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Abstract

Vocabulary acquisition is considered one of the most essential components of
English language learning, as it directly influences learners’ ability to
communicate, comprehend texts, and express ideas effectively. Traditional
vocabulary teaching methods, such as memorization and repetition, often fail to
maintain students’ motivation and support long-term retention. Therefore,
educational games have emerged as an innovative teaching strategy that
promotes interaction, engagement, and meaningful learning experiences.This
study investigates the effectiveness of educational games in enhancing English
vocabulary acquisition. It examines how game-based learning contributes to
improving learners’ motivation, participation, vocabulary retention, and
communicative competence. The study adopts a qualitative literature-review
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approach by analyzing academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles, and
previous studies related to vocabulary learning and game-based instruction.The
findings of the reviewed literature indicate that educational games create low-
anxiety learning environments, encourage active participation, and provide
repeated exposure to vocabulary in meaningful contexts. Different types of
games, including competitive, cooperative, communicative, and digital games,
were found to positively influence learners’ vocabulary development and
classroom engagement. The study also highlights the theoretical foundations
supporting game-based learning, particularly constructivist theory, social
interaction theory, and Krashen’s Input Hypothesis. The research concludes that
educational games are effective pedagogical tools for vocabulary instruction
when they are carefully planned and aligned with learning objectives. The study
recommends integrating game-based activities into English language classrooms
to enhance vocabulary learning outcomes and increase learners’ motivation and
interaction.

Keywords / Educational Games — English VVocabulary

Chapter One
1.1 Introduction

In recent years, the use of games in education has attracted considerable
attention as an innovative and engaging teaching strategy. Traditional methods
of teaching vocabulary often fail to maintain students’ motivation and interest,
especially in a technology-driven era that emphasizes interactivity and learner
engagement. Educational games, whether digital or non-digital, provide a
dynamic learning environment that encourages participation, creativity,
communication, and critical thinking (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby, 2006, p.
2).

The importance of studying the effectiveness of games in teaching English
vocabulary lies in their potential to transform learning from passive reception
into active involvement. Through play-based activities, learners can improve
communication skills, develop problem-solving abilities, and retain vocabulary
more effectively. Furthermore, educational games accommodate different
learning styles and make vocabulary learning more accessible and enjoyable for
learners (Prensky, 2001, p. 106).

This study aims to explore the role of educational games in enhancing
vocabulary acquisition, increasing learners’ motivation, and improving
classroom interaction. Understanding the pedagogical value of games may help
educators adopt more effective teaching strategies that meet the needs of 21st-
century learners.

1019



May 2026 Journal of Studies in Humanities and Educational Sciences \ / No. 13A
Print ISSN 3006-3256 Online ISSN 3006-3264 N\ <5
Research Problem 1.2

Despite the increasing popularity of game-based learning, some
educators remain uncertain about its actual effectiveness in vocabulary
acquisition. Many classrooms still rely on traditional teaching methods that may
not sufficiently address learners’ diverse needs or sustain their motivation. In
addition, previous studies have presented different perspectives regarding the
influence of games on vocabulary retention and classroom engagement.
Therefore, there is a need to review and analyze previous literature in order to
better understand the effectiveness of educational games in teaching English
vocabulary.

Research Objectives 1.3
This study aims to:

1. Examine the effectiveness of educational games in teaching English
vocabulary.

2. Explore how games influence learners’ motivation and engagement during
vocabulary. learning

3. Review previous findings concerning the role of game-based learning in
vocabulary. retention

4. Analyze the pedagogical value of games in English language classrooms.

1.4 Research Questions

To achieve the objectives above, this study seeks to answer the following
questions:

.. How effective are educational games in improving vocabulary acquisitionl

.. In what ways do games influence learners’ motivation and classroom
participation2

.3. What do previous studies reveal about the impact of game-based learning on
vocabulary retention

. How can educational games support English language teaching practices.4
1.5 Significance of the Study

The findings of this study may benefit English language teachers, curriculum
designers, and educational institutions by providing deeper insight into the
pedagogical value of educational games in vocabulary instruction. The study
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may also contribute to raising awareness about the importance of interactive

learning strategies in English language classrooms. Furthermore, it may assist

educators in adopting innovative approaches that make vocabulary learning

more engaging, effective, and learner-centered.
1.6 Definition of Key Terms
Game-Based Learning:

Game-Based Learning refers to an instructional approach that incorporates
games or game elements into the learning process in order to increase student
engagement and improve learning outcomes (Prensky, 2001, p. 106).(

Vocabulary

Vocabulary refers to the set of words that a person knows, understands, and uses
in a particular language (Nation, 2001, p. 4).(

Effectiveness

Effectiveness refers to the degree to which a teaching method successfully
achieves its intended educational objectives.

Motivation

Motivation refers to the internal drive or interest that encourages learners to
actively participate in learning activities and sustain their efforts during the
learning process.

1.7 Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative literature-review approach to investigate the
effectiveness of educational games in teaching English vocabulary. The research
relies on secondary sources, including academic books, peer-reviewed journal
articles, and previous studies related to vocabulary acquisition and game-based
learning.

The selected literature was carefully reviewed and analyzed in order to
identify major themes, theoretical perspectives, and findings concerning the role
of games in vocabulary instruction. No primary data were collected from
participants, and no experimental procedures were conducted, as the study
focuses on analyzing and interpreting existing research and theoretical evidence.

Section Two: Literature Review
2.1 Introduction

It is widely recognized that vocabulary acquisition is the cornerstone of
second language learning, especially in EFL situations. Without adequate
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knowledge of vocabulary, learners fail to comprehend texts properly, express
their ideas, and effectively communicate with others. VVocabulary is not merely a
list of words; scholars have always underlined its nature as a dynamic system to
access grammar, discourse, and cultural meaning (Naderiheshi, 2022, p. 13).
The traditional ways of teaching vocabulary involve rote memorization and
translation, which usually cannot help learners sustain their motivation. These
methods might achieve certain short-term results, but they can seldom prompt
effective long-term retention or communicative competence. Therefore, it has
become an urgent necessity for researchers to find some other strategies that will
adapt the principles of engagement, interaction, and contextualized practice
while delivering the content more appealingl ( Pratiwi, Maulina, & Nasrullah,
2023, p.) One of the progressive approaches is the use of games in vocabulary
teaching. Games are inherently interactive and appeal to participants' enjoyment
while creating a lowanxiety environment that is conducive to language learning.
They provide opportunities for repetition, reinforcement, and meaningful use of
vocabulary in authentic contexts. Different studies again prove that games can
enhance learner motivation and participation, which are one of the important
variables in vocabulary acquisition. For example, learners involved in game-
based activities often show higher levels of engagement and risk-taking in using
new words compared to those taught throughtraditional approaches. (Pratiwi et
al., 2023, p. 7) Beyond motivation, games have a cognitive effect as well.
Games allow the learners to relate new words to the content they already
possess, use words in different situations, and obtain immediate feedback. "This
level of engagement promotes better retention and fosters deeper learning of the
items" (Naderiheshi, 2022, p. 15). Games can be modified to different age
groups and levels of proficiency. It has been observed from the research that
young learners like simple, playful activities while older learners may show
better engagement with digital or strategy-based games. Such flexibility within
the game makes it versatile for use in diverse educational settings according to
(Nordin et al., 2024, p. 3.) Despite these advantages, the literature also points
out some limitations. Certain works have mentioned that badly designed games
also potentially distract learners from instructional goals or do not align with
curriculum objectives. Others stress that teachers have to balance entertainment
with pedagogical rigor in order for the process of learning vocabulary to remain
at the core. In a nutshell, this body of research touts games as a viable teaching
method for building English vocabulary. However, there are still gaps in the
literature on their effectiveness in the long term, their adaptability to different
contexts, and their interaction with formal assessment. This literature review
discusses earlier studies in detail, pointing out both the strengths of these studies
and a comparison of findings in which the specific gap was sought by the
present research, as stated by (Naderiheshi, 2022, p. 18).

2.2 Studies on Games and VVocabulary Learning
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Wright, Betteridge, and Buckby (2006) emphasized the importance of games
in vocabulary teaching due to their positive impact on learner motivation and
retention. The researchers argued that games create authentic learning contexts
in which learners can practice vocabulary in an enjoyable and meaningful way
(Wright et al., 2006, p. 2).

Uberman (1998) found that vocabulary games improve learners’ interest,
participation, and memory retention. The study also demonstrated that games
enhance communicative competence because learners are required to use
vocabulary in authentic situations. Uberman concluded that games are not
merely supplementary activities but effective instructional tools in EFL
classrooms (Uberman, 1998, p. 21).

Nation (2001) examined vocabulary learning strategies and highlighted the
importance of repeated exposure to vocabulary items. According to Nation,
game-based activities provide repeated encounters with words, helping learners
transfer vocabulary from short-term memory to long-term memory (Nation,
2001, p. 135).(

Hadfield (1999) explored different types of language games and their
influence on vocabulary acquisition. The study revealed that both competitive
and cooperative games promote interaction, socialization, and effective
vocabulary practice. Hadfield also emphasized that different game types may
serve different instructional purposes (Hadfield, 1999, p. 5).

Lee (1995) investigated the role of games in language learning and
concluded that games increase learners’ attention, confidence, and engagement.
According to Lee, vocabulary games allow learners to experiment with language
in a relaxed environment without fear of making mistakes, thereby encouraging
vocabulary development (Lee, 1995, p. 35).

Cameron (2001) focused on young learners and demonstrated that games can

effectively reinforce vocabulary learning when combined with visual and
physical activities. The study showed that games support both vocabulary
comprehension and recall among children (Cameron, 2001, p. 7).

Similarly, Nguyen and Khuat (2003) compared game-based vocabulary
instruction with traditional teaching methods. Their findings indicated that
students who learned vocabulary through games achieved better learning
outcomes and demonstrated more positive attitudes toward vocabulary learning
than students taught through conventional approaches (Nguyen & Khuat, 2003,

p. 56).(
2.3 Strengths of Previous Studies
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One of the major strengths of Wright, Betteridge, and Buckby’s (2006) study is
its practical orientation. The authors provided numerous classroom activities and
demonstrated how games can be effectively integrated into vocabulary
instruction. Their work also highlighted the importance of learner engagement
and low-anxiety learning environments (Wright et al., 2006, p. 2).

Uberman’s (1998) study strongly emphasized the motivational role of games.
The research clearly demonstrated that games increase learner participation and
support vocabulary retention through communicative practice rather than rote
memorization (Uberman, 1998, p. 21).

Nation’s (2001) contribution is particularly valuable because of its strong
theoretical foundation. The study linked vocabulary learning with principles
such as repetition, exposure, and depth of processing, thereby providing
theoretical support for the use of games in vocabulary instruction (Nation, 2001,
p. 135).

Hadfield’s (1999) study is notable for its classification of competitive and
cooperative games. This distinction helps teachers select suitable game types
according to learners’ needs, proficiency levels, and classroom contexts.

Lee’s (1995) research focused on the affective aspect of learning. The study
demonstrated that games reduce learners’ anxiety and increase their confidence
in using vocabulary, which positively affects classroom participation (Lee, 1995,
p. 35).( Cameron’s (2001) work is particularly significant in the context of
young learners. The integration of games with visual and physical activities
reflects children’s cognitive development and supports vocabulary learning at
the primary level (Cameron, 2001, p. 72). Nguyen and Khuat’s (2003) study is
strengthened by its comparative methodology. By comparing game-based
learning with traditional instruction, the researchers provided empirical evidence
supporting the effectiveness of games in vocabulary learning (Nguyen & Khuat,
2003, p. 56).

2.4 Comparison of Previous Studies

The reviewed studies generally agree that games positively influence vocabulary
acquisition, learner motivation, and classroom engagement. However, the
studies differ in terms of focus, methodology, and target populations.

Wright, Betteridge, and Buckby (2006) mainly emphasized learner motivation
and communicative practice, whereas Nation (2001) focused more on the
theoretical principles underlying vocabulary acquisition, particularly repetition
and memory retention.

Hadfield (1999) concentrated on classifying different types of games, while Lee
(1995) examined the psychological benefits of games, including reduced anxiety

1024



Iy alall o LN R ebaa) s ddsa 5 RN T
: - e & G e e Y/ v TSA Ay
Journal of Studies in Humanities and Educational Sciences | J

. No. 13A
Print ISSN 3006-3256  Online ISSN 3006-3264 N

May 2026

and increased learner confidence. Cameron (2001) specifically investigated
young learners and highlighted the importance of combining games with visual
and physical activities. In contrast, Nguyen and Khuat (2003) employed a
comparative approach to evaluate the effectiveness of game-based instruction
against traditional teaching methods.These differences suggest that factors such
as learner age, proficiency level, classroom context, and game type may
influence the effectiveness of game-based vocabulary instruction. Nevertheless,
the studies consistently support the pedagogical value of games in English
language learning.

2.5 Research Gap and Contribution of the Present Study

Although previous studies have consistently demonstrated the positive impact
of games on vocabulary learning, several gaps remain in the literature. Many
earlier studies focused primarily on learner motivation and classroom
engagement without thoroughly examining long-term vocabulary retention or
differences related to proficiency levels.

Some studies concentrated mainly on young learners, while others discussed
games in general without considering variations in educational contexts or
learner needs. In addition, several studies emphasized either theoretical
perspectives or practical applications without adequately connecting the two

Furthermore, limited attention has been given to reviewing and comparing
different types of educational games and their specific contributions to
vocabulary acquisition. There is also a need for more comprehensive analysis
regarding how games influence learner participation, interaction, and vocabulary
retention across different learning environments.

The present study attempts to address these gaps by reviewing and analyzing
previous research related to educational games and vocabulary learning. It aims
to provide a broader understanding of the pedagogical value of games, their
effectiveness in vocabulary instruction, and their role in enhancing learner
motivation and engagement.

By combining theoretical perspectives with findings from previous empirical
studies, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of game-based
vocabulary learning and offers practical insights for English language teachers
and curriculum designers.

Chapter Three: Theoretical Framework and Pedagogical Implications

Introduction 3.1
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Vocabulary acquisition is widely recognized as a fundamental component of
second language learning. It is often considered the backbone of communicative
competence, as learners cannot effectively express meaning without sufficient
lexical knowledge (Nation, 2001, p. 4). Vocabulary size also has a direct impact
on reading comprehension, listening skills, and overall language proficiency,
making vocabulary instruction a central concern in English language teaching.

Traditional approaches such as memorizing word lists or relying on dictionary
definitions are often insufficient for achieving long-term retention (Schmitt,
2000, p. 121). Although repetition plays an important role in learning, isolated
vocabulary study rarely leads to deep understanding or meaningful language
use. As a result, researchers increasingly emphasize interactive and meaningful
instructional approaches.

Motivation is another essential factor in vocabulary learning. Learners who are
emotionally engaged tend to retain and use new vocabulary more effectively.
Hadfield (1990, p. 5) argues that game-based activities enhance enjoyment and
participation, which increases learners’ willingness to engage in classroom
tasks.

Learner-centered approaches emphasize active participation, interaction, and
knowledge construction rather than passive memorization (Wright, Betteridge,
& Buckby, 2006, p. 2). Educational games align with this approach by
encouraging learners to use language actively, solve problems, and
communicate meaningfully.

3.2Theoretical Foundations of Game-Based VVocabulary Learning

Constructivist theory provides a strong foundation for game-based learning.
Piaget (1952, p. 27) explains that learners construct knowledge through
interaction with their environment. In this sense, games create experiential
learning situations where students explore meanings, test ideas, and actively
engage with new vocabulary.

Vygotsky’s Social Interaction Theory further supports this view. Within the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), learners develop knowledge through
collaboration with peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Vocabulary games often
involve pair or group work, allowing learners to scaffold each other’s
understanding and negotiate meaning, which leads to deeper lexical acquisition.

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis also supports the use of games in language learning.
According to Krashen (1982, p. 31), acquisition occurs when learners are
exposed to comprehensible input in a low-anxiety environment. Games help
reduce stress and create enjoyable learning conditions, lowering the affective
filter and facilitating vocabulary acquisition.
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From a cognitive perspective, repetition and meaningful processing are essential
for retention. Nation (2001, p. 63) emphasizes that repeated exposure to
vocabulary in different contexts strengthens memory and supports long-term
retention. Games naturally provide this repetition in engaging formats.

In addition, situated learning theory highlights the importance of learning in
authentic contexts. Gee (2003, p. 23) argues that meaningful learning occurs
when knowledge is embedded in real-life situations. Digital games, in particular,
simulate authentic environments that encourage functional vocabulary use rather
than mechanical memorization.

3.3 Types of Games in VVocabulary Learning
Competitive Games

Competitive games play an important role in increasing learners’ motivation and
attention during vocabulary instruction. The element of competition introduces
challenge, which encourages learners to recall and apply vocabulary more
quickly.

Hadfield (1990, p. 10) notes that competition strengthens attention and supports
rapid recall, which is essential for vocabulary retrieval. Activities such as
vocabulary races, quizzes, and matching games reinforce memory pathways
through repeated retrieval practice. However, careful implementation is
necessary, as excessive competition may discourage weaker learners. When
balanced properly, competitive games enhance engagement and strengthen long-
term retention.

Cooperative Games

Cooperative games focus on collaboration rather than competition. They
encourage learners to work together toward shared learning goals. Research
shows that peer interaction plays a crucial role in vocabulary development, as
discussion and explanation help clarify meaning.

Wright et al. (2006, p. 15) emphasize that group-based tasks promote
meaningful communication and shared responsibility. Through activities such as
word puzzles and categorization tasks, learners support each other’s
understanding and build stronger semantic connections. Cooperative games also
reduce anxiety and increase participation, especially among less confident
learners.

Communicative Games

Communicative games emphasize using vocabulary in meaningful and realistic
contexts rather than memorizing isolated words. Schmitt (2000, p. 142) stresses
that vocabulary is best acquired when used in purposeful communication.
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Role-plays, problem-solving tasks, and guessing games encourage learners to
use vocabulary actively to express ideas and negotiate meaning. This process
improves both fluency and accuracy while strengthening the connection between
form and meaning. Communicative games also enhance learner confidence and
promote spontaneous language use.

Digital Games

Digital games have become increasingly important in modern language teaching
due to technological advancement and learner familiarity with digital
environments. Prensky (2001, p. 106) explains that digital tools support multiple
learning styles through visual, auditory, and interactive input.

Digital games provide immediate feedback, which helps learners identify and
correct errors in real time. They also ensure repeated exposure to vocabulary in
varied contexts and allow learners to progress at their own pace. As a result,
digital games support both individualized learning and long-term vocabulary
retention.

3.4 Pedagogical Implications for English Language Teachers

Effective use of games in vocabulary teaching requires clear alignment with
learning objectives. Nation (2001, p. 159) emphasizes that vocabulary activities
must integrate both form and meaning. Teachers should ensure that games are
designed to target specific lexical items and learning outcomes.

Clear instructions and structured feedback are also essential. Wright et al. (2006,
p. 6) highlight that without proper guidance, games may lose their instructional
value and become purely recreational activities.

Games can be used at different stages of vocabulary instruction, including
presentation, practice, and review. Schmitt (2000, p. 153) identifies three stages
of vocabulary learning: noticing, retrieval, and production. Games can support
all three stages effectively.

Assessment should also be integrated into game-based learning. Nation (2001, p.
344) recommends continuous evaluation through observation, quizzes, and peer
feedback to monitor vocabulary development.

Finally, teacher training is essential for effective implementation. Educators
must be equipped with the skills needed to integrate game-based strategies
appropriately within their teaching context (Prensky, 2001, p. 154).

3.5 Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the theoretical framework supporting game-based
vocabulary learning. Vocabulary is a core element of language proficiency and
requires meaningful exposure and repeated practice for effective acquisition
(Nation, 2001, p. 4).

Theories such as constructivism, social interaction theory, and the Input
Hypothesis strongly support the use of games in vocabulary instruction (Piaget,
1952; Vygotsky, 1978; Krashen, 1982). Games create interactive, engaging, and
low-anxiety learning environments that enhance vocabulary retention and use.
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Different types of games contribute in different ways: competitive games
enhance retrieval speed, cooperative games promote collaboration,
communicative games support meaningful use, and digital games provide
interactive and individualized learning experiences.

Overall, game-based learning represents an effective, learner-centered approach
that enhances motivation, engagement, and vocabulary acquisition when
implemented with clear pedagogical planning and objectives.
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