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KUBBEE 

RESOURCES FOR USING THE LANGUAGE APP ACROSS 3 LEARNING CONTEXTS 

RESOURCE 2: CONNECTING WITH THE COMMUNITY  

 

THE ISSUES 

The Roma Multilingual App project5 ‘Ro|M|App’ extends STEP’s research on digital media to 
promote community cohesion and inclusion and support educational pathways for the 
women of the European Roma community in Scotland6.  Our research demonstrated that 
language was the greatest barrier the women face daily to accessing services and engaging in 
school and wider community.   The research explored this further to reveal other 
contributory factors to access and inclusion: 

- As Romani is an oral language there were no formal resources to support 
interpreters and ESL teachers in supporting the women.  

- Roma women worry about dilution of their ‘native’ culture and ability to support 
their children’s education and their own language development when moving to 
Scotland7.   

- They wanted to learn English but had limited time and confidence. 

- They knew very little about the Scottish school system. 

- All women were confident users of smart phones which they could use flexibly to 
support home-based learning – fitting around domestic roles. Women realised 
and valued the potential for technology to support their language learning, and in 
the long-term, their inclusion into Scottish cultures.  

- The women would learn best with resources that were culturally relevant. 

- Co-production ensures cultural relevance, ownership and empowerment for the 
women within their own community. Future resource production must therefore 
be community-driven to ensure impact and uptake. 

- Existing resources such as off-the-shelf apps proved too reliant on text and were 
culturally unrecognizable to the women.  Many skewed towards travel/holiday 
rather than useful themes for the women’s everyday contexts such as school and 
communication with council/social services/housing. 

- The women suggested a customisable app with cultural icons as a solution. 
 

 

                                                      
5 http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/project/4864/  
6 http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/family-literacy-research/  
7 http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/family-literacy-tp/  

http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/project/4864/
http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/family-literacy-research/
http://www.step.education.ed.ac.uk/family-literacy-tp/
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HOW TO USE IN PRACTICE 

The app has dual purposes of language learning, and localised information on themes chosen 
by the women such as school, health, family and travel around the city.  It draws on 
functionality that supports independent learning.  Each section contributes to literacy and 
language development in a unique way, and targets and supports social situations which are 
specific to the user’s everyday lives.  These particular language options were chosen based 
on the school identifying the highest populations of Roma families in their schools from these 
countries.    

 

 ‘Lessons’ section 

Using a multiple-choice format with image and text, the user must select the correct English 
word as represented in the image prompt.  Vocabulary is built as they test and consolidate 
their knowledge.  Many do not attend language learning courses available in the local 
community due to their lack of confidence in their own literacy ability.  Gaining an 
understanding of basic words can help build a foundation for more formal language learning 
opportunities.     

 

‘Situations’ section 

Users learn useful phrases for specific situations in local contexts.  For example, the user will 
learn to ask for a single or return bus ticket or how to make an appointment at the doctors 
through written examples and audio recordings of the English phrases.  Written translations 
of the phrases are shown in Romanian, Slovak, Hungarian and Polish.  Learning these useful 
everyday phrases can facilitate more positive interactions and engagement with the 
community.  For example, with the confidence and knowledge of relevant phrases required 
for travel around the city, users can access new services, take their families to arts, culture 
and education contexts (galleries, clubs and societies, libraries).  Access to services in the 
wider community provides opportunities to further increase literacy and improve local 
knowledge.  The latter can greatly impact lifestyles as the women often reported that with 
lack of information and confidence, they feel they miss out on opportunities to save money 
(e.g. they use taxis on account of not knowing how to purchase bus tickets or alight at the 
correct stops) and seek better housing. 

 
 

The ‘Create a card’ feature 

Using flashcard templates, the women are able to design their own learning units in words 
and images.  To create a new flashcard, they input a word and the translation (this can be 
done with support from e.g. the EAL teacher), then upload an image from existing images on 
their phone or by taking a photograph using their camera app.  Learning vocabulary is more 
effective when the user can assign images they deem as most memorable and/or culturally 
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relevant to new words.  Each user’s language bank will continually grow in richness and 
complexity as they create new flashcards with new English words and phrases. Each user will 
create their own personalised learning pathways based on their specific needs and 
interactions.  

 

 

ADVANTAGES AND OUTCOMES 

OUTCOME 1: ACKNOWLEDGING AND RESPONDING TO MOBILITY 

The peripatetic nature of Roma culture has meant that many traditional or currently available 
modes of learning have been ineffective.  For example, attending language learning classes or 
resources requiring internet access (many Roma families do not have internet access in their 
homes) are not conducive to sustainable and consistent learning. 

The innovation offered by the app is that it responds to their movements.  It is carried and 
used across contexts, spaces and interactions. It can support, rather than challenge the 
learning process during unpredictable patterns of mobility.  The app is a learning tool which 
they can use when they return to their native countries, experience new contexts and 
situations.  Instead of knowledge transfer, the tool and content is generated by the learner, 
in this case the Roma women, who, due to the open and malleable nature of technology, are 
in infinite dialogue with the app.  The content is in a continuous state of evolution and fluidity 

A the content is authored by the women, it address their concerns about cultural dilution. 
Through the multimodal app (using photos, icons, words) they can maintain dual lives by 
enabling the flow of parts of home culture into new culture and vice versa. 

 

 

OUTCOME 2: RELATIONSHIPS AND ROLES IN SCHOOL  

The coproduction process and the app itself have been catalysts for positive relationship 
building between practitioners and parents, and between families and wider community in the 
following ways:  

- The women gained practical experience of being involved in education. 

- The women felt they had a voice to express ambitions and concerns about their 
children’s education and wellbeing as well as their own literacy development. 

- The women developed an understanding of the valuable roles they play within the 
school.  This includes identifying what their families’ educational needs are and 
acting on it and supporting the school share information among the community.   
There has been increased involvement in parent’s evenings and supervising trips. 
Many women now act as mentors for other parents. 

- Improved communication methods between parents and schools 
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- The app can support the development of foundational language skills and 
vocabulary necessary for accessing more formal learning opportunities and other 
support.  

- The women gained confidence in their own skills and ability to support their 
children’s literacy. 

 

 

OUTCOME 3: AGENTS OF CHANGE – BEYOND LANGUAGE LEARNING  

Empowerment 

As the driving force behind the change that improved their own situations, the 
women were empowered to have a voice, and understand its value and potential 
impact.  They felt more confident to permeate decision-making spaces.  

Self-generated solutions 

Issues faced by the community and potential solutions were identified by the 
women.  Community-driven change will result in more effective and sustainable 
impact. 

Authorship and ownership 

The app content is authored by, therefore ‘owned’ by the, women.  Authorship 
addresses the issues of low relevance9 and accessibility of content for minority 
groups.  With few (or no) opportunities to create content, there is little awareness 
of their abilities as makers, creators and contributors to majority discourse.  
Through the dialogic process the women came to realise they could have and 
should have a voice.  The unique opportunity to create digital content came with 
the realization that they could create their own solution to the barriers they had 
identified  (such as language and the confidence to access to services to improve 
this).  Community-driven change can ensure that digital technology is useful, 
relevant to the learners everyday lives, accessible, and sustainable. 

- Acknowledging stratification 

Unlike off the shelf apps, the app acknowledges and absorbs all forms of 
language; be it, colloquial language, different dialects, loan words, and all levels of 
formality.  The app has the potential to merge utterances and become a shared 
transcultural resource acknowledging and representing the multi-layered nature 
of language with each new utterance.  It therefore ‘dismantles the established 
hierarchy of literary language’ (Lachmann 2004:53).  The app is in essence a 
perfect example of how digital technology can disrupt power imbalance. 

                                                      
9 Relevance of digital content can be described as attractive, useful and relatable content.  
For example, it relates to individuals’ daily lives, culture or is in people’s main language: 
Facebook 2015 ‘State of Connectivity: A report on global internet access’ (Internet.org).   
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OUTCOME 4: CREATING DIALOGIC RESEARCH SPACES 

Social inclusion and empowerment through digital technology and new media is possible by:  

- Creating opportunities to produce digital content and to have impact on issues 
that affect individuals and create spaces and interactions that help them make 
valuable contributions. 

- Creating dialogic spaces and dialogic relations where power inequality is 
challenged and the above can happen.    

- The Roma women, or any other minority group, can begin to challenge 
exclusionary and monolingual practice in all aspects of life. Resulting in greater 
influencers and contributors to their communities.  

 

 
 


