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IdeoMania and Gamification add-ons for App Dictionaries

Caruso V.,1 Monti J., 1 AndrisaniΑ., 1 Beatrice B., 1 Contento F., 1 De Tommaso Z., 1 Ferrara F.,1
Menniti A.1

1 University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’, Italy

Abstract
The paper outlines the main features of a lexicographic mobile game developed by a group of students during a coding course. The app 
is a learning resource for Italian idioms based on pictorial strategies and theoretical assumptions from phraseological research. Special 
attention is also given to the pedagogical methodology (Challenge Based Learning or CBL) used during the course and its specific
improvements for supporting Humanities students in learning coding topics. Learners actually work in groups to develop an app 
project on a topic they feel passionate about, so they are urged to acquire coding and specific content knowledge on the subject of their 
interest.
Challenge Based Learning is intended to be a flexible learning framework which can be used to improve students’ knowledge in the
electronic lexicography field due to an ongoing process of reflecting, researching and testing innovative solutions before releasing the 
final prototype. As an example, the type of gamification elements provided by IdeoMania can be added to any kind of lexicographic 
tool.

Keywords: Lexicographic Apps; Lexicography Learning Programs; Lexicography and Language Technologies; Phraseology and 
Collocation; Reports on Lexicographical and Lexicological Projects

1 Introduction
This paper reports on the main features and functionalities of IdeoMania, a mobile application for learning Italian idioms 
based on pictorial strategies and theoretical assumptions from phraseological research. Another topic of interest lies in the
methodological framework used for its development, which can be used more extensively in lexicography since it offers 
learning strategies for improving lexicographic knowledge and skills among students.
IdeoMania has been developed during the four-weeks of L’Orientale Apple Foundation (or LOR Foundation1), a course 
in programming and app development for Humanities students held at the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’ (Monti & 
Caruso 2019). A special pedagogical method, called Challenge Based Learning (or CBL, Nichols et al. 2016), supports 
beginners in coding with learning the necessary IT skills for releasing an app prototype at the end of the course hours. The 
learning strategy relies on students’ involvement in investigating an issue by which they feel challenged and thus willing 
to offer solutions with an app tool.

2 Gamification and Lexicography
IdeoMania is based on gamification principles with the aim to develop an effective and funny tool to engage people in 
learning a foreign language, with special reference to its idioms. Gamification is generally understood as the use of game 
elements in situations which are not considered as a game or don’t have game-like features (Deterding et al. 2011: 10). 
The effect of educational games on language learning, together with their impact on affective learning outcomes and 
knowledge has been widely analyzed (Hung et al. 2018). Only very recently digital game-based learning has been used in 
the field of e-lexicography (Mihaljević 2019): an analysis of existing educational games and their gamification elements 
on lexicographic sites shows that only a small percentage of online dictionaries employs gamification to engage its 
users. Besides, the use of gamification in dictionary apps as an effective support in vocabulary learning is still an 
under-researched field, although apps are used by an increasing number of language learners as is demonstrated by the 
success of Memrise or Duolingo apps. Dehghanzadeh and collegues (2019) provide a systematic review of 22 
contributions dating from 2008 through 2019 where positive effects of gamification were reported on learners’ learning 
experiences and their learning outcomes.

3 IdeoMania: a Game for Learning Idioms
IdeoMania is the beta version of a stand-alone application which will also be available as an add-on to a mobile idiom 
dictionary for foreign speakers (Caruso et al. 2019). The game uses lexicographic descriptions contained in the dictionary 
entries which, in turn, will provide direct access to the game activities of IdeoMania. The software has been localized in 
English therefore other language versions can be released promptly and make idiom learning more accessible to less 
proficient speakers of Italian.

1 For further information on the course and images on the hig-tech classroom: https://lorientalefoundationprogram.wordpress.com.
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3.1 The Idiomoji Game Mode
Two different quiz modes are provided by the tool: one for learning new idioms and one for doing exercises by means of 
a recall activity. The first game is called Idiomoji and uses emoji to depict the literal meaning of idioms, the second is 
Sfidioms (from ‘sfida’ the Italian word for ‘challenge’) and is an interactive game to challenge friends on idioms.
The Idiomoji home page view is made up of face-down idiom cards. By tapping on one, players discover an idiom (see
fig. 1) and try to guess its literal meaning using the emojis better suited to this aim among a selection provided on the 
screen. For example, fig. 1 shows the translation into emojis of “mettere la mano sul fuoco” (lit. “to put the hand on a
fire”, figurative meaning “to be sure about a statement or piece of information because it is definitely true”), consisting in 
a pictorial representation of the four content words of the idiom, as is also required by the system (“component words to 
be guessed: 4”).
This game has been inspired by Pinocchio in emojitaliano (Chiusaroli et al. 2017), an experiment of translation of the
famous Italian novel into emoji carried out on Twitter thanks to the emojitaliano bot on Telegram (Monti et al. 2016), 
which has proved the interest of app users in translation activities based on emojis.

Fig. 1: Translation into emojis of the 
idiom “mettere la mano sul fuoco”

Fig. 2: Guessing the idiom metaphorical 
meaning

Fig. 3: Idiom card of “mettere la mano 
sul fuoco”

Once the correct translation is guessed, players get access to a second quiz on the current meaning of the expression, 
where they are asked to select one metaphorical meaning out of four semantic explanations, as fig. 2 shows.
In the end, when the correct answer is given, a lexicographic card is unlocked (fig. 3). This card, stored in a collection 
accessible anytime by the user, displays the metaphorical meaning of the idiom, its origins and possible equivalents in the 
player’s native language.

3.2 Sfidioms: a Role-play Activity to Make Practice with Idioms
The second game mode of IdeoMania is a practice activity to support idiom learning. In Sfidioms (fig. 4) players are 
asked to write down the idioms they come up with by looking at an emoji displayed on the screen. The quiz can be used as 
a single or multiplayer game to make the learning experience more entertaining.
Although the graphical user interface and the layout design still need to be improved, the app functionalities are fully 
implemented and the tool is going to be tested to assess both usability and the aforementioned learning function of the 
emojis to depict the idiom lexical structure.

4 Learning Idioms, Phraseological Theory and Possible Future Developments
The twofold quiz structure of Idiomoji is not only aimed at teaching a number of idioms but also at boosting 
metalinguistic awareness about the key features of their meaning, i.e. the literal and the figurative components, because 
these expressions “do not point to the target concept directly but via a source concept” (Dobrovol’skij & Piirainen 2005: 
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40) using metaphorical, metonymic or synesthetic strategies. The literal meaning is responsible for different semantic and 
formal restrictions, as Dobrovol’skij & Piirainen (2005) remark, therefore the two semantic components are both relevant 
to be proficient with this type of phrasemes. Besides, the guessing activity necessary for matching single words and 
pictograms not specifically created for this aim, such as emojis, is expected to be engaging but needs specific testes to 
assess its effectiveness as a learning strategy.
Nonetheless, drawings and illustrations have proved to be beneficial for idiom learning, as reported by Szczepaniak & 
Lew (2011) who claim that the positive effect can be explained in terms of the dual coding theory (Paivio 1986: 53-83): 
acquiring visual and verbal information at the same time facilitates comprehension and long-term retention because the 
depth of processing increases memorization. However, Boers (2009) reports on a distraction effect produced by pictures 
when learners must cope with unfamiliar and difficult words in the idiom lexical structure. In such instances, it is to be 
expected that the word-by-word translation methodology used in Idiomoji is beneficial to the learners. 

Fig. 4: Sfidioms quiz mode of IdeoMania

5 The Pedagogical Framework
The study of the existing literature on idiom learning has also been carried out by the LOR Foundation students for 
defining the core concept of IdeoMania. Their findings were discussed during review sessions with the course “mentors”, 
experts who guide the learning process with the three-step phases of the CBL framework, called “Engage”, “Investigate”,
and “Act” respectively. Each phase provides a set of instructions for transforming broad topics, called “Big Ideas”, into 
concrete and actionable app challenges. Following the constructivist assumption of learning by doing (Papert & Harel 
1997; Sandholtz et al. 1997), the Challenge Based Learning urges students to build up autonomously the necessary 
knowledge on a topic they are passionate about to come up with an app solution for it. Teachers act as “mentors” in the 
learning process and are responsible for its success.

5.1 From Engagement to Action
The learning process starts with the Engage phase, during which students group together to work on a topic of common 
interest. Interactive brainstorming activities allow them to explore a closed set of broad ideas addressing humanities 
issues and turn them into a real-world problem with which students feel connected and, thus, urged to find an informed 
solution.
As an example, the IdeoMania project started from the broad theme of “Set phrases for making communication more 
effective” which was investigated by the IdeoMania team with the following “essential questions” (Nichols et al. 2016): 
How can idiom learning be improved? Which are the cognitive processes involved in memorizing idioms in other 
languages? What kind of difficulties have we faced, as learners, in learning idioms? What could be of help for students 
like us to learn idioms?
The Investigate phase starts from a “Challenge”, or a question which urges participants to study the chosen topic
thoroughly. For example, the IdeoMania developers started with the following: “Can idiom learning become fun using 
images?”.
Team members set out on a research phase (or “Investigate”) guided by a list of key topics (or “Guiding questions”) for 
finding valuable solutions to the challenge. They chose resources (questionnaires, web sites, scientific papers, interviews 
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with experts and so on) and planned the necessary actions to come up with an effective “Solution Concept”, like the 
following, written for IdeoMania:

Our idea is an app in which people can play with idioms using their pictorial representation. Our app will consist of two 
game modes: a single player mode and a team mode in real life. The team mode will make the game more challenging and 
fun also for native speakers who might be interested in playing games with their own language.

As soon as the app idea is outlined, teams start developing their tools in the so-called “Act” phase by using the same 
strategies commonly adopted in the design field. 

5.2 Designing, Coding and Prototyping
App development during the Act phase is mostly concerned with UI (User Interface) and graphic design solutions to 
make for an effective app. Students attend design lessons throughout the course and learn the basic components of the 
screen layout (alignment, grids, proximity etc.), its textual contents (titles, labels, buttons) and the hierarchy between 
typographic elements by doing practical activities like dissecting existing apps or drawing sketches of their own projects.
The first prototype is released by assembling screens originally drawn on paper and transforming them into an interactive 
mockup with fast prototyping tools like Marvel.
Coding lessons are also focused on implementation of UI components. After the first introductory hours on coding basics 
(i.e. constants, variables and operators) more complex topics (i.e. delegates or protocols) are explained to add basic UI 
components to the app, like dynamic cells of table views (see Human Interface Guidelines).
Creative design sessions and coding “nano-challenges” alternate with reviews and presentations of mockups. Mentors are 
generally the first users to test the app prototypes, but students are also encouraged to experiment their results with 
colleagues, friends, field-experts or whatever type of user outside the classroom. Given the immersive experience of the 
LOR classes, which last seven hours a day for four weeks, students receive daily feedback from mentors on their ideas and 
design solutions, prototyping is therefore a continuous workflow throughout the course.
As a closing remark, it should be outlined how IdeoMania testifies to new possible approaches to disseminating 
lexicographic knowledge by means of technology learning programs. The adopted framework is a standard methodology 
which can be adjusted both for teaching special programs in electronic lexicography or even for single lexicographic 
activities during class hours at any school level.
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