Speakers,
and English for Speakers of Other Languages

Level

One level offered in Arabic app

Activities

Vocabulary, grammar, cultural instruction,
pronunciation drilling

Media Format

Smart-phone based

Hardware Requirements

6.7 MB, iOS 7.1 or later, compatible with
iPhone, iPad, and iPad Touch, or Android;
web-based program also available.

Supplementary Software

Full access to app granted through purchase of online material

Documentation

Rocket Languages Arabic (online) allows
most files to be downloaded and includes
a PDF “The Rocket Languages Guide to
Explosive Language Learning,” explaining
its theoretical foundation.

Price

Free smart phone app grants access to first
unit, remaining units through membership (to online material), $149.95 for online
lifetime access, or $299.95 for the 20CD set
per level and online access.

Affiliation
Ohio State University, Columbus, OH 43210, United States.
email: anderson.2299@osu.edu
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General Description
Rocket Arabic is a language and culture learning app designed to teach Colloquial Egyptian Arabic. The app focuses on oral over written communication,
yet includes lessons on the formation of Arabic script letters and numbers. The
app relies on a Romanized transliteration of Arabic which substitutes numbers
for orthographic representation of Arabic letters for which an English equivalent does not exist (e.g. 7 for ح, 3 for )ع. Such a system is common among Arab
youth who navigate Latin-text based technologies with such transliterations.
The app is divided into eight thematic units that treat issues relevant for visiting Egypt. Each unit is divided into three sections: Interactive Audio Lessons,
Language and Culture Lessons, and Writing. Within each section, there are 15
lessons, for a total of 120, that users can choose at will.
Rocket Arabic was intended for individual users rather than for classroom
use. The core of each lesson is a dialogue between native speakers, which is
deconstructed into individual lexical items after an initial playing. Oral repetition and flash card memorization are the primary activities. Insights into
Egyptian language and culture are provided, as is space for the user’s notes (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1: Cultural notes explained in English use photos followed by a space for user
notes
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Evaluation
Technological Features
While a web-based program is available, the program reviewed is a smartphone app, which requires 6.7 MB of available memory and at least iOS 7.1
or later. It is reported that more features are available in the desktop version
and also that many of the comments in this review will be addressed in the
updated version of the app. The program is compatible with the iPhone, iPad,
iPad Touch, and Android. Loading times will vary upon the user’s internet
connectivity.
The design of the app allows users to easily navigate to the desired lesson.
Two tabs appear at the top: “Lesson” and “Rating.” However, once users select
the Rating feature, they are redirected to a page with the following five activities. Since this selection is not available from the main dashboard, an updated
version should consider using rename/restructure for clarity.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Hear It Say It! focus on pronunciation
Know it! read and record a phrase in Arabic
Write it! write what they hear in Arabic
Play it! users take part in communication with the app
Quiz

In theory, the ability to rate each section would allow users to evaluate their
own comprehension and/or production using a color-scheme rating, and track
this rating on the dashboard, signaling their need to revisit difficult items. The
color-difficulty ratings, however, only appear on the dashboard once the entire
exercise has been completed and rates an entire section (Know It!, Write It!,
etc.). This means that individual parts that need revision go unmarked. Currently, when a user revisits a quiz, a glitch seems to prevent the user from
accessing the correct answers, or at least for iPhone 5S users.
Flashcard exercises constitute the primary tasks of the app, drilling the
user’s ability to orally repeat aural utterances, to type aural utterances, to translate English words into oral Arabic, and to translate English written words into
Romanized Arabic written forms (via multiple choice).
One opportunity for improving the app in future versions is in the speaking and listening activities—a visual depiction of the sound waves of the native
speaker’s pronunciation of the target word is given, but no comparison is available between it and the user’s pronunciation. In this case, the pedagogical usefulness of the sound waves seems minimal (see Figure 2). In general, the user’s
reliance on self-evaluation and the app’s lack of corrective feedback on the
user’s speaking and writing limit the user’s learning.
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Figure 2: The user rates individual components using a color-difficulty level, but the
ratings don’t reappear

An instance in which the sound waves are helpful is during dialogues
between the user playing a role and the recording, since the waves signal the
user to speak. Another option would be to have the text automatically scroll as
the dialogue progresses (see Figure 3).
The app could further maximize the capability of smart-phone technology.
For example, the app’s video-based instruction on the formation of Arabic letters and numbers does not allow users to practice creating the target form on
the smart phone’s touch screen. Also, the app does not link to any online content; doing so might create more engaging lessons.
Unfortunately, some of the helpful features of the online software for Rocket
Arabic are absent from the app, such as a video tour of the software, information bubbles that clarify each activity, and a user discussion forum. One pedagogically useful feature of the online software yet absent from the app is the
ability to create personalized vocabulary lists for further study by merely clicking on any word anywhere in the lesson. Furthermore, badges are awarded for
completing a section, which can be viewed by visiting the company’s webpage
rather than within the app, and no lesson goals are stated for each section as
in other programs. Currently, no interactivity between fellow users is available. Should users encounter glitches, they are instructed to leave feedback
and receive a response within two business days via email.
Activities (Procedure)
Users can begin by selecting an Interactive Audio Lesson, gaining access to
an audio segment (that can be paused and is presented at different speeds)
of two native speakers reading a dialogue. The recording is deconstructed
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Figure 3: Using the sound wave when dialoguing with the recording: the flat line
signals the user’s turn

into separate segments and represented textually in English, Arabic in Arabic
script, and Romanized Arabic. Users can select a particular line from the dialogue to view in isolation (choosing among the aforementioned scripts), can
listen to the recording, or can record their own speaking. A later section presents a role-playing option, with each of the roles missing to allow the user to
speak. The “Extra Vocabulary” section encourages more exposure to target
vocabulary (via reading, listening, and speaking opportunities).
Meaning plays no part in Write it!. The user practices typing an Arabic
phrase or records him/herself, though this seems unnecessary in a writing section. Learners can watch videos of writing Arabic script, but merely watching
letters being produced is insufficient for acquiring this skill. A count is kept of
words/phrases remaining; however, the phrases in Write It! can be long and
burdensome (see Figure 4). Once completed and rated, the user is in fact able
to return to this section for further practice. It is thus unlikely that this app
alone will move users toward being able to form the Arabic script.
In Know It!, users record themselves translating an English phrase into
Arabic. In Play It!, users role-play either of the two parts of the central dialogue, choosing both the difficulty of the part to play which reflects the changes
in omission of various prompts. The Quiz section presents five multiple choice
questions in English asking for the written translation of a target English word
before presenting the correct answers.
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Figure 4: Phrases in Write It! are cumbersome to type in Romanized Arabic, and will
likely intimidate true beginners

The Language and Culture sections are where the most learning occurs.
Learners encounter individual grammatical components (e.g., personal pronouns, possessive suffixes, verb tenses, etc.), though in a format that is systematic but decontextualized. The section also offers practical insights via English
explanations of Egyptian/Arabo-Islamic culture, such as greeting etiquette
or the difference between formal/colloquial Arabic. The problematic issue of
scripts again resurfaces in the lesson on possessive suffixes, as the user sees
the Arabic scripted suffixes attached to the words “book” and “mother” but
has no knowledge of the example nouns to which these suffixes (“ ”باتكand
“ )”مأattach, nor knowledge of how these letters in Arabic script do or do not
connect. Thus, the learning is obstructed and the presence of Arabic script
apparently useless. Furthermore, after the lesson, there is no application task in
which the acquired tools are used towards a greater, meaningful end. The user,
it seems, is supposed to make the logical connection that the possessive suffixes
are used in the core dialogue through expressions such as “How are you?”
Nonetheless, for a student with strong memorization skills, it is possible to
acquire an amount of and familiarity with Egyptian Arabic. For this reason,
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this app could serve as a strong supplement for a user with a foundation of
Arabic language that is seeking to acquire proficiency in Egyptian Arabic for
travel purposes. Since no tasks necessitate writing in the Arabic script, the app
will fail to develop the user’s writing abilities or grammar.
Teacher Fit (Approach)
Arabic is a diglossic language; a highly valued variety of language is taught
in schools, which no one speaks natively, while a low variety is used in conversations (Bassiounney, 2009). Focusing exclusively on the pronunciation of one and not the other will hinder the learner’s ability to perform in
diverse settings. As for writing, native English speakers must master many
new skills to be proficient: recognize four shapes for each letter, learn specific rules governing letters’ connecting, and reorient the script from right
to left (Stevens, 2006). Initial lessons in the app sidestep these challenges
through reliance on a Romanized Arabic script. Doing so may temporarily
solve the issue of representing phonemes that do not exist in English, but it
may introduce new obstacles, such as confusing the learner’s emergent interlanguage through the mixing of numbers for letters. This is underscored by
the app’s inconsistent treatment of “”ء, which is represented at times as “2,”
and at other times as “ ‘ ”. Mapping aural Arabic onto Romanized Arabic
textual representations will realistically be of little applicable value outside
of texting with Egyptian teenagers.
According to the Type of Processing Resource Allocation (TOPRA)
model, which the reviewer supports, overloading learners with information
may hinder their ability to process input (Barcroft, 2012). In this view, the
app’s simultaneous display of the English, Arabic, and Romanized Arabic
textual representations occurring concurrent with the aural presentation
may scatter the learner’s processing resources, possibly hindering vocabulary learning. Also, the learner will surely note the app’s lack of images,
which renders it somewhat monotonous but nonetheless consistent with
research findings that pictorial elucidation offers little help in retaining linguistic forms, and may even distract (Boers, Piquer Piriz, Stengers, & Eyckmans, 2009).
Rocket Arabic implements the audiolingual method (ALM), the central tenets of which are reflected in the app’s patterned drills that have dialogue memorizations and minimal explanation (Chastain, 1976). ALM is
not accommodating for the wide variety of differing learner types and preferences (Omaggio Hadley, 2001). Research on Arabic listening comprehension demonstrated that prelistening activities that activate the learner’s
previous subject knowledge significantly improve comprehension (Elkhafaifi, 2005). Unfortunately, the app offers no such activity. Rocket Arabic
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also lacks concluding lesson activities in which the learner can apply the
newly acquired skill in a meaningful way using their own input. Furthermore, that no feedback is offered on the user’s vocalizations limits a learner’s progress, and ironically runs counter to the software’s belief that direct,
interruptive corrective feedback is best, as stated in its companion guide
(p. 43). Regarding cultural learning, some form of assessment, even if a
conventional test, would reinforce learning if created properly (Ryding,
2013). The app’s use of space for the user’s note taking is one pedagogically grounded strategy for addressing the cognitive and affective aspects
of learning Arabic (El Essawi, 2006).
The app’s systematic presentation of grammar succeeds in creating for the
user an interlingual identification, or the realization that aspects of the L1 and
L2 are similar (Odlin, 2003). Nevertheless, the app’s deconstruction of expressions into individual components may negatively influence the learner’s interlanguage development, leading to simplifications of individual components
(Ortega, 2009). For example, the quotidian expression ( هللال دمحلاAlhamdulila or “Thanks be to God,” used to convey “I’m fine!/All is well!”), is parsed
“( دمحلاpraise/ thanks”) and “( لالto the”). Without further explanation, learners may take مدحلا, which actually conveys gratitude to interlocutors, incorrectly. Rather than parsing, exposure to unexplained chunks “is an appropriate
way for a learner to learn a single, undifferentiated unit of what might be considered two to three words by a native speaker before s/he is able to unpack
the unit into its individual components” (Gass, 2006, p. 24). Lastly, culturally
loaded expressions, especially those with reference to God, deserve a deeper
explanation. It is highly likely that the mere literal translation will deceive,
resulting in the learner’s failing to comprehend a phrase’s usage in a given context (Taha, 2006).
Learner Fit (Design)
The app’s repetitions and recording capabilities are well-suited for the “good
language learner,” who has been characterized as an individual wanting to
try out their new knowledge, monitoring their production, paying analytical
attention to form and meaning, and constantly practicing (Rubin, 1975). Individuals who lack one or more of these traits may find the app overly repetitive or not sufficiently rich. Students have the freedom to order their own
studying and to return to all previously studied items as desired, pending the
aforementioned quiz glitch. If the app were to follow the principles of InputBased Incremental Vocabulary Instruction (Barcroft, 2012), activities would
progress from less to more cognitively demanding, which would locate the
role-play at the conclusion rather than the less cognitively demanding Quiz
section, as is currently the case.
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Summary
If one enters “Arabic Language Learning and Software” into a Web search,
one will encounter at least 795,000 hits, which demonstrates the wide array of
options available to the Arabic learner (Ditters, 2006, p. 245). The program is
essentially a dialogue-driven flashcard program that focuses heavily on aural
drills and oral production. A true beginner may encounter difficulty in navigating between Arabic portrayed in Romanized script vs. that in Arabic script.
Although Rocket Arabic offers the user many occasions to hear the target
dialogue and incorporated vocabulary, the user may find monotonous its lack
of variation and overdependence on memorizing phrases. Furthermore, the
user’s inability to be creative with the acquired words/structures will develop
the user’s receptive rather than productive skills, thus constraining the overall
learning. Incorporating more of the online material’s positive features into the
app will be a step in the right direction. Although marketed for the true beginner, Rocket Arabic would be best utilized by an individual with proficiency in
an Arabic dialect or as a supplement to a more comprehensive program.
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