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Abstract 

Teaching English as a second language (ESL) has evolved dramatically, favoring more flexible, 

adaptive, and learner-centered approaches over rigid, conventional methodologies. Today’s ESL 

instruction increasingly stresses active and participatory strategies to increase student engagement 

and intrinsic motivation. Among these, games and gamification have emerged as particularly 

impactful strategies, leveraging the cognitive benefits of play to create engaging, realistic, and 

impactful language-learning practices. The study employs a quantitative research approach. The 

tool used for collecting quantitative data is a survey and interview. The survey and interviews were 

directed to two groups of undergraduate students (Foundation Program) who study at Bayan College 

in Muscat, Oman. The sample includes one hundred male and female participants. The findings 

show that integrating games and interactive digital material in the classroom significantly enhances 

their four language learning skills, vocabulary acquisition, critical thinking skills, problem-solving 

skills, and teamwork skills, and encourages them to participate in the classroom actively. This article 

explores the multifaceted role of games and gamification in ESL education, examining their 

potential to enhance communication skills and cultural awareness. It also highlights practical 

applications, presenting concrete examples of game-based learning activities tailored to various 

proficiency levels. Furthermore, the article covers the challenges associated with implementation, 

such as balancing entertainment with pedagogical value and addressing diverse learner needs. An 

extensive bibliography is included for educators seeking deeper insights and further readings. 
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Understanding Games and Gamification 
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Designed for learning and entertainment, games in education settings include activities such as 

board games, role-playing, missions to accomplish, or interactive challenges (Prensky, 2001).  

These games frequently have clear objectives, outcomes, and rules, which make them effective tools 

for teaching, grammar vocabulary, and communication skills. 

Gamification, on the other hand, relates to incorporating game-like elements, and mechanisms to 

non-game contexts. Old-style classroom tasks, for example, can be gamified by adding points, 

rewards, badges, or challenges, transforming routine and dull tasks into engaging, motivating 

activities (Deterding et al., 2011).  Educators may give rewards to students who complete a task on 

time or to students who have shown good behavior. It could be also given to students who have not 

finished yet, to encourage them. Seeing a high-achievement student or a group of students enjoy a 

reward may encourage the other students to focus on their work and complete the tasks. 

While games are standalone activities, gamification can transform conventional lessons into 

dynamic and interactive experiences for students and educators. 
 

Why Do We Use Games and Gamification in ESL Teaching? 

Language learning is innately challenging since it requires memorization, and the ability to think, 

speak, and respond in real time. Games and gamification directly address some challenging targets 

expected by ESL learners and educators namely; lowered anxiety, enhanced motivation, interactive 

and practical language use, collaboration and communication, and diverse learning styles. 

Since many ESL students fear making mistakes, especially in speaking, games create a low-

pressure, tension-free environment where errors are not viewed as barriers to learning. Reduced 

anxiety setting encourages learners to participate without fearing judgment or failure, leading them 

to build confidence in their language skills and abilities (Krashen, 1982). 

Language learners frequently struggle to stay motivated, particularly when presented with repetitive, 

uninteresting tasks. Games, add excitement and enthusiasm, while gamification addresses the 

human desire for achievement and progress (Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011).  A simple 

leaderboard or a badge for completing assignments, individually or as part of a team, can inspire 

students to engage more deeply with the lessons provided and enhance motivation. 

Games effectively simulate and replicate real-world scenarios through many types. Role-playing 

games, for example, can mimic situations like shopping or asking for and giving directions, while 

treasure hunt games encourage problem-solving and critical thinking (Deersi, 2002). Additionally, 

survival games through an avatar, a figure representing the student/human in a game, can highly 

motivate students for more active participation. These practical applications help learners 
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understand language patterns and use them effectively in real life (Byrne, 1986) and, therefore, 

stimulate interactive and practical language use. 

Group-based games enhance teamwork, requiring students to communicate and collaborate. This is 

especially valuable in ESL settings, where interaction builds not only linguistic but also 

communicative, and interpersonal skills (Vygotsky, 1978). These types of games, which lean on the 

Jigsaw method of organizing classroom activities, make the students depend on each other to 

succeed. A full scenario of support and collaboration is established between low-achievers and high-

achievers (Chan, & Lin 2000).  

Every student is unique, with their own way of absorbing, processing, and retaining information. 

Some might grasp concepts through vivid visuals, others by listening attentively, and some through 

hands-on activities or physical engagement. Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences 

(Gardner, 1983) highlights that learning is not one-size-fits-all. Incorporating games into education 

taps into this diversity by offering a blend of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic elements. These 

dynamic tools not only engage students with different learning styles but also capture the attention 

of those who might otherwise struggle to stay motivated—whether it’s the hyperactive child who 

thrives on movement or the hesitant learner who needs an extra spark of interest. Games create a 

bridge to learning that feels intuitive, inclusive, and enjoyable for all.  

Types of Games for ESL Classrooms 

Educators have a multitude of options when it comes to integrating games into language lessons. 

Here are some of the most effective types: 

1. Digital Language Games 

Online platforms such as Cambridge One, Quizlet Live, Kahoot, Socrative, Bingo, and Duolingo 

bring gamification into the digital age. These platforms offer flashcards, quizzes, and interactive 

exercises with points, streaks, badges, and leaderboards that, motivate learners to keep practicing 

and reach a higher level while learning the language component unconsciously. (Al-Azawi, Al-

Faliti, & Al-Blushi, 2016). 

2. Role-playing games (RPGs) 

Role-playing games involve students acting out scenarios like dining at a restaurant giving 

directions, or planning a trip. These games encourage conversational, interactive practice in a 

structured yet creative way, building confidence and fluency (Jones, 1982) while enhancing 

problem-solving and critical thinking skills. 

3. Word and Vocabulary Games 
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Classic games like Scrabble, Hangman, or Boggle are excellent for building vocabulary. (Tuan & 

Doan, 2010). Teachers can customize these games to include vocabulary lists or specific themes 

tailored to the students’ proficiency levels. 

4. Storytelling Games 

Games like Rory’s Story Cubes encourage students to create stories using visual prompts. These 

activities nurture creativity while improving sentence structure, narrative flow, and grammar in 

context. (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 2005). 

5. Physical Games 

Games like acting or scavenger hunts involve movement and energy, making them ideal for young 

and adult learners. (Shintani, 2012). These activities also interactively reinforce vocabulary and 

listening, while improving problem-solving, and critical thinking skills. 

Gamification in Practice 

With the advent of social networking sites, mobile-friendly apps, and easy internet access, 

gamification doesn’t require expensive tools or advanced technology. Even simple strategies can 

transform a classroom into an interactive learning environment (Kapp, 2012). For instance, 

awarding points, displaying scoreboards, setting levels and badges, and allocating quests and 

challenges. This helps to show users/learners exactly how they perform with others/their classmates. 

Educators can award points for completing tasks, speaking in English, or helping classmates. These 

points can lead to prizes, such as certificates or classroom privileges, creating a sense of 

accomplishment for the learner. 

Additionally, displaying progress on a leaderboard introduces a friendly competitive element. 

Students can track their progress on a leaderboard and feel inspired to climb higher. 

Moreover, educators can structure lessons as levels or quests. For example, if a learner can master 

basic grammar he or she can earn a "Grammar Guru" badge, while by completing a writing 

assignment he or she could attain a "Creative Writer" title. 

Furthermore, the educator can frame assignments as missions. For instance, group projects could 

become “The Great Presentation Challenge,” adding excitement and a sense of purpose for learners. 
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Case Study: Gamification in an ESL Learning Resource (Bayan College GFP) 

Background: To demonstrate the efficacy of gamification in ESL instruction, this case study 

focuses on "Cambridge Unlock Second Edition Student's Book with its Digital Pack and Cambridge 

One Online Resource" a resource designed to teach English to non-native speakers through gamified 

and interactive experiences. The resource incorporates various game mechanics, including point 

systems, leaderboards, badges, and interactive storytelling, to engage learners. 

Participants: The study involved 100 participants aged 17 to 40, with varying levels of English 

proficiency, from beginner to intermediate. Participants were divided into two groups: a control 

group using traditional learning methods and an experimental group using the Cambridge Unlock 

resource with its digital pack and Cambridge One Online Resources. 

Methodology: 

1. Pre-Assessment: All participants completed a standardized Cambridge English language 

proficiency test to establish a baseline. 

Sample English Proficiency Test Results (Before Group Assignment) 

The following table provides a sample of English proficiency test scores for 100 participants before 

they were assigned to the control and experimental groups: 

 Participant ID Test 

Score 

(%) 

1 2024025632 55 

2 2024025576 56 

3 2024025670 54 

4 2024025685 57 

5 2024025603 53 

6 2024025601 55 

7 2024025586 54 

8 2024025526 56 

9 2023015401 52 



 

89 
 

10 2024025660 58 

… ... ... 

95 2024025521 54 

96 2024025600 57 

97 2024025595 53 

98 2024025653 56 

99 2024025592 52 

100 2023015422 55 

The average test score across all participants was 55%, indicating comparable initial proficiency 

levels among the groups prior to assignment. 

2. Instructional Period: 

• The control group received conventional instruction, including textbook exercises and teacher-led 

discussions. 

• The experimental group used the Cambridge Unlock resource, completing modules that integrated 

vocabulary games, grammar challenges, and role-playing scenarios. 

3. Post-Assessment: After six weeks, participants retook the Cambridge English language proficiency 

test, and additional qualitative data were gathered through test results, surveys, and interviews. 

Sample Cambridge English Language Proficiency Test: 

• Vocabulary: Match words to their definitions (e.g., “affluent” means wealthy). 

• Grammar: Choose the right form of a word or rewrite sentences in the correct tense. 

• Reading Comprehension: Answer questions based on a short passage. Reading for gist and reading 

for details. 

• Speaking: Describe a personal learning experience or explain why learning English is valuable. 

Sample English Proficiency Test Results 

The table below compares post-assessment results for 100 participants from the control group using 

traditional learning methods and the experimental group using the Cambridge Unlock resource with 

the digital pack, games, and gamification. 
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 Participant ID Group 

Test 

Score 

(%) 

1 2024025632 
Control 

Group 
65 

2 2024025576 Experimental 85 

3 2024025670 
Control 

Group 
70 

4 2024025685 Experimental 90 

5 2024025603 
Control 

Group 
60 

6 2024025601 Experimental 88 

7 2024025586 
Control 

Group 
68 

8 2024025526 Experimental 92 

9 2023015401 
Control 

Group 
62 

10 2024025660 Experimental 89 

… ... ... ... 

95 2024025521 
Control 

Group 
66 

96 2024025600 Experimental 91 

97 2024025595 
Control 

Group 
64 

98 2024025653 Experimental 87 

99 2024025592 
Control 

Group 
63 

100 2023015422 Experimental 90 

The average test score for the control group was 65%, while the experimental group achieved an 

average of 89%, showcasing the significant improvement facilitated by the gamified learning 

approach. 
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Sample Games from Cambridge Unlock Second Edition Student's Book with Digital Pack and 

Cambridge one Online Resources: 

1. Word Race: 

o Objective: Enhance vocabulary by quickly matching words to images. 

o Mechanics: Students are shown a series of images and must type or say the corresponding word. 

Points are awarded for speed and accuracy. 

2. Grammar Quest: 

o Objective: Strengthen understanding of grammatical structures. 

o Mechanics: Players navigate a virtual world, answering grammar-based questions to unlock new 

areas. Each correct answer provides hints or tools for completing the quest. 

3. Dialogue Builder: 

o Objective: Practice conversational English. 

o Mechanics: Students are given a scenario (e.g., ordering at a restaurant) and must choose 

appropriate responses from a list. Feedback is provided on tone, formality, and correctness. 

4. Role-Playing Adventures: 

o Objective: Enhance speaking and listening skills through interactive storytelling. 

o Mechanics: In small groups, students assume character roles in scripted scenarios, responding to 

prompts and solving challenges collaboratively. 

5. Matching Mania: 

o Objective: Build vocabulary and spelling accuracy. 

o Mechanics: Students match synonyms or fill in missing letters from jumbled words under time 

constraints. 

6. Pronunciation Challenge: 

o Objective: Improve pronunciation accuracy and fluency. 

o Mechanics: Students record themselves reading words or sentences aloud, with AI feedback 

highlighting areas for improvement. 

7. Leaderboard Challenges: 

o Objective: Foster motivation through friendly competition. 

o Mechanics: Weekly challenges are given on vocabulary, grammar, or comprehension. Progress is 

tracked on a leaderboard, and top performers earn badges. 

Sample Surveys and Interviews: 
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Survey Questions: 

1. Rate your overall engagement with the Cambridge Unlock resources on a scale of 1 to 5. 

2. Which gamified feature did you find most effective for learning? (e.g., leaderboards, badges, 

interactive games) 

3. How confident do you feel using English in real-world scenarios after completing the course? (1 = 

Not confident, 5 = Very confident) 

4. What improvements would you suggest for the digital learning tools? 

Survey Sample Answers: 

1. Engagement: 5 (Highly Engaged) 

2. Most effective feature: Leaderboards 

3. Confidence: 4 (Confident) 

4. Suggested improvements: "More cultural context examples in scenarios." 

Interview Questions: 

1. What aspects of the gamified approach did you find most beneficial? 

2. Can you share an example of a moment during the course when the interactive tools helped you 

overcome a learning challenge? 

3. How do you feel the gamified elements compared to traditional learning methods? 

4. Would you recommend this learning approach to others? Why or why not? 

Interview Sample Responses: 

1. Beneficial aspects: "The interactive feedback during grammar exercises was very helpful." 

2. Example moment: "During the role-play activity, I finally felt confident using formal English." 

3. Comparison: "It’s more engaging and helps me retain information better than traditional methods." 

4. Recommendation: "Yes, because it makes learning fun and less stressful." 
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Results: 

• Quantitative Findings: 

o The experimental group showed a 25% greater improvement in test scores compared to the control 

group. 

o Retention rates were higher in the experimental group, with 90% completing the program versus 

70% in the control group. 

o Vocabulary retention improved by 35% in the experimental group compared to 15% in the control 

group. 

o Grammar proficiency scores increased by an average of 40% in the experimental group, compared 

to 20% in the control group. 

• Qualitative Findings: 

o 85% of experimental group participants rated the learning experience as "very engaging," compared 

to 50% in the control group. 

o 78% of participants in the experimental group stated that the interactive elements helped them 

understand contextual language use better. 

o Feedback highlighted the resource’s interactivity and immediate feedback as key factors in 

maintaining engagement. 
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T-Chart: Control Group vs. Experimental Group 
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Leaderboard: Student Performance 

Leaderboard Example T-chart 

🌟 Leaderboard: Language Champs! 🌟 

Bayan College GFP 

🏆 Top Performers of the Week 🏆 

⭐ 

Rank 

⭐ 

🤩 Student 

Name 🤩 

📈 

Score 

(%) 📈 

🏅 Achievements 🏅 

🥇 1 Layla A. 98% 
Vocabulary Master Badge 

🧠📚 

🥈 2 Omar K. 95% Grammar Expert Badge ✍️✔️ 

🥉 3 Fatima S. 93% Role-Play Star Badge 🎭✨ 

🎖️ 4 Ahmed R. 90% Consistency Award 🔄💪 

🎖️ 5 Mariam H. 88% Speed Achiever Badge 🏃‍ ♀️⚡ 

🎖️ 6 Youssef M. 85% 
Improvement Streak Badge 

📈🔥 

🎖️ 7 Noor F. 82% 
Active Participation Award 

🗣️👏 

🎖️ 8 Hana J. 80% Collaboration Badge 🤝🌟 

🥳 Congrats to all achievers! Keep up the great work and aim for the 

stars! 🚀 
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Discussion:  

The findings underscore the potential of gamification in enhancing ESL instruction. Gamified 

elements not only foster motivation but also create an immersive learning environment that 

facilitates practical language use. For example, the Cambridge One platform, as highlighted in this 

study, offers a range of benefits such as personalized learning pathways, immediate feedback on 

performance, and engaging activities tailored to individual learner needs. These features contribute 

significantly to improving language skills by making learning more accessible and enjoyable. 

 However, challenges such as ensuring equitable access to technology and addressing varying levels 

of digital literacy must be addressed. Additionally, quantitative improvements in vocabulary and 

grammar retention demonstrate the tangible benefits of incorporating gamified tools into curricula/ 

ESL programs. 

This case study reinforces the idea that integrating games and gamification into ESL education can 

significantly improve language acquisition and learner engagement. The ultimate goal of this 

research is to explore how to expand gamification tools to support diverse learner needs and 

different learners’ abilities. Additionally, further research is recommended to investigate the long-

term effects of gamification and its adaptability to cultural and linguistic contexts.  

 

The Benefits of Games and Gamification 

Integrating interactive educational games into the ESL classroom deeply affects students’ abilities 

and learning outcomes. This may include cognitive, behavioral, social, and emotional benefits. 

According to (Gee, 2003; Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011), games and gamification endow 

students with cognitive benefits. Games improve memory, problem-solving skills, and critical 

thinking. Activities like word puzzles require students to recall vocabulary and construct sentences 

while drawing on their cognitive abilities. Moreover, gamification encourages perseverance and 

continuity. As that students view language learning as a series of manageable steps rather than an 

overwhelming task. This in turn leads to a clear impact on their behavior. Additionally, multiplayer 

games nurture teamwork, communication, and a sense of community. Students bond through shared 

challenges and successes, which leads them to acquire many social benefits. Furthermore, by 

reducing anxiety and fear of failure, games create a supportive environment where students are 

encouraged to try and learn from mistakes which may enhance and promote emotional benefits. 
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Challenges and Considerations 

Despite their many advantages, games, and gamification are not without challenges: (Deterding et 

al., 2011) examined and detailed these challenges as follows:  

Educators have to strike an appropriate balance between fun and learning while they ought to 

maintain a clear focus on the educational objectives of games. Games, nevertheless, should enhance 

language abilities rather than divert students’ attention from them. Another challenge facing 

educators, while using gamification in classrooms, is time constraints. Designing and implementing 

games can be demanding and time-consuming, especially for educators with tight schedules. 

Simple, reusable, and storable formats can alleviate this issue and give educators ample time to 

focus on other challenges. Additionally, classroom management can be a serious issue. Competitive 

games can lead to disputes, heated discussions, or feelings of exclusion among less confident 

students. Educators must foster an inclusive, friendly environment and encourage collaboration 

between gamers/learners. Nonetheless, digital games require devices and internet access, which may 

not be occasionally available in all classrooms and for all users. Offline alternatives, such as board 

games or role-playing activities, as well as, collaboration, sharing, and team arrangement, can be 

just as effective.  

 

The Future of Games and Gamification in ESL 

The future of gamification in ESL teaching is bright. Emerging technologies such as virtual reality 

(VR) and augmented reality (AR) offer immersive, captivating environments that enable students 

to practice English in simulated settings, like navigating an airport or exploring a virtual city. Recent 

studies have shown that VR and AR can enhance engagement and improve comprehension and 

retention by offering real-world language use scenarios (Pegrum & Lan, 2023; Luo et al., 2024). 

AI-driven platforms play a transformative role in ESL education by providing personalized feedback 

and adaptive learning experiences. These platforms have proven perfect for collecting data analytics 

to tailor personalized instruction to individual learners, addressing unique gaps while maintaining 

high levels of motivation and engagement (Huang et al., 2023; Khan et al., 2022). 

As educators refine these tools and explore new methods, games, and gamification are set to become 

integral and essential to language teaching. These approaches have proven to make learning, not 

only, effective but also enjoyable and interactive, creating a more student-centered and engaging 

experience (Lenkaitis, 2021; Ofosu-Ampong, 2020). 

Conclusion 
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Incorporating games and gamification into ESL instruction is not merely a transitory trend but a 

revolutionary strategy for increasing engagement, motivation, and learning outcomes. By 

reimagining the classroom as a dynamic and interactive environment filled with challenges, rewards, 

and creative opportunities, educators empower students to overcome language barriers with energy 

and confidence. These methods capitalize on the natural human inclination for play and competition, 

fostering a learning journey that is as enjoyable as it is effective. 

From digital platforms and mobile applications to storytelling games and interactive role-playing 

scenarios, the combination of these tools provides limitless opportunities to enhance vocabulary, 

communication skills, and cultural awareness. The ultimate objective remains unchanged: 

integrating English learning with creativity, collaboration, and enjoyment. As advancements in 

technology and pedagogy continue, games and gamification will remain critical in shaping the future 

of language education, by making learning more accessible, engaging, and transformational for 

diverse learners. 
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