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Imagine learning a foreign language for free, 
seeing your efforts used in a real life context and 
contributing to one of the greatest human 
endeavors of all time. !Hard to imagine isn’t it. 
However, that is exactly what a new website 
www.duolingo.com is proposing. The project, 
initiated by a team from Carnegie Mellon 
University led by Luis von Ahn, proposes that 
subscribers to the website learn a new language 
(as yet only Spanish and German are available) 
and while they are doing so contribute their 
effort to translating the internet into languages 
other than English. “Language learners will make 
shocking translators” I hear you say, well the 
beauty of the project seems to be that it 
combines the work of multiple language learners 
to provide a high quality end product.
!
von Ahn, who has a history of such projects, 
estimates that 100000 users would take 5 weeks 
to translate a tiny percentage of the web, 
Wikipedia, and 1000000 would take only 80 
hours. Working up from this to other parts of the 
internet would open up reams of knowledge to 
the majority of the world who cannot access the 
massive quantity of information only currently 
available in English and therefore to English 
speakers. What is more, it would democratize 
the business of language learning which at 
present is only available to those who can pay, 
the rich. Put simply, this project aims to iron out 
many of the inequalities that keep the poor in 
financial, career and intellectual poverty.
!

The project website has been built and the full 
concept is in the process of being tested at the 
moment; it promises to usher in a revolution in 
language learning. Educators and students at 
Kanda may well ask what this has to do with 
them, apart from being a smart idea. Well there 
is no reason why educators should not 
recommend this resource to their students, it 
would give them a massive sense of achievement 
to be able to contribute to such a project and 
would give a new reality to the business of 
learning any one of the dozen or so languages 
taught here. The equipment we have on campus 
would easily be up to the task and the students 
could also engage on their mobile or smart 
phones, see the other paper in this issue by Tom 
Lockley for information on what experience the 
students have with technology and what their 
motivations and aspirations are.

Note: This is all breaking news to us. We first 
saw it on Dec.8 (posted Dec 6.) at the following 
TEDx cite:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
Ht4qiDRZE8&feature=relmfu
Take a look, it is worth 16 minutes of your time.

Our questions/challenges to you all are:

• How might we use this for students’ 
independent learning? 

• How could class or school projects be built 
around this so we can benefit others?
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