
BACKGROUND: A LACK OF 
OPPORTUNITY TO PRACTISE 
SPOKEN ICELANDIC
Many migrants experience the lack of opportunities in practicing 
spoken Icelandic L2 in Iceland. This phenomenon tends to equally 
include areas within and outside of the capital region, thus having 
an effect on both short-term visitors, e.g., exchange students, 
tourists, short-term workers, and on long-term migrants living 
in the country. The tendency of locals to switch to English when 
speaking to foreigners seems to be a common phenomenon in the 
Nordic countries (Kristinsson, 2020).

For this reason, there have been several attempts made to 
increase learners’ exposure to spoken language practice through 
online computer games or other projects involving locals in a 
face-to-face conversation. This poster presents the development 
of one such attempt: TALA!U!, a mobile application aiming to 
assist with spoken language practice in Icelandic L2.
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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: 
UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS 
OF LANGUAGE LEARNERS
The development of this app follows a human-centered 
methodology (Buchanan, 2001), whereby potential users take part 
in the research and design of the solution.

The first stage involved a qualitative deep-method user needs 
study conducted with nineteen participants. Selective sampling 
method was used to collect data from migrants from fourteen 
different countries living in Iceland.

2.2. User needs
Thematic analysis was used, which indicated five core needs that will drive the design of the learning 
app. The key one is around finding meaningful connection and breaking the first barrier and moving 
beyond superficial interactions with Icelandic speakers.

2.3 Learners’ profiles
The needs analysis based on semi-structured interviews with participants also helped to indicate 3 main 
learner profiles, based on their mindsets and journeys. The design of the app will use these profiles to 
both personalise and maximise the learner experience.

APP DESIGN
The main goal is to encourage learners to have real-life 
conversations with Icelandic speakers by accomplishing 
conversational missions. While using the app, the 
learner will be able to personalise their journey by 
choosing a level, set a daily time for practice, and select 
topics they want to grow their confidence in.

Each day, they will then be sent new vocabulary, 
common phrases and cultural cues relevant to their 
chosen topics. Finally, they will be pushed to practise by 
immersing themselves in the real-life environment while 
interacting with local speakers using spoken language.

The communicative approach, task-based learning, 
and role-play are the main learning approaches used in 
the app. The app will use gamified features and reward 
learners for building confidence in speaking by fulfilling 
individualised tasks. 

TALA!U! 
Assessing learners’ needs for developing a 
mobile app for practicing spoken Icelandic L2

LEARN THROUGH 
CONVERSATION

Practise Icelandic 
conversation skills and learn 
by immersing yourself in the 

language and interacting 
with Icelandic speakers.

LEARNING THAT FITS 
AROUND YOUR LIFE

Personalise your learning 
journey and practise a little 
bit everyday, based on what 

is realistic for you.

AN APP
that helps you set yourself 

real world missions and 
cheers you on as you 

complete them.

User journey

PERSONALISE YOUR 
JOURNEY

You create your own 
learning journey by 
picking a series of 
topics and a level. 

FROM PRACTICE...

You set your own time fo 
daily practice. You get given 
conversation tips, vocabulary 
and memory exercises around 
the topic you are currently 
studying. 

SEE YOUR PROGRESS
You unlock the next level 
as you complete your 
missions. 

... TO REAL LIFE
You get daily (or weekly) 
missions to put into practice 
what you have learned. 
This can only be done through a 
real conversation in Icelandic.
You can choose from a menu 
of suggested missions or set 
your own (eg: order a coffee in 
Icelandic or ask your father in 
law about his childhood)

CONNECTION 
Players have to 
engage in real 

conversations with 
Icelandic speakers. 

CLARITY
Players are given 

conversation 
building blocks that 

they can directly 
put in practice.

GROWTH 
Players stay 

motivated because 
they can tick tasks 

off the list and have 
to conquer different 
areas of the game.

CONFIDENCE
Players grow 

their confidence 
by achieving real 
tasks beyond the 

classroom.

CONVENIENCE
Players are 

encouraged to 
keep learning daily, 

and can choose 
how much time to 

commit.

2.1. Participants breakdown

19
participants

26%
(5) outside 
Höfu"bor-
garsvæ"i"

42%
(8) have 

school age 
children

37%
(7) in a 

relationship with 
an Icelander

37%
(7) have lived in 
Iceland for less 

than a year

47%
(9) use Icelandic 

in everyday in 
their work

16%

21%

74%
(14) spoke 2 or more 
languages fluently 

before learning 
Icelandic

32%
(6) self-learnersFrom: Canada+India: 1 / 

Croatia: 1 / France: 1 /  Germany: 3 
/ Iran: 1 / Kenya: 1 / Lithuania: 1 / 

Palestine: 1 / Poland: 1 / Portugal: 1 
/ Singapore: 1 / Syria+Venezuela: 2 / 

Venezuela: 2 / Spain: 2 /

(3) have lived in 
Iceland 10 years 

or more

(4) had no 
English

26% 
(5) came as 

refugees

CONNECTION
meaningfully 

connect 
to Icelandic 
people and 

society 

GROWTH
stay 

motivated 
and see 

progress

CLARITY
understand 

how the 
language 

works

CONFIDENCE
find flow and 
let go of their 

inner critic

CONVENIENCE
learn flexibly, 
in a way that 

works around 
their life

WITH CAUTION
MINDSET

• I have a solid base, but don’t have 
the confidence to speak unless I 
know I can handle it perfectly.

• The grammar overwhelms me 
if I’m not taught in a structured, 
step-by-step way.

• I don’t feel I can be my full self 
when I speak Icelandic - I want 
people to see me for who I am.

FEELINGS 
TO AVOID

FEELINGS TO 
RE!CREATE

Anxiety 
Frustration

Achievement
Clarity
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Peaks of confidence 
happen during 

language classes but 
hard to maintain.

Low points often 
happen when 

it’s ‘physically 
impossible’ to 

maintain learning.
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It’s often a bumpy 
road with emotional 

highs and lows.

“I studied so hard at first, like, 
many hours per day, and I was so 
disappointed that it was not faster 
and I thought that anybody could 
speak any language after one year in 
the country. I kind of felt ashamed.”

“It was just not possible because 
of my personal circumstances. 
I just couldn’t put the focus that 
was required, and the time and 
the energy. It’s so consuming to 
learn a language.”

DIVING IN
MINDSET

• I try, even if I don’t speak perfectly. 
I’ve learned to be ok with making 
mistakes.

• I need a real motivation so dive 
into situations where I have no 
choice but speaking Icelandic.

• Grammar is boring so don’t talk to 
me too much about it, I’ll pick it up.

• I like to absorb the language 
through various mediums - 
everything is an opportunity to 
learn: books, radio, tv, youtube 
ads, groceries, etc.

FEELINGS 
TO AVOID

FEELINGS TO 
RE!CREATE

Boredom
Stagnation

Curiousity
Immersion
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There is 
sometimes a 
long period of 

slow incremental 
progress.

Sustained peaks 
correspond 
to language 

immersion rather 
than courses (eg: 

taking a job in 
Icelandic)

The main 
motivation is to 
communicate. 

Mistakes are part 
of the journey.
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“When we are with 
Icelanders, we try to 
speak. It doesn't matter if 
it's good or wrong, we try. 
They say we speak more 
than people that have 
been here for 5 years.” 

“I started working at the 
kindergarten in a small village. 
There is no place to hide behind, 
to escape. You just are thrown 
into Icelandic. So that was 
where my confidence raised. It 
was a rapid growth. 

DIPPING A TOE
MINDSET

• I feel like I’m right at the start 
of a long and hard journey!

• I’m quite isolated and 
don’t have many Icelandic 
connections to practise 
with, so I feel completely 
overwhelmed. 

FEELINGS 
TO AVOID

FEELINGS TO 
RE!CREATE

Loneliness
Overwhelm

Connection
Encouragement
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There’s often a 
slowing down after 

a period of rapid 
growth, generally 
when confronted 

to grammar.
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“When I moved here, I was very 
excited and I was more confident 
in trying to speak. But shortly 
after that, I was a little bit 
frustrated. I was kind of shy and 
maybe anxious to talk. 
I realised that I’m at the very 
beginning.”
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