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Introduction: In the landscape of English language education, the integration of
gamification has marked a transformative trend. This systematic review, utilizing
a rapid evidence assessment methodology, critically examines thirty empirical
studies from the Web of Science, spanning the years 2010 to 2022. It aims to
synthesize the current body of research on the incorporation of gamification
into EFL/ESL pedagogy.

Methods: The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) was followed when conducting this study to provide a
comparative study on the methodology and results of systematic reviews on
the use of various digital gaming platforms in China, Malaysia, the United Arab
Emirates, Korea, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Spain, Turkey, and Ecuador.
The synthesis of studies under review identifies a spectrum of gamification
components incorporated within the educational frameworks.

Results: Our analysis reveals an ascending trajectory in the prevalence of
gamification within this academic sphere and corroborates its efficacy as a catalyst
for language acquisition. The synthesis of studies under review identifies a spectrum
of gamification components incorporated within the educational frameworks.

Discussion: The collected evidence underscores gamification’s role in enhancing
English proficiency, influencing learners’ attitudes and emotional engagement
positively, and fostering an immersive language learning milieu. Furthermore, this
review delineates strategic insights and identifies key gamification components
instrumental in orchestrating gamified educational experiences. The implications
of the findings extend to pedagogical practices, providing a guide for educators
in the design and implementation of gamified language learning environments.

KEYWORDS

gamification, EFL/ESL pedagogy, empirical review, learning outcomes, gamification
strategies

1 Introduction

In a variety of nations where English is not the primary language, it has risen to become the
leading foreign language and serves as a common means of communication. Not only is the
competency of mastery of English a necessity for students, it is also deemed as an essential
objective and reason for students learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and English as a
Second Language (ESL). Therefore, it is of paramount importance for educators to focus on
improving students’ skills in the fundamental areas of listening, speaking, reading, and writing in
English. These competencies form the cornerstone of language acquisition and have emerged as
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significant focal points for scholarly research (Liu and Chu, 2010; Zohud,
2019; Dehghanzadeh et al., 2021). The twin forces of globalization and
the rapid expansion of digital technologies have significantly have
concurrently engendered challenges for numerous students, provided
with the unavoidable and prevailing trend of the global usage of the
language and different digital contexts and various channels. These
individuals have encountered the stark realization that their conventional
English education is insufficient for comprehension and communication
in the Digital Age (Wu et al., 2014). Our conventional perception towards
language learning is that limited to traditional classroom settings, in
which students have been used to be taught to read, listen, write and
present in face-to-face communications with handwritten forms at times.
With the advancement and widespread of digital technologies in relation
to classroom learning, learners’ competence in mastering digital literacy
has been also been expected as part of their learning process, together
with their traditional mode of acquiring the second language well. The
ability of master English language well goes along with their equipment
of digital knowledge as both of them are closely related in everyday life
in the global world in the new era. In response to this educational
shortfall, there has been a concerted effort to integrate innovations in
multimedia technologies within EFL pedagogy. Such advancements aim
to ameliorate the quality of English foreign language instruction in the
early twenty-first century, addressing the emergent needs of
contemporary learners. The reasons that explain why technologies have
been introduced in education settings is due to the growing expectation
on motivational forces from learners which could be facilitated by
original use of digital tools and assistance in both face-to-face and online
classrooms. The commonality of the shift of mode of learning is another
reason that justifies the student autonomy in learning independently
outside the classroom contexts, which could in return minimize the
workload of teachers and develop an automatic system and mechanism
to assist students to learn better with the emergence of various digital
softwares and applications.

Gamification constitutes a cutting-edge trend in the landscape of
contemporary English in many educational settings including English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) and English as a Second Language (ESL). This
pedagogical strategy can be delineated as the application of game design
elements and gaming principles within educational contexts. The idea of
gamification in education is not a complete novelty. For the first time, the
gamification of education was mentioned in the 1980s (Bowman, 1982,
Malone, 1980, 1982, as cited in Seaborn and Deborah, 2015). Later,
Chapman and Rich (2018) characterized gamified education as a
collection of activities taken in reality (but supported by the ICT system)
to discover and validate activities, view progress, and communicate and
collaborate with other players. Generally, gamification can be understood
as an integration of game elements and game thinking in activities that
are not games (Palova and Vejacka, 2022). Games have typical
characteristics which are vital in gamification and which are used to
motivate and facilitate educational process, namely: Narrative and
users—constituted by all course participants; Player control—
participants control the pace of the study consecution; Immediate
feedback—users get an evaluation of performed task instantly;
Challenges—tasks performed consecutively towards defined objectives
or goals; Progress mechanism—a process of accomplishing tasks and
acquiring amounts of points for them. After reaching a predefined level
of points users are rewarded with various rewards such as badges of
accomplishment for completing certain actions. This can be repeated
multiple times to promote the reaching the goal of the study and
supported by the publishing of users ranking according to their levels of
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achievement; Social contact—allows competitive or cooperative
problem-solving within the process of education (Palova and Vejacka,
2022). According to Aguiar-Castillo et al. (2021), gamification is the use
of game design elements in non-game contexts and there are rules to
follow within the framework of elements of game design but cannot
be considered as full-fledged games. There are several levels of game
elements where a gamified system can borrow its design—Game
interface design patterns, Game design patterns and mechanics, Game
design principles and heuristics, Game models and Game design
methods. In other words a gamified system is designed to look and/or
feel like a game but not go all the way (Aguiar-Castillo et al., 2021).
Gamification concept generally performs as external events that
influence intrinsic as suggested in Self Determination Theory (CET).
Game design elements or mechanics such as points, badges and
leaderboard may be considered as an external reward as these game
mechanics can provide feedback on performance and driver to motivate
user’s behavior (Peter et al.,, 2019). Additionally, Lo and Mok (2019) have
highlighted the utility of gamification in second language (L2)
acquisition, noting that elements such as word association, goal
execution, and dialogue construction can leverage the familiarity of
digital natives with gaming experiences. This familiarity has a direct and
transferable relevance in digital L2 learning experiences, enhancing both
engagement and language skills (Lo and Mok, 2019). The primary
objective of gamification is to render the learning process more engaging
and accessible to students, thereby fostering an inclusive
educational environment.

Research has shown many advantages of gamification in
educational contexts. For example, recent studies have validated the
potential of gamification to improve student motivation, engagement,
and interaction in education, while allowing them to immerse
themselves in experiential learning. This is particularly important in
the context of psychology, where motivation is seen as the driving
force behind the behavior with a dynamic relationship between
internal and intrinsic forces and affective processes leading to
personal, social, and psychological well-being (Li et al., 2023). It is
posited that gamification not only facilitates but also incentivizes
student participation in the learning process, potentially leading to
enhanced educational outcomes (Deterding et al., 2011; Lee and
Hammer, 2011; Kapp, 2012; Bicen and Kocakoyun, 2018). Badges,
rewards, cumulative point systems, and competitive scoring
mechanisms serve as tangible incentives for students, promoting
desirable behaviors within educational settings (Shortt et al., 2021).
Kapp (2012) contends that gamification transcends the mere
integration of game mechanics and elements to augment the interest
level in learning activities. Instead, gamification endeavors to
transform the very essence of the learning experience while
simultaneously amplifying learner autonomy. This educational
approach offers a secure environment that fosters student engagement
and enjoyment. Gamers create community pedagogical resources, and
act as language advisers, teachers, and translators for those with
similar interests (Lo, 2020). Within this gamified context, learners are
recipients of instantaneous feedback, which is crucial for the learning
process. As they engage with and surmount challenges, they not only
succeed in their immediate goals but also garner a profound sense of
achievement. This comprehensive approach not only stimulates
learner interest but also redefines the educational journey as a whole.
Gamification applications can be used for measurement and
evaluation purposes, help teachers quickly and practically determine
the learning levels of students. They offer students the opportunity to
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receive instant feedback on their learning. With the use of these
applications, especially for formative assessment purposes, is
becoming more common day by day (Bolat and Tas, 2023).

Nonetheless, empirical research on the application of gamification
within the domain of EFL/ESL education has yielded mixed outcomes.
While certain studies underscore the potential educational benefits of
gamification, the findings are not universally conclusive. Despite this,
it is evident that scholarly interest in the pedagogical utility of
gamification in the context of EFL education has surged in the recent
decade (Hung, 2018; Fithriani, 2021); other scholars maintain that
gamified learning remains an under-explored area within the realm of
English language teaching. The incorporation of gamification in EFL
classrooms has been relatively obscure, attributed in part to the scarcity
of research within this area in particular the gap between the theories
and real life application of in classrooms. In addition, there are
limitations for individual educators to experiment different forms of
gamified teaching tools in face-to-face classrooms due to the
constraints of time and resources to be supported by the institutions.
Furthermore, data in the prior research was mainly collected during
pandemic and post-pandemic time after 2019 in virtual classroom
settings. In other words, gamified classrooms are usually more
common in online teaching and learning. The currently more popular
academic discourse has been shifted to focus on the emergence of
GenAl instead. In other words, studies have indicated that the
application of gamification encounters various obstacles, among which
are a restrictive curriculum that may not accommodate the flexibility
required for game-based learning activities, limited access to high-tech
facilities for both teachers and students, a general unfamiliarity with
gamification principles among educational stakeholders, and disparate
attitudes towards the adoption of gaming methodologies in educational
settings (Hung and Young, 2015; Phuong, 2020).

On the other hand, it could be argued that research on the impact
of gamification on EFL instruction and learning has produced a
spectrum of findings. There is a substantial body of literature that has
documented the affirmative effects of gamification on EFL learning.
These reported benefits include the alleviation of students’ anxiety
related to English language learning (Hwang et al., 2017; Hung, 2018;
Barcomb and Cardoso, 2020), the enhancement of students’ interest,
motivation, and engagement in the learning process (Hwang et al.,
2017; Bicen and Kocakoyun, 2018; Zohud, 2019; Reynolds and Taylor,
20205 Zou, 20205 Almusharraf, 2023), the improvement of students’
learning performance (Wu et al., 2014; Hwang et al., 2017; Ling et al.,
2019; Zohud, 2019; Barcomb and Cardoso, 2020), and the promotion
of learner autonomy (Zohud, 2019; Setiawan and Wiedarti, 2020; Zou,
2020). To be specific, a subset of studies has presented a more nuanced
view, indicating that while gamification may lead to better
performance among students compared to a control group in the short
term, such enhancements do not necessarily translate into sustained
improvements in final learning outcomes (Dominguez et al., 2013;
Calvo-Ferrer, 2017). Learning outcomes in this study are mainly
defined as significant positive effects on cognitive, motivational, and
behavioral learning outcomes, with game fiction and social interaction
as key moderators. The outcomes could also be regarded improved
performance in assessments and exams, mediated by increased self-
testing behavior. The learning outcomes could be measured during the
learning progress, in the form of engagement, motivation, and
learning achievement, particularly in cognitive outcomes.

Research has indeed shown that students who engage with
traditional pedagogical interventions are sometimes more successful
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than those who use gamified methods (Hanus and Fox, 2015). This
phenomenon may be attributed to various factors, including the greater
familiarity that students typically have with conventional teaching
techniques as opposed to the novel gamified approaches which may
seem alien and thus less effective. Additionally, the competitive aspect
of many gamified environments can be off-putting for some learners
who may not thrive under competitive pressure or simply do not enjoy
competitive scenarios (Kirsch and Spreckelsen, 2023). Technical issues
also pose significant challenges to the successful implementation of
gamified learning (Tabassum, 2024). For instance, unreliable Internet
connections can disrupt the continuity of gamified applications, which
often require a stable online environment. The pace of the game itself
can be another hindrance, as some students may find it too fast and
struggle to keep up, while the lack of detailed explanations post-game
can leave learners confused and without a clear understanding of the
material (Ebadi et al., 2021). When it comes to mobile learning, the
effectiveness of gamification can be compromised by the
multifunctionality of mobile devices. Students might be inclined to use
their devices for personal or social interaction rather than for
educational purposes (Stockwell, 2010), and the potential for
distraction is high, with various notifications and functions pulling the
students’ attention away from learning tasks (Dahlstrom et al., 2015).
Furthermore, the contradictory results (Hanus and Fox, 2015)
concerning the influence of gamification on students’ motivation,
satisfaction, empowerment, and achievement scores can also be a
result of the suitability of gamification applications themselves, which
may not be universally appropriate or effective for all educational
contexts or learner profiles. Individual factors such as age, gender, and
personality, along with other issues, also play a crucial role in how
gamification is received by students. Gamification tools, such as
points, badges, and leaderboards, have been widely used in higher
education to enhance student engagement and motivation (Santana
etal., 2016; Limantara et al., 2019). These elements can be integrated
into learning activities to promote learning success, particularly in
e-learning environments (Strmecki et al., 2015). The use of these tools
has been found to have a positive impact on student engagement and
achievement (Rahman et al.,, 2018). However, it is important to
consider the specific needs of different types of learners when
designing gamified learning activities (Strmecki et al., 2015). In
Smiderle et al’s (2020) study, it was found that introverted participants
in both control and experimental groups had a higher number of
points, badges, and logins. A statistical significant difference was
found in the number of points and ranking views between the
introvert and extrovert students who used the gamified version, thus
indicating that there is a difference between how different users with
different personality traits receive the effect of gamification. In
addition, a statistically significant difference was found in the accuracy
gain of the introverted participants who used the gamified version.
This result detected a negative effect of the ranking on extroverted
participants and positive and not significant in introverted
participants; extroverts preferred badges. However, unlike Jia et al.
(2016) who found that extroverts tend to be more motivated by points,
levels, and ranking. Given these diverse and complex considerations,
it is clear that further research is warranted to better understand the
conditions and contexts in which gamification can be most beneficial
for language learning. The influence of gamification on students’
motivation, satisfaction, empowerment, and achievement scores is
complex and context-dependent. While some studies have found
positive effects (Hamari et al., 2014; Dicheva et al., 2015; Mohammed
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and Ozdamli, 2021), others have reported contradictory results,
suggesting that the suitability of gamification applications themselves
may play a role (Hanus and Fox, 2015). The use of specific gamification
mechanics, such as badges, levels, feedback, points, and leaderboards,
has been identified as particularly motivating (Mohammed and
Ozdamli, 2021). However, the design and implementation of
gamification in educational settings require careful consideration to
ensure positive outcomes.

Given the identified gaps in the current literature regarding the
benefits of gamifying classrooms, its application and wide use of
gamification in EFL/ESL education and its limitations and perceptions
towards the importance and necessity of gamifying learning process, the
study aims to conduct a comprehensive review of empirical research in
this field. The focus will be on examining three critical questions that are
central to understanding the role and efficacy of gamification in language
instruction. The objective of this research paper is to furnish the audience
with an overview of the contemporary application of gamification within
the context of empirical studies on EFL and ESL instruction. It aims to
elucidate the potential educational outcomes attributable to the
integration of gamification in EFL/ESL pedagogy, as well as to identify
specific gamification elements that have been implemented in the design
and execution of gamified learning engagements.

The literature on the use of gamification in English language
learning consistently highlights its positive impact on student
motivation, engagement, and learning outcomes (Dehghanzadeh
et al.,, 2021; Kaya and Cilsalar Sagnak, 2022; Laura-De La Cruz et al.,
2023; Putu Wulantari et al., 2023). However, there is a lack of
consensus on the specific gamification elements that contribute to
these outcomes, with some studies calling for further research in this
area (Al-Dosakee and Ozdamli, 2021; Dehghanzadeh et al., 2021).
This study also emphasizes the need for more research on the use of
gamification in different educational contexts, in particular the higher
education contexts.

2 Research questions

The research study aims to provide a response to the following
main research questions:

1. How is gamification a strategy or an approach used within
various teaching methodologies in EFL/ESL classes?

2. What are the factors affecting the relationship between
gamification and EFL outcomes?

3. What gamification elements should be used in designing
gamified learning activities in EFL/ESL classes?

3 Methodology
3.1 Research design

The choice to deploy an effective evidence evaluation review in
this study is informed by its increasing popularity as a literature review
methodology in recent years, especially when timely results are
needed. The principal advantages of a rapid evidence review lie in its
ability to maintain a rigorous approach to identifying, appraising, and

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2024.1395155

synthesizing evidence from existing studies while significantly
reducing the time required to produce results compared to a full
systematic review (Varker et al., 2015).

Rapid assessments such as rapid on-line methods, diagnostic tests
and speed reading can be a useful approach to assess language
proficiency of learners and work to monitor the immediate traces of
students’ knowledge structures in working memory (Kalyuga, 2006).
Despite of the fact that the aforementioned traditional tests, especially
the in-class writings and test scores, may not provide reliable evidence
for diagnostic purposes and are not suitable for dynamic learning
environments, there is potential for these assessments to be embedded
into adaptive e-learning packages. A systematic review consists of
three phases: development, processing, and reporting. For this study,
the researchers selected high-quality SSCI-indexed journal articles
through these three phases, analyzed their main viewpoints of the use
of gamification in EFL/ESL instruction and learning, and carried out
an analysis and discussion of the results.

3.2 Database and search strategy

In the development phase, literature was searched from the
bibliographic database of Web of Science, providing that Web of
Science has been noted to be a prestigious database, with a greater
impact in terms of most cited authors and publications, and is selective
in what journals it indexes, focuses on high-quality, peer-reviewed
sources. It provides detailed citation metrics and analysis tools. To
identify relevant publications, the search terms used in this study were
“Gamification in EFL,” “Gamification in ESL,” “Gamification in EFL
teaching” “Gamification and English as a Foreign Language,
“Gamification and English as a Second Language,” “Gamified English

» <,

language teaching;

» <«

Gamified English learning,” “Gamification and
English Language Instruction,” and “Gamification and English
Language Learning” As gamification was not widely used until the
second half of 2010 (Giannetto et al., 2013), the search period of this
review article was limited to between 2010 and 2022 to collect the
most relevant and up to date literature and select the high-quality
journal articles in the field. The search results were limited to SSCI
database, because these SSCI-indexed journal articles could represent
the highest-level relevant research studies in English (Ziegeler, 2023).
In the phase of refining search results and selecting high-quality
publications for the rapid evidence evaluation review, the researchers
delineated specific inclusion criteria to ensure that the studies under
consideration were both relevant and methodologically sound.
Initially, the temporal scope was set from 2010 to 2022, aligning with
the emergence and rise of gamification in education and ensuring a
modern perspective on the subject matter (Caponetto et al., 2014).
The reason for limiting the search to articles published up to 2022 is
due to the publication lag inherent in the Web of Science database.
Web of Science, while considered a gold standard database, can
sometimes have a delay of 6-12 months or more in fully indexing and
making newly published articles searchable. To ensure the most up-to-
date research available is captured at the time of conducting the
review, the study opts to search up to the end of 2022 in order to
minimize the risk of missing any key studies that may have been
published in early 2023 but not yet indexed in Web of Science. Studies
were required to specifically address the use of gamification in the
context of EFL/ESL teaching and learning, thereby excluding research
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focused on educational games, video games, and serious games,
which, although related, are distinct from gamification as defined by
Kapp (2012). Kapps’ gamification application was then mainly focused
on the effectiveness of Kahoot, which was widely studied and found
to have a positive impact on EFL/ESL classrooms (Kapp, 2012). Kapp’s
study (2012) implies serious games and gamification are both trying
to solve a problem, motivate people, and promote learning using
game-based thinking and techniques. He makes it clear that
gamification is not badges, points, and rewards, but reduces the
complexity and uses broad generalizations to represent reality. In
other words, Kapps’ gamification focuses more intrinsically motivating
and deeper elements of games such as: challenge, mystery, story,
constructive feedback, socialization and other elements that make
games inherently engaging in classrooms (Kapp, 2012).

In addition, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) was followed when conducting this
study, which is the golden framework and standard for reporting the
methodology and results of systematic reviews so as to ensure
transparency, completeness, and quality. The PRISMA checklist was
utilized throughout the review process, from the initial literature
search to data extraction, synthesis, and reporting. Furthermore, only
studies published in peer-reviewed journals were considered,
effectively ruling out grey literature such as conference papers, book
chapters, theses, and non-empirical literature reviews or analyses of
secondary data. This criterion underscores the commitment to
academic rigor and the value placed on the peer review process as a
marker of research quality. Additionally, the researchers focused
exclusively on empirical research, thus emphasizing studies based on
actual observation or experimentation over theoretical or speculative
ones. Lastly, the methodologies of the studies were taken into account,
with the inclusion criteria favoring qualitative, quantitative, quasi-
experimental, or mixed-methods research. This approach aimed to
capture a wide array of empirical insights while maintaining a high
standard of research design and analysis. Through these meticulously
crafted inclusion criteria, the study was positioned to aggregate a body
of evidence that would shed light on the utility, effectiveness, and
challenges of gamification in facilitating English language acquisition.
Figure 1 illustrates the PRISMA flow diagram regarding the research
and review process.

Five exclusion criteria were used: (1) studies conducted before
January 2010; (2) studies that did not investigate the use of
gamification to support EFL/ESL teaching and learning; (3) the study
was relevant to the present research topic but in the form of book
chapters, conference papers, unpublished thesis, literature reviews and
secondary data analysis; and (4) the study was not empirical research.
Table 1 outlines and summaries the database used, with the exclusion
and exclusion criteria of those database and population or
demographic variables:

During the selection phase, the investigative team conducted an
appraisal of the titles, abstracts, and keywords, making determinations
on the suitability of papers for inclusion in the data synthesis based on
established eligibility criteria. In instances of ambiguity regarding
inclusion, the investigators consulted the full-text articles for a more
informed resolution.

The preliminary retrieval using the specified search terms resulted
in a corpus of 533 scholarly articles. Subsequent to the exclusion of
redundant articles and conference proceedings, a total of 81 articles
remained. A thorough examination of the abstracts, keywords, and
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methodologies of these articles ensued to further refine the selection
by excluding those that fell outside the ambit of this research’s thematic
focus. In the end, this rigorous systematic review incorporated 30
scholarly articles. Drawing inspiration from the methodology outlined
by Dehghanzadeh et al. (2021), such rapid demand for LES requires a
shift from traditional to advanced learning methods. This shift is
especially important since learners often complain that LES is difficult,
challenging, and stressful, especially when it comes to application of
its various skills (e.g., speaking, writing, reading, listening) in real life
situations. Figure 2 delineates the publication selection schema
employed in the current investigation.

4 Findings

4.1 Overview of research on gamification in
EFL/ESL education

Table 2 summarizing empirical data below presents a synthesized
overview of the studies incorporated that examine the application of
gamification in the context of EFL/ESL education.

The span of publication dates ranges from 2010 to 2022, with a
significant concentration of these studies emerging in the past five
years, signaling that the exploration of gamification in EFL/ESL
pedagogy is an emergent research domain. The array of digital
learning platforms utilized in the reviewed research is diverse,
extending beyond the ubiquitously employed Kahoot (Hung, 2017;
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TABLE 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria for database used.

Database

Research
focused on
educational
games, video
games, and

serious games

Inclusion
criteria

Exclusion
criteria

Population or

demographic
variables
Distinction from
gamification (Kapp,

2012)

Studies
conducted
before January

2010

Studies that did
not investigate
the use of
gamification to
support EFL/
ESL teaching

and learning

Empirical

research

Actual observation or
experimentation over
theoretical or

speculative ones

Peer-reviewed
journals like
conference
papers, book
chapters, theses,
and non-
empirical
literature
reviews or

analyses of

Academic rigor and
the value placed on
the peer review
process as a marker of

research quality

experimental, or

mixed-methods

research

secondary data

Qualitative, v Capture a wide array
quantitative, of empirical insights
quasi- while maintaining a

high standard of

research design and

analysis

Zou, 2020; Alawadhi and Abu-Ayyash, 2021; Ebadi et al., 2021; Chen,
20225 Almusharraf, 2023) to include platforms such as TipOn (Hong
et al., 2022), ClassDojo (Homer et al., 2018), Edmodo (Lam et al.,
2018), as well as gamified English learning applications prevalent in
China like Baicizhan (Dindar et al., 2021) and Shanbay (Fan and
Wang, 2020), in addition to bespoke gamified software or web pages
(Hwang et al., 2017; Hung, 2018). This variety underscores the crucial
part that digital gamification resources serve in the realm of EFL/ESL
education. Padlet has also been regarded as a versatile and engaging
educational tool with gamification elements, facilitating student
collaboration, peer feedback, and active learning in both virtual and
physical classrooms (El Shaban and Abobaker, 2021). It serves as an
interactive platform for various educational activities, including
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assignments, assessments, and brainstorming sessions (Wood, 2016).
Using Padlet, students display their answers publicly and upload the
photos using their cellphones in an interactive learning setting for
feedback, which
be supplemented with the collaborative deployment of other gamified

peer review and instructor could also
tools like Kahoot. The research has been predominantly disseminated
through prestigious SSCI-indexed journals, reflecting an academic
predilection for the fusion of contemporary technology with
linguistic education.

The breakdown of educational levels targeted by these studies
shows a distribution of 60% in higher education, 27% in secondary
education, and 13% in primary education. The majority of the research
adopts an experimental design. To investigate the role of gamification
in EFL/ESL, researchers have employed a myriad of methodologies,
including quantitative, qualitative, quasi-experimental, and mixed
methods. A broad spectrum of data gathering techniques has been
utilized, such as surveys, classroom observations, interviews, research
diaries, student self-reflections, checklists, and pre-and
post-assessments.

The focus of language learning within these studies encompasses
a variety of instructional and learning components, with English
vocabulary instruction constituting 23%, speaking 17%, writing 13%,
college-level English 13%, grammar 10%, listening 10%, reading 6%,
morphological awareness 3%, literature 3%, and business English 3%.
These components are integral in thoroughly investigating the
research questions posed. Notably, some studies have amalgamated
multiple learning dimensions; for instance, Fan and Wang (2020)
explored university students’ EFL learning across vocabulary, reading,
and speaking in China. The geographical scope of these empirical
studies spans across a range of EFL/ESL learning contexts, including,
but not limited to, China, Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates, Korea,
the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Spain, Turkey, and Ecuador.
Hwang et al. (2017) found that a game-based learning environment
for English listening comprehension reduced anxiety and improved
student behavior. This is consistent with the positive impact of Kahoot
on engagement and classroom dynamics in EFL courses, as reported
by Almusharraf (2023). Furthermore, the use of digital game
mechanics, as studied by Lam et al. (2018), has been shown to enhance
argumentative writing quality among secondary students. These
findings collectively suggest that game-based learning can have a
positive impact on student behavior, anxiety, and engagement in EFL
classrooms and gamification is a strategy or used within various
teaching methodologies in EFL/ESL classes at different both tertiary
and secondary levels. Table 3 summaries the distinctive research
findings regarding various methodologies of gaming tools deployed

in different academic settings in different cities.

4.2 Educational implications of
gamification in EFL/ESL

As depicted in Table 2, the preponderance of the empirical
investigations under review have conveyed that both learners and
educators maintain favorable views on the integration of gamification
within EFL/ESL instruction. The consensus is that gamified
educational frameworks have unambiguously augmented student
engagement and motivation in the English learning process (Liu and
Chu, 2010; Hwang et al., 2017; Ge, 2018; Homer et al., 2018; Hung,
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2018; Sun and Hsieh, 2018; Ho, 2020; Zou, 2020; Alawadhi and
Abu-Ayyash, 2021; Kaban and Karadeniz, 2021; Chen, 2022; Qiao
et al.,, 2022; Almusharraf, 2023) and stimulated students’ interest and
engagement in English learning (Hung, 2018; Kingsley and Grabner-
Hagen, 2018; Sun and Hsieh, 2018; Ho, 2020; Zou, 2020; Alawadhi
and Abu-Ayyash, 2021; Wang et al., 2021). Previous studies have
highlighted gamification’s role in cultivating an authentic context for
language acquisition (Wu et al., 2014; Mei and Yang, 2019) and in
diminishing the anxiety associated with the English language learning
process (Hwang et al., 2017; Hung, 2018). Furthermore, gamified
approaches have been shown to contribute to enhancements in
English language skill proficiency and overall linguistic capability
(Sandberg et al., 2014; Hung, 2017; Hwang et al., 2017; Sevilla-Pavon
and Haba-Osca, 2017; Lam et al., 2018; Zou, 2020; Hong et al., 2022).
Investigations have also evidenced the effectiveness of gamification in
promoting self-directed learning habits and supporting the
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development of learner autonomy (Sandberg et al., 2014; Rueckert
etal,, 2020), as well as in enhancing students’ retention of knowledge
(Ge, 2018; Chen et al., 2019).

Hwang et al. (2017) conducted a study to investigate the nuanced
impact that game-based learning environments have on learners’
behaviors and levels of anxiety related to the English language. The
research entailed the creation of a problem-based game specifically
tailored for English listening comprehension, which was then
utilized by 77 ninth-grade students. The study employed a quasi-
experimental design to assess changes in the participants’ levels of
English anxiety, their motivation to learn, and their actual learning
achievements. The students were divided into two groups: the
experimental group, which consisted of 39 students, engaged with
the problem-based English listening game, while the control group,
comprising 38 students, received traditional instruction methods.
Through the analysis of pre-test and post-test scores, as well as
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TABLE 2 Quantitative description of the reviewed empirical data extraction table.

Authors Publication Learning Educational Methodology DEIE] Experimental Gamification Learning Content Research
source environment level collection elements outcomes language location
method learning
Open-ended
Interactive
Ebadi et al. questionnaires, Disadvantages of
Learning Kahoot Higher education Qualitative Yes Grammar Iran
(2021) semi-structured Kahoot
Environments
interviews
Pre- and post-
Improvement in
test written Points-based system,
writing
Lam et al. Language Learning essays, students’ leaderboard,
Edmodo Secondary school Qualitative Yes performance, Writing China
(2018) & Technology online Edmodo feedback, role-
blended learning
postings, playing
) . approach
interview
Positive learning
performance,
Hong et al. Computer Assisted Questionnaires,
TipOn Secondary school Quantitative Yes Gamified questions positive attitude Grammar China
(2022) Language Learning pre- and post-test
toward
gamification
Positive attitude
towards Kahoot,
increased
motivation,
Alawadhiand | Education and
Semi-structured improved Vocabulary,
Abu-Ayyash Information Kahoot Higher education Mixed method Yes Quiz UAE
interview, survey classroom grammar items
(2021) Technologies
engagement, and
enhanced
learning
experience
Summative Positive student
Quiz, points, time
Interactive assessment, a learning
limit, leaderboard,
Hung (2017) Learning Kahoot Higher education Quasi-experimental perceptive performance, China
nickname, sound
Environments survey, and perceptions, and
effects
student interview preferences
(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Authors Publication Learning Educational Methodology Data Experimental Gamification Learning Content Research
source environment level collection elements outcomes language location
method learning
Enhancing
students’
Innovation in Questionnaires,
A game named behavioral, Narrative
Ho (2020) Language Learning Higher education Mixed method interviews,anda | Yes Digital drawing China
“Draw Anything” cognitive, and writing
and Teaching writing test
motivational
engagement
A point-based
Pre- and post- Students’
British Journal of reward framework,
Qiao et al. tests, semi- cognitive and Morphological
Educational Moodle Higher education Mixed method Yes leaderboard, progress China
(2022) structured motivational awareness
Technology bar, badges, and a
interview outcomes
gold trophy cup
Pre-and post-
Educational test, teacher Oral score,
Homer et al. Digital badges and
Technology & ClassDojo Elementary school | Mixed method observation, Yes motivation and Speaking China
(2018) points, avatar
Society student survey, behavior
teacher reflection
Better knowledge
Pre-, post-, and Quiz, points, time retention,
Computers &
Ge (2018) Ed Rain Classroom Higher education Quantitative delayed post-test, | Yes limit, immediate stimulating College English China
ucation
questionnaire feedback learning
motivation
Kaban and Pre- and post-
Level system, timer, Reading
Karadeniz SAGE Open Raz-Kids Elementary school ~ Quantitative test, motivation Yes Reading Turkey
quizzes motivation
(2021) questionnaire
Differences and
similarities
British Journal of
Dindar et al. Questionnaire, Points, leaderboard, between gamified
Educational Baicizhan, Wechat Higher education Quantitative Yes Vocabulary China
(2021) test badge, raffle, gift card | cooperation and
Technology
competition
condition
Gamified
Shanbay Word, Role-play, badge,
Behaviour & interaction, users’ =~ Vocabulary,
Fan and Wang Shanbay Reading, progress bar, words
Information Higher education Quantitative Questionnaires No learning reading, China
(2020) Shanby Colloquial memorising player
Technology experience and speaking
Language killing
learning style

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Chen et al.

Publication
source

Learning
environment

Educational
level

Methodology

Data
collection
method
Questionnaire,

pre-, post- and

Experimental

Gamification
elements

Badges, quiz, sticker,

Learning
outcomes

Vocabulary

Content
language
learning

Research
location

efficient learning

(2019) ReCALL PHONE Words Higher education Mixed method delayed post-test, =~ Yes il acquisition and Vocabulary China
word list
log files, retention
interview
Piquing curiosity,
Interview,
optimal learning
Wang et al. observation, Leader board, timer,
Sustainability XploreRAFE + Higher education Qualitative Yes experience, and English writing China
(2021) students’ essays, bonus points
experiencing
video recordings
meaningfulness
Improving
Points, performance students’
Sevilla-Pavon
graphs, quests, linguistic, digital
and Haba- Iberica Higher education mixed method Questionnaires Yes Business English | Spain
avatars, a reward and intercultural
Osca (2017)
system ability and
motivation
Students’ positive
erceptions
Education and percep
Quiz, QR code, toward
Chen (2022) Information Kahoot, Padlet Higher education Qualitative Questionnaire Yes College English China
feedback gamification,
Technologies
motivation,
engagement
Teachers’ negative
A survey with
Education and attitudes and
Luo etal. open questions, a
Information Secondary school Mixed method limited skills China
(2021) semi-structured
Technologies toward
interview
gamification
Supporting
Open-ended
students’
Lee and Park Computer Assisted = A location-based AR questions, Progress bar, scores,
Higher education Mixed method Yes affective, College English Korea
(2020) Language Learning | app reflection papers, leaving comments
cognitive, and
students’ scenes
social domains
Positive learning
Sandberg etal. | Computers & Self-designed Pre- and post- Rewards, storyline,
Elementary school | Quasi-experimental Yes outcomes, more Vocabulary Netherlands
(2014) Education application test control

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Authors Publication Learning Educational Methodology Data Experimental Gamification Learning Content Research
source environment level collection elements outcomes language location
method learning
Engagement,
Narration, badge,
Kingsley and multiple
The Reading achievement,
Grabner- Secondary school Qualitative Observation No pathways for Vocabulary
Teacher rewards, quest,
Hagen (2018) achievement,
progression, feedback
autonomy
Questionnaire,
Brain-friendly
Rueckertetal. | Foreign Language written Badges, points,
rezzly.com Higher education Mixed method Yes format, learning College English | Ecuador
(2020) Annals reflections, progress bar
autonomy
teacher journal
Improving their
A mobile AR-based Questionnaire, Geolocation-based environmental
Mei and Yang
(2019) Sustainability and environment- Higher education Mixed method observation, Yes games, tours, and knowledge and Writing China
themed scavenger interview interactive stories environmental
awareness
Higher education Design and Questionnaire Yes Level system, avatar, Enhancing Malaysia
Krishnan et al. Development reward, storyboard, teachers’
Sustainability Classcraft
(2021) Research quest, points, professional
assessment competency
Sun and Hsieh | Journal of Gamified interactive | Secondary school Mixed method Questionnaire, Yes Polling activities, Improving the English China
(2018) Educational response system pre- and post-test challenge, clickers students’ levels of
Technology & intrinsic
Society motivation,
overall
engagement,
emotional
engagement, and
focused attention
Almusharraf Interactive Kahoot Higher education Mixed method Survey Yes Challenge, Motivation, Literature Saudi Arabia
(2023) Learning competition, improving
Environments teamwork, review classroom
quiz, rewards, grades | dynamics
(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Authors Publication Learning Educational Methodology Data Experimental Gamification Learning Content Research
source environment level collection elements outcomes language location
method learning
Zou (2020) Journal of Edpuzzle, Kahoot Elementary school Mixed method Observations, Yes Real-time feedback, Motivation, Vocabulary, China
Computers in researcher videos, competitions, engagement, expressions
Education journals, collaborations, developing
students’ self- discussions learning skills
reflection, and confidence,
interviews improving
performance
Hung (2018) ELT Journal Self-designed Higher education Mixed method Questionnaire, Yes Videos, feedback, Motivation, Speaking and China
gamification webpage interview collaborative engagement, listening
learning, tokens, reducing anxiety
dice, QR-code cards
Hwang et al. Computers & Self-designed game Secondary school Quasi-experimental Pre-and posttests, = Yes Battle, trigger points, = Learning Listening China
(2017) Education questionnaire coding result motivation,
learning
achievement,
anxiety
Wu et al. Educational Digital learning Secondary school Mixed method Test, interview, Yes Situational plots, Learning Speaking China
(2014) Technology playground questionnaire illustrated cards, performance,
Research and feedback, group communication
Development collaboration ability, authentic
language use
Liu and Chu Computers & Handheld English Secondary school Mixed method Questionnaire, Yes Songs, listening Motivation, Listening and China
(2010) Education Language Learning interview materials, incorporating speaking
Organization conversational ubiquitous games
materials, virtual and | into the English
real reward learning process
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TABLE 3 Summary of researches conducted regarding various gaming platforms.

Researcher(s)

Aim of study and

research questions

Methodology

Targeted students

10.3389/feduc.2024.1395155

Research results

Hwang et al. (2017)

Investigate impacts of game-
based learning on learners’
behaviors and levels of
anxiety

Q2. What are the factors
affecting the relationship
between gamification and
EFL outcomes?

Q3. What gamification
elements should be used in
designing gamified learning

activities in EFL/ESL classes?

A problem-based game tailored for

English listening comprehension

77 ninth-grade students

Positive effect on student
learning, motivation and
achievement in learning
English

Students with higher levels
of English anxiety improved
learning achievement more
than students with lower

levels of anxiety

Almusharraf (2023)

Effectiveness of Kahoot in
bolstering engagement and
invigorating classroom
dynamics during reviews of
writing structures, terms, and
concepts within online
English literature courses
QI. How is gamification a
strategy or an approach used
within various teaching
methodologies in EFL/ESL
classes?

Q2. What are the factors
affecting the relationship
between gamification and
EFL outcomes?

Q3. What gamification
elements should be used in
designing gamified learning

activities in EFL/ESL classes?

Half of sessions integrated Kahoot
to revisit and assess previously
covered material, compared to the
other half of the course using

traditional format

EFL undergraduate students

in Saudi Arabia

Higher student engagement
levels facilitated by Kahoot
and positive attitudes
towards a game-based
environment

Kahoot’s positive impacts
disregarded varying ages,
genders, and social

backgrounds of learners

Lam et al. (2018)

Examine impacts of digital
game mechanics on the
quality of argumentative
writing

Q1. How is gamification a
strategy or an approach used
within various teaching
methodologies in EFL/ESL
classes?

Q3. What gamification
elements should be used in
designing gamified learning

activities in EFL/ESL classes?

First experimental group engaged
in a blend of gamified and
traditional learning methods,
incorporating a points system and
aleaderboard, which was a display
of high-score chart; the second
experimental group participated in
blended learning without
gamification; and the control group
adhered to a conventional direct-
instruction approach led by

teachers

Secondary students in Hong

Kong

Frequency of on-topic
contributions in an online
platform, Edmodo, was
enhanced

Gamification may boost
engagement but not
necessarily better argument

writing skills

questionnaire responses regarding learning motivation and English
language anxiety, the study discovered that the English listening
game had a positive effect on student learning. Specifically, it was
observed that the game-based learning approach significantly
elevated the students’ motivation and achievement in learning
English when contrasted with the outcomes of the conventional
instructional approach. It was also found that “students with higher
levels of English anxiety improved their learning achievement more
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than did the students with lower levels of anxiety” (Hwang et al.,
2017, p. 39).

The research conducted by Almusharraf (2023) examined the
impressions of undergraduate students regarding the effectiveness of
Kahoot in bolstering engagement and invigorating classroom dynamics
during reviews of writing structures, terms, and concepts within online
English literature courses for EFL students in Saudi Arabia. The study
spanned 16 literature class sessions over the course of a semester, with
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half of these sessions following a traditional format, and the other half
integrating Kahoot to revisit and assess previously covered material. The
findings from Almusharraf’s study indicated that student engagement
levels were notably higher during the sessions that incorporated game-
based learning facilitated by Kahoot. Additionally, the results
highlighted students expressed positive attitudes toward learning within
a game-based environment. The utilization of Kahoot in the classroom
was associated with enhancing student motivation and enriching the
overall classroom dynamics. As shown from Almusharraf’s experiment,
an important aspect of the study’s outcome was that the benefits of the
game-based approach were universally experienced across the student
body. The research found no significant differences in the perceptions
of Kahoot’s impact among students of varying ages, genders, and social
backgrounds, suggesting that game-based learning tools like Kahoot
have a wide-reaching potential to positively influence EFL learning
experiences regardless of demographic factors.

While gamification in EFL/ESL education has received positive
feedback from both students and some educators, there are nuances
and contradictions in teacher perspectives as evident in the literature
(Krishnan et al., 2021; Luo et al., 2021). Krishnan et al. (2021) argue in
favor of gamification, stating that it can be an asset for EFL teachers,
enhancing their professional competency. They note that teachers
recognize the advantages of increased student engagement through
gamified learning and are thus motivated to become proficient in
digital and gaming tools as part of course preparation. Teachers
understand that gamification elements like leaderboards, progress
bars, badges, and points can stimulate active student participation and
motivation. Consequently, they adapt their teaching roles to facilitate
the tracking of student progress and foster a competitive yet
collaborative learning environment. On the other hand, Luo et al.
(2021) present a more skeptical view from teachers regarding the
adoption of gamification, particularly in the context of secondary
schools in China. These EFL teachers expressed concerns about
potential loss of control in the classroom and were wary of the
implications of gamification on students’ exam scores. The high-stakes
nature of the College Entrance Examination in China places a
premium on traditional teaching methods that are perceived to directly
contribute to exam performance. As a result, these teachers question
the ability of gamification to provide substantive learning opportunities
and fear it may dilute pedagogical goals and teaching efficiency.
Technical limitations and the desire for aesthetically pleasing, easy-
to-use tools also contribute to their reluctance. The contrast in views
between Krishnan et al. (2021) and Luo et al. (2021) can be attributed
to differences in educational contexts and priorities. In Krishnan et al’s
study, the participants seemingly did not face the pressure of high-
stakes testing, whereas Luo et al’s participants were preparing for the
highly competitive College Entrance Examination, where the stakes for
English proficiency are considerably higher. This disparity highlights
the complex balance educators must strike between innovative
teaching methods and the demands of traditional assessment models.

4.3 Gamification components employed in
the reviewed studies

The synthesis of studies under review identifies a spectrum of

gamification components incorporated within the educational
frameworks. Predominant among these are elements such as point
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systems, digital credentials, evaluative commentary, structured
interrogatives, and visual indicators of progression. Subsequent in
frequency of application are hierarchical rankings, temporal
constraints, narrative constructs, and multimedia enhancements
inclusive of auditory and visual stimuli. Less commonly integrated, yet
noteworthy components comprise virtual personas, cooperative
interactions, competitive engagements, and scenario-based challenges,
among others. In these gamified environments for English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) or English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction,
the paradigm typically revolves around an accumulative points-based
or stratified levels system, which encompasses leaderboards, progress
indicators, virtual representations, credentials, and responsive
feedback mechanisms. Such environments are designed to incorporate
elements of challenge or competition, with the provision of rewards
predicated upon the successful demonstration of knowledge
by participants.

Table 4 offers an enumeration of the gamification constituents as
cited in the scrutinized literature. The table presents a hierarchy of
these elements based on the frequency of their reported usage. The
predominant gamification elements, as indicated by their higher
frequencies, are point systems (N=11) and digital badges (N =8).
These are closely followed by evaluative feedback and structured
interrogatives, each with a frequency of 7 occurrences. Visual
progression indicators are cited in 5 of the reviewed publications.
Additional elements such as hierarchical rankings and temporal
constraints, along with narrative and storytelling techniques, are
documented with a frequency of 4. Virtual personas and cooperative
engagement strategies are noted in 3 instances, in parity with
multimedia components incorporating auditory and visual effects.
Competitive elements are also reported with a frequency of 4. Less
frequently observed in the studies are scenario-based challenges and
role-playing exercises, each with 2 instances of application within the
gamified EFL/ESL instructional contexts. This data illustrates a diverse
yet consistent application of gamification techniques, with a clear
preference for point accumulation and badge systems to engage
learners in the reviewed educational settings. All these demonstrate
the most common gamification element to be employed is “points”
(N=11), followed by digital badges (N =8), feedback and quiz (N=7).
Otherwise, the least popular gamification elements include

» <«

“challenges,” “competition” and “roleplaying” (N=2). The findings
could have implied that with the support, easy access and availability

from different gamified platforms in the digital market, it is easier for

TABLE 4 The gamification elements employed in the publications
reviewed.

Gamification = Frequency Gamification Frequency
elements (N) elements (N)
Points 11 Digital badges 8
Feedback 7 Quiz 7
Progress bar 5 Leaderboard 4

Time limit 4 Narrative & stories 4

Avatar 3 Videos & sound 4

effects

Collaboration 3 Competition 2
Challenges 2 Roleplaying 2
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the users to deploy those user-friendly elements in the education
settings. On the other hand,
“roleplaying” could require more skill-set of the users with more time

» o«

“challenges,” “competition” and
constraints and complicated methodology designs.

Lam et al. (2018) conducted a study to examine the impact of
digital game mechanics on the quality of argumentative writing
among secondary students in Hong Kong over a seven-week period.
The study divided participants into three distinct groups: the first
experimental group engaged in a blend of gamified and traditional
learning methods; the second experimental group participated in
blended learning without gamification; and the control group adhered
to a conventional direct-instruction approach led by teachers. The
gamification strategy implemented by the first experimental group
incorporated a points system, rewarding students with points for
contributing relevant and correct ideas pertaining to the discussion
topics. Additionally, this group employed a leaderboard, which
functioned as a dynamic high-score chart displaying student rankings
based on their accumulated points and was updated biweekly. Upon
analyzing the students’ written essays—both before and after the
experiment—and their contributions to the online platform Edmodo,
the findings suggested that the inclusion of gamification elements
could enhance the frequency of on-topic contributions in an online
environment. However, when comparing the argumentative writing
skills of the two experimental groups, the results indicated no
significant disparity in their improvement, implying that while
gamification may boost engagement, it does not necessarily translate
to better argument writing skills.

The findings concerning the application of gamification in the
teaching of EFL and ESL elucidate a trio of pertinent insights. Initially,
the investigation has determined that gamified learning environments
substantially aid EFL/ESL students in the enhancement of their
English language competencies, encompassing listening, speaking,
reading, and writing skills. In this digital epoch, where traditional
instructional methods might not suffice to captivate learners if the
content lacks relevance, it becomes imperative for educational
institutions to adapt by providing dynamic learning resources. The
study underscores that gamification not only augments students’
English language capabilities but also cultivates a propensity for self-
directed learning. This is achieved as gamification intrinsically and
extrinsically motivates students to engage in learning both within the
confines of the classroom and in external settings, by infusing the
academic milieu with an amalgam of collaborative and competitive
elements that render the experience both entertaining and interactive.
Intrinsic motivation occurs when students are driven to learn
independently by themselves due to internal drive and desire to
be knowledge in the specific area of their interests and passion. On the
other hand, extrinsic motivation takes place when there are external
motivating forces such as gamified learning settings in the classrooms.
In fact, both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation can take place at the
same time in academic and non-academic settings. Moreover, the
research validates the notion that gamification is a powerful
instrument in the educational toolkit, corroborating previous
scholarly works that advocate for its utility. As identified by Kaban and
Karadeniz (2021), gamification transcends its role as a mere conduit
for teaching and study; it also emerges as an effective tool for content
review and learner assessment—a sentiment echoed by Almusharraf
(2023) and Chen (2022). Such a multifaceted approach to education
through gamification is indicative of its transformative impact on

Frontiers in Education

15

10.3389/feduc.2024.1395155

pedagogical strategies and its potential to enrich the educational
landscape, particularly within the context of EFL/ESL instruction.

Furthermore, the implementation of gamification has been shown
to exert a favorable influence on learners’ attitudes and emotional
states, including heightened interest, motivation, reduced anxiety, and
an enhanced sense of accomplishment (Stoyanova et al., 2018). For
instance, it is found that gamification in mathematics classes
stimulated interest and promoted active learning, particularly among
students with low intrinsic motivation. The amplification of student
motivation represents one of the most consistently reported positive
educational outcomes in the reviewed literature. An illustrative
example of this is Chen’s (2022) research, which examined EFL
learners’ perceptions regarding lessons that incorporated the
evaluative features of Kahoot and the collaborative potential of Padlet.
Similarly, Aziz (2022) also found that implementing Kahoot and
Padlet in international student classrooms improved learning
processes, encouraged critical thinking, and fostered an inclusive
environment. DeWitt et al. (2015) utilized Padlet for interactive online
debates, demonstrating its effectiveness in constructing new
knowledge and facilitating collaborative learning. The outcomes of
this investigation revealed that students acknowledged the merits of
the gamified learning process, deeming it a novel, engaging, and
game-like approach that contributed to their English language studies.
For instance, by collaborating Padlet with Kahoot, student engagement
could be greatly enhanced with an interactive classroom setting, given
the learners are driven to be actively involved in the class activities and
tasks by visualizing displaying their answers and choices in the
questions set by the instructors in the prompts. A collaborative yet
competitive learning environment could be created through peer
conferencing. As a result, these visually powerful and interesting
digital tools serve as measurement of students’ learning progress,
effectives and quantified outcomes. This gamification methodology
was found to stimulate their interest and engagement in learning
English, bolstering their participation and fervor. Such strategies
are instrumental in promoting learner motivation, which is a
critical factor in driving engagement and is essential for the success
of EFL education. The link between gamified learning environments
and enhanced motivational levels among learners is therefore an
integral aspect of the broader discussion on effective EFL
instructional strategies.

Lastly, gamification has been recognized as an effective means of
creating a more authentic language learning environment and
fostering comprehensive literacy among students (Al-Dosakee and
Ozdamli, 2021). Addressing the concern that Taiwanese EFL learners
often display limited real-world communication skills, Wu et al.
(2014) explored the impact of digital board games specifically tailored
for EFL learning in Taiwan. The study aimed to determine whether
such games could enhance students’ communicative abilities and
intrinsic motivation by providing contextually relevant content and
appropriate linguistic practice. The digital board games employed in
Wau et al’s study included various components such as a game board,
illustrated cards, and game pieces, all designed to simulate real-life
scenarios and demonstrate authentic language use, either through
textual representation or game mechanics. The use of graphics, rules,
thematic narratives, and tangible game pieces contributed to an
engaging and immersive gaming experience. The research was
conducted with 96 high school students in Taiwan, divided into three
groups: one received standard instruction, another engaged with
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digital board game-based language learning, and the third group used
traditional board games for language learning. By evaluating the
learning outcomes through a speaking test, it was revealed that the
students who participated in the digital board game learning group
displayed superior performance and enhanced communicative skills
compared to the other groups. The study highlighted the digital
gaming environment’s role in encouraging students to use English
more actively and confidently. Consequently, the researchers
advocated for the integration of game-based learning into school
curricula, emphasizing its value in providing a genuine language
learning context and advancing actual communication abilities. In
concert with these findings, Chen (2022, p. 21) also affirmed the
efficacy of gamification in creating a more pleasurable and engaging
learning atmosphere. The research by Chen underscored the ability of
gamified learning to “create a good atmosphere, engagement, and
collaborative opportunities to develop communicative abilities,”
highlighting the multifaceted benefits of gamification, which include
not only academic achievement but also the enhancement of language
learners’ communicative competence.

5 Discussion

The recent research on the application of gamification in EFL/ESL
education contributes to the growing body of literature by emphasizing
its expansive use across various aspects of language learning. This
contrasts with some earlier studies, such as those by Govender and
Arnedo-Moreno (2021) and Phuong (2020), which posited that online
gamification was predominantly utilized for vocabulary acquisition
and was infrequently applied to teaching broader content knowledge
and grammatical structures. The current findings broaden this
perspective, illustrating that gamification is not limited to vocabulary
enhancement but extends to a comprehensive array of language
domains including grammar, listening, speaking, reading, writing,
pronunciation, college-level English, and even literature studies. This
diversification of gamification’s applicability demonstrates its
versatility and underscores its potential for wide-ranging
implementation in actual EFL/ESL classroom settings. Moreover, the
review uncovers that while gamification has been adopted across
various educational levels from primary education to tertiary
education, it appears to have found particular resonance at the higher
education level. This trend signifies not only the adaptability of
gamification strategies to suit different learning stages but also its
escalating popularity within the ESL/EFL sector. The broad embrace
of gamification reflects a recognition of its effectiveness in enhancing
language learning experiences and outcomes, suggesting that it is
becoming a mainstay in language education pedagogy.

The versatility of gamification is further evidenced by its successful
integration with various pedagogical models, such as the flipped
classroom and ubiquitous learning environments. In the flipped
classroom model, as described by researchers like Hung (2018) and
Zou (2020), students are encouraged to engage in pre-class self-
learning to grasp foundational concepts. This preparatory work allows
in-class time to be devoted to more interactive and gamified activities
that foster higher-order thinking skills, such as application, analysis,
and evaluation of the learned material. The fusion of gamification with
ubiquitous learning environments, as explored by Liu and Chu (2010),
takes advantage of digital technologies to enable learning experiences
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that transcend the traditional classrooms temporal and spatial
limitations. For example, students can practice English listening and
speaking skills using their cellphones during their personal time due
to the popularity of mobile applications and online learning channels
like Youtubes. Browsing the internet and different websites has almost
become part of the daily routine among learners in the new
technological era. Playing games using cellphones could be a gamified
channel for students to equip English language better, providing
online games stimulate virtual communicating settings with other
players at all times, forming a self-initiated learning community. In
some of these gamified learning channels, learners can participate in
outdoor treasure hunt games or story relay races that incorporate
authentic language use during scheduled class sessions. These
activities not only reinforce language skills but also engage learners in
a dynamic and context-rich environment. The confluence of gamified
learning with these innovative educational frameworks offers a
multifaceted approach to language education. By combining the
intrinsic motivational pull of games with the flipped classroom’s
emphasis on active learning, or the anytime-anywhere approach of
ubiquitous learning, educators can create an effective learning process
that is both enjoyable and efficacious. This holistic approach not only
aligns with contemporary educational needs but also promises to
enhance students’ language proficiency and overall learning outcomes,
making it an appealing option for educators and learners alike.

The study by Chan and Lo (2022) provides strong empirical support
for the positive reception of gamification in higher education settings.
With an overwhelming majority (87%) of university and college students
in Chan and Los study, which was conducted among undergraduate
students in various universities and colleges in Hong Kong in 2022,
expressing favorable views on the effectiveness of gamified learning
experiences. The respondents were from different disciplines in different
majors, but they were all ESL learners across different institutions. The
data underscores a clear enthusiasm for this educational approach. The
high percentage of students (94.2%) who consider game-based learning
a significant motivator for classroom participation is particularly telling
of gamification’s potential to enhance student engagement. Kahoot, as
noted in the study, stands out as a highly effective digital tool that fosters
creativity and innovation within the classroom. It does so by enabling
students to actively participate in the learning process, not only through
engagement with the content but also by creating their own quizzes. This
kind of interactive platform allows students to both learn from the
instructor and their peers, and to contribute to the learning process by
designing their own test items, thus stimulating their imagination and
creative thinking. Moreover, recognition and positive perception towards
among university language teachers in Hong Kong regarding the
motivational and participatory benefits of tasks that involve appealing
visuals and audio further substantiates the claim that gamification can
greatly enhance the learning environment. The use of such sensory
stimuli, integrated into game-based tasks, appears to be an effective
strategy in capturing students’ attention and fostering a more dynamic
and interactive classroom atmosphere. Chan and Los (2022) findings
align with broader educational research that suggests gamification, when
thoughtfully applied, can lead to increased student motivation, improved
engagement, and potentially better learning outcomes. The study’s
insights are particularly valuable for educators looking to implement
gamified elements into their curricula to harness the motivational
benefits and cater to the learning preferences of the current generation
of students.
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However, there is a need to explore the intersection of gamification
with variables such as gender and social class. These factors can
profoundly influence educational access, engagement, and outcomes,
and their interaction with gamified learning experiences remains
underexplored. Chan and Lo (2022) indicate that factors beyond
educational background and proficiency in English language
acquisition, such as gender, significantly influence learners’
competencies and attitudes toward using games in classroom settings.
The research also reveals that variables including demographics and
gender-related differences have a considerable impact on the mastery
of digital technology, the practicality of implementing gamification,
and consequently, the effectiveness and success of gamified learning
experiences. These factors also affect the dynamics of the interactive
learning environment and the student-teacher rapport in both virtual
and traditional classroom contexts. For instance, the study observed
that preferences for competitive learning strategies are affected by
gender differences, social background, and age. It was noted that boys
generally show more enthusiasm for participating in game-based
learning environments compared to girls, and they are more
incentivized by the drive to achieve high scores and succeed in
competitive aspects of games (Chan and Lo, 2022). Younger learners
would need more extrinsic motivation like visuals, colours, animations
and sounds for attention getting, which illustrates age group could
be another variable to determine the level of technicality and
importance of deployment of gamification in classrooms. Addressing
these considerations can contribute to a more equitable and inclusive
approach to game-based learning in the EFL context, ensuring that the
benefits of gamification are accessible to a diverse range of learners.

The hesitancy among some EFL/ESL teachers to embrace
gamification as a teaching tool reflects the multifaceted challenges of
integrating innovative methods into existing educational frameworks.
In the high-pressure environment of secondary education in China,
for instance, the focus on achieving top scores in the publication
examination, namely Gaokao, can lead to a preference for
conventional, test-focused teaching strategies. Consequently, the
perception persists that gamification may not directly enhance test
performance, which makes educators cautious about deviating from
tried-and-true pedagogies. The research by Chan and Lo (2022)
presents similar concerns in the context of university education in
Hong Kong where teachers there expressed that tight teaching
schedules make it difficult to introduce games into the classroom. A
significant number of language teachers also reported an absence of
adequate training and resources to support the use of gamified
learning. Moreover, some educators felt that there was a mismatch
between the games available and the actual content that needed to
be delivered in their courses (Chan and Lo, 2022). Beyond these
concerns, the general adoption of gamification and digital tools in
education is not without its hurdles. Resistance to change from
established teaching methods, technical challenges associated with the
need for appropriate infrastructure and support, difficulties in
ensuring that gamified content aligns with educational objectives, and
the complexities of assessing the impact of such methods on
standardized tests all present significant obstacles. Furthermore, the
success of gamification often hinges on the broader support of
educational institutions, which must be willing to invest in the
necessary changes to policy, allocate funding, and offer professional
development for educators. While gamification offers exciting
possibilities for increasing student engagement and motivation,
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realizing its full potential in language learning requires a concerted
effort to address these barriers. It also calls for a commitment to
ongoing research to better understand how gamification can
be effectively implemented across various educational settings.

The body of empirical research collectively validates the
advantages of integrating gamification into EFL/ESL teaching and
learning processes. Instead of isolating a single advantage, these
studies often highlight a range of positive outcomes. For instance,
experiments have shown that gamification can enhance student
engagement and motivation, as well as alleviate anxiety in learning
English listening and speaking skills, as noted by Hung (2018).
Additionally, it can foster motivation and improve linguistic, digital,
and intercultural competencies, according to Sevilla-Pavon and Haba-
Osca (2017). The perspective that learning ought to be enjoyable,
stimulating, and driven by the learners themselves aligns with the
principles of gamification, as discussed by Ongoro and Mwangoka
(2019). This supports the ongoing trend of gamified EFL classrooms,
where educators are encouraged to clarify the objectives and methods
of gamification to students and to optimize the benefits of a gamified
educational environment. However, it is crucial to apply gamification
thoughtfully in EFL settings to broaden the chances for students to
enhance their English proficiency within the time constraints of
the curriculum.

In an effort to enhance educational outcomes, gamification in
English learning activities has incorporated elements such as fair rules,
transparent objectives, and social interaction opportunities. This
research identified points, badges, feedback, quizzes, and progress bars
as the most commonly employed gamification components in EFL/
ESL teaching. Points and badges assign value to tasks, provide positive
aid
participation. As such, the consistent and systematic allocation of

reinforcement, in self-assessment, and bolster student
points for student involvement is recommended as an effective reward
mechanism in gamified learning contexts. The use of immediate
feedback and quizzes is instrumental in helping learners recognize
their performance levels and advancement. The advantage of online
gamified platforms is that they allow for swift responses from teachers
or peers to student submissions, enabling timely self-evaluation and
potential improvement. Progress bars are particularly useful in setting
clear goals and guiding learners, as demonstrated in the study by Ding
et al. (2018). The progress bars in their gamified activities show
individual scores, class average scores, and potential rewards. This
feature enables students to track their personal achievements, compare
them with the class average, and identify the effort required to obtain
rewards, thereby encouraging them to strive for excellence and keep
pace with high-achieving peers.

The research underscores competition as a key factor when
designing gamification elements for EFL and ESL instructional
environments. Leaderboards and time restrictions are pivotal in
cultivating a competitive atmosphere within the gamified learning
space. Leaderboards, which display participants’ rankings based on
their performance, not only recognize the achievements of top
students but also instill a sense of competence (Ding et al., 2018).
However, the introduction of competition has its pros and cons. While
it may motivate students to engage with gamified tasks, meet
deadlines, and aim for high leaderboard positions, it can also evoke
fear and stress, depending on individual temperaments. Dindar et al.
(2021) conducted a study to assess the influence of gamified
competition and cooperation on Chinese students’ English vocabulary
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acquisition. The participants were divided into two groups: one
experienced gamified competition, which “was realized through
ranking learners with a leaderboard and announcing a single winner
at the end,” and another experienced gamified cooperation, which
“was achieved by giving a shared goal to the group members and
rewarding the whole group with badges rather than rewarding specific
individuals” (Ding et al., 2018, p. 153). The study found that gamified
cooperation and competition had comparable effects on task effort,
learning outcomes, and motivation, but gamified cooperation led to
greater social relatedness. In light of these findings, it is suggested that
future gamified learning activities should further explore how to boost
students’ motivation and performance through gamified cooperation.
Teachers are encouraged to help students create shared goals, fostering
a collaborative environment where students can benefit from peer
discussions and collective task completion.

The architecture of a gamified learning environment is founded
on the integration of three distinct concepts: dynamics, mechanics,
and components, as identified by Bicen and Kocakoyun (2018). Game
dynamics include, inter alia, a spectrum of motivational elements such
as status, rewards, opportunities for personal expression, the
exhilaration of competition regulated by explicit and effectuated rules,
and the quest for achievement. Game mechanics are the structural
elements that drive the gameplay, including a leveling system, a
narrative context that provides a backdrop for activities, challenges to
overcome, achievements to unlock, leaderboards for tracking
performance, and similar features (Bicen and Kocakoyun, 2018).
Furthermore, game components, also known as elements, are the
tangible items within the game that players interact with. These can
range from self-representation tools such as avatars, to forms of
feedback, points, trophies, badges, a progress bar, virtual gifts, and
more (Deterding et al., 2011). The purpose of these rules and features
is to captivate the participants’ interest, trigger intrinsic motivation,
foster a competitive spirit, and stimulate curiosity. Through these
means, gamification aims to enhance the learning experience and
boost academic achievement.

6 Conclusions, recommendations, and
limitations

To this end, a total of 30 journal articles, which are indexed in the
Social Sciences Citation Index and were retrieved from the Web of
Science database utilizing pertinent search terms, were thoroughly
selected, reviewed, and dissected by the researchers from various
analytical standpoints. This investigation offers a synthesis of the
prevailing utilization of gamification in the realm of EFL/ESL
pedagogy and learning. By examining 30 empirical studies, this study
has discerned a widespread adoption of gamification in language
classrooms. The impetus for integrating gamification into EFL/ESL
instruction encompasses a spectrum of objectives: the enhancement
of learners’ English linguistic proficiencies, the positive influence on
students’ attitudes and emotional engagement, the establishment of
authentic language learning milieus, and the nurturing of learners’
holistic competencies. With gamification progressively infusing into
educational frameworks, it becomes imperative to explore its potential
as a facilitative tool in EFL instruction, both within traditional
classroom boundaries and in digitally enhanced learning spaces. As
educational methodologies shift towards more immersive paradigms,
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the developmental benefits of innovative educational strategies are
celebrated for their potential to foster engagement and learning
through hands-on practice (Lo, 2024a). This aligns with the broader
trend of integrating creative and innovative approaches into pedagogy,
which emphasizes creativity, innovation, and the iterative process of
learning (Lo, 2024b).

The conclusions drawn from this review emphasize that the
structural development of a gamified educational setting ought to
be guided by three core principles: dynamics, which drive the
motivational aspects; mechanics, which define the underlying
framework and rules of engagement; and components, which
represent the tangible elements and tools used by participants within
the system. Those responsible for designing gamification-based
learning experiences are tasked with crafting a harmonious integration
of gaming elements and educational content, taking into account the
learners’ educational level, cognitive abilities, and capacities. This
tailored approach ensures that the gamified learning not only
captivates and motivates but also aligns with the educational objectives
and learner prerequisites.

To address the first research question, the study has proved
predominately that gamification is an effective strategy within various
teaching methodologies in EFL/ESL classes, which could be in the
form of different digital channels and methodology designs.
Considering the second research question, the factors affecting the
relationship between gamification and EFL outcomes include
motivational forces, educational and social backgrounds, gender,
digital literacy, language competency, expected learning outcomes,
perceptions and psychological behaviors, cognitive awareness and
institutional support and resources. In addition, various investigated
and proposed gaming elements have been examined in different
academic settings in different EFL/ESL classes in order to delve into
the third research questions. All these review acknowledge the
increasingly documented advantages of gamification for EFL
pedagogy and endorses further exploration and application of game-
based educational methods to improve EFL/ESL students’ mastery of
the English language. The study adds to the growing body of literature
on the efficacy and effects of gamification in EFL/ESL education and
aims to be a valuable reference for both scholars and practitioners
spearheading the development and early adoption of gamified
educational interventions. Moreover, to enhance the effectiveness of
gamification and other digital methodologies, schools should provide
technical tools, high-speed internet, modern high-performance
laptops, and access to online services, alongside arranging workshops
on ICT education and reducing administrative burdens on teachers
(Lo and To, 2023a). Additionally, integrating ICT-related solutions
into CPD to address systemic gaps and skill-based deficiencies is
crucial, including considerations for student support, socio-emotional
challenges, and innovative teaching strategies (Lo and To, 2023b).

The insights offered in this review are designed to inform the
creation of cutting-edge gamified learning resources, to elevate the
EFL educational process, and to augment the language proficiency of
EFL students. It highlights the critical role of deliberate gamified
instructional design and promotes its careful incorporation as a means
to enhance educational outcomes in language acquisition. Tsang and
Davis (2024) found that entertainment-oriented activities such as
playing games and listening to songs were the most commonly
enjoyed events in the EFL classroom while activities that are simple,
easy, free, relaxed, and different from the usual were also deemed
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enjoyable by young learners. These findings underscore the
importance of maximizing learners’ positive emotions, which can
significantly contribute to their well-being and the effectiveness of
mastering a foreign language. Educators, curriculum designers, and
researchers may consider these preferences when developing gamified
instructional materials to create more engaging and emotionally
supportive learning environments.

The landscape of gamification within EFL instruction, as
delineated by this review, presents several avenues for future scholarly
inquiry. The majority of the extant literature scrutinizes gamification
predominantly through the lens of student engagement and outcomes.
There exists a substantial gap in understanding the perspectives of
educators and institutions regarding the deployment of game-based
learning methodologies. Future research endeavors should aim to
provide a more holistic view by examining how teachers and
educational establishments perceive, adopt, and adapt to the
integration of gamification within their curricula and teaching
practices. Similar to how Lo (2023) found that ESL teachers in Hong
Kong identified both benefits and challenges in digital learning and
online education, it is crucial to explore how educators view the
integration of gamification, considering factors like technology
proficiency, workload, and the potential for professional development.

Moreover, cultural differences play a significant role in how
gamification is perceived and implemented in educational settings. Lo
et al. (2024) highlighted cross-cultural differences in student
motivation and independent learning skills between Hong Kong and
the United Kingdom, suggesting that cultural contexts can influence
educational practices and outcomes. Factors such as cultural values
relating to education, educational practices, and societal expectations
for educational outcomes might also shape student attitudes towards
independent learning and the strategies they pursue, as some strategies
may be viewed as more valuable or effective than others according to
socio-historical tradition (Lo, 2024c). This could similarly affect how
gamification is adopted and adapted in EFL instruction. As Wu (2024)
pointed out, the complexity of language learner psychology across
different cultural landscapes indicates that motivational strategies
need to be culturally sensitive to be most effective. Understanding
these cultural nuances is essential for developing effective gamification
strategies that are responsive to the diverse needs of learners in
different educational contexts.

Furthermore, the current distribution of research, with a heavier
focus on higher education settings (60%), followed by secondary
schools (27%), and to a lesser extent, elementary schools (13%),
indicates an imbalance that warrants attention. Subsequent studies are
encouraged to delve into the effects and methodologies of gamifying
the learning experience at the foundational levels of education,
specifically in elementary schools and kindergartens. Exploring these
earlier educational stages could yield insights into the foundational
impacts of gamification on language acquisition and
cognitive development.

This study, while comprehensive in its approach to investigating
the use of gamification in EFL/ESL instruction through SSCI-
indexed journal articles from the Web of Science, acknowledges
several limitations that could impact the breadth and depth of its
findings. Firstly, by focusing solely on SSCI-indexed journal
publications, the study potentially overlooks a wealth of relevant
information that could be found in other scholarly or industry
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publications not indexed by this database. Consequently, this
selection criterion may lead to an incomplete representation of the
current state of gamification in EFL/ESL education. Secondly, the
decision to deliberately omit conference papers, book chapters,
unpublished theses, literature reviews, and secondary data analyses
from the scope of this literature review was a strategic measure
implemented to ensure that the review remained focused and
manageable. However, this exclusion inherently limits the study’s
comprehensiveness, as it may omit significant contributions to the
field that reside within these types of publications. High-quality
and pertinent empirical studies that fall outside the inclusion
criteria might have provided additional insights and thus, their
absence is recognized as a limitation. Lastly, the study’s reliance on
previously published materials means that it is subjected to the
methodological rigors or shortcomings of those sources. If the
original research contained biases or methodological flaws, these
would inadvertently carry over and potentially affect the
conclusions drawn in this review. Future research may aim to
mitigate these limitations by expanding the range of sources
considered and by critically evaluating the methodologies of the
included  studies to robust and

provide a more

comprehensive analysis.
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