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Online gaming has become a concern for some parents in the past few years and there are

worries children might become addicted, with negative effects on their socialisation. This

has led some parents to think of creative ways to reduce gaming, including rationing the

time children spend online.

It’s important to remember though, that not all the research into children playing video

games paints a bleak picture. In fact, there is a growing body of research that suggests

such worries might be unfounded and that gaming could be an incredibly useful

educational tool which might actually make children more sociable, not less.

In the same way that many schools use other forms of technology to get students more

excited about learning – such as interactive whiteboards and tablets – both of which

seem popular with students, video games might also offer similar benefits.

How gaming could help
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Language learning in particular seems a perfect place to try “gamified” classes. Some schools are

already using Minecraft in French classes – the idea is that students work together to build a “learning

zone” in the Minecraft space – finding new words to help them along the way.

Indeed, James Paul Gee, a leading researcher in the area of video games as language learning tools,

suggests that role-playing games such as The Elder Scrolls series or World of Warcraft, offer an ideal

learning space for what he calls “at-risk” learners. In theory, there is just enough challenge, just

enough support, just enough room for players to be themselves and, possibly most important,

students have just enough “ownership” of the learning process.

“At-risk” language learners, by Gee’s definition, could be anyone. They may be learners with special

educational needs, but equally they may also simply be learners who feel more vulnerable in a

language classroom. Learning a language, after all, is a huge departure from some students’ comfort

zones. Students, for example, can get nervous and inhibited in a classroom. Language learning

researchers describe this as an “affective filter” – a fear of making a mistake and losing face literally

affects how far a student joins in the class.

My research specifically looks at language learning – a subject area that, certainly in the UK, appears

to be one that students seem to endure rather than necessarily enjoy. It builds on the ideas of Philip 

Hubbard, a leading researcher in the field of using technology to enhance language learning. He has

previously suggested that while technology in classrooms is seen as useful there is no strategy for

using it – and this is where my research comes in. What I’m aiming to do is find that strategy and try

Gaming can take you out of yourself and lets you enter new worlds. Shutterstock
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to answer the following questions: how video games might help, why some students might prefer

playing a video game to being in class and what areas of language learning a teacher could improve

with this technology.

The power of gaming

Video games, especially massive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMOs) such as World of

Warcraft, Final Fantasy XIV and Runescape tend to cut through all the reasons for someone to be self-

conscious. Players have to communicate in real-time, with no opportunity to agonise over what to say,

or how to speak perfectly.

This real-time aspect of MMOs may sound terrifying for someone learning a language. But actually, a

highly useful gamification study by Ian Glover, a lecturer in technology-enhanced learning at Sheffield

Hallam University, found that learners in general have a high level of extrinsic motivation when they

game. In other words, students really want to chase levelling up, bonuses and rewards, which they

define as excelling within a gaming space.

As a result, they may force themselves to become better at communicating so they can level up quicker

– and this drive might go deeper still. Gamers are often encouraged to repeat levels several times, so

that they can perform better.

Building connections

This is what the prominent motivation researcher, Zoltan Dörnyei, describes as “directed motivational

currents”. The concept implies that motivation, for some students, may be driven entirely by their

personal view of what success entails.

This is important because if the commonly held theory that many students learn languages to “tick a

box” needed for graduation is correct, then they may only be motivated to study just enough to pass.

On the other hand, if success in the language classroom is aligned with success in a gaming space,

then harnessing this drive may be a powerful way to foster continued interest in language learning

and developing language skills.
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Video games may also have the potential to help learners develop more complex social skills. This

view is inspired by the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin, who believed that truly meaningful

communication came from negotiating cultural differences and finding solutions.

This happens a lot in a video game, as players try to find their roles, but more significant is what the

negotiations seem to lead to: relatedness – finding shared meaning and a sense of belonging. A study 

conducted in Japan found that players seemed to play MMOs mainly for the purpose of forming social

connections.

So will schools of the future all be learning languages through gaming? This remains to be seen, but

given that the evidence suggests gaming can encourage social skills and teamwork – as well as

incredible scope to share ideas and build knowledge – there may be a good argument for ditching the

textbooks and logging into another world for a while.
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Students can earn points as they pass through different levels of the game. Shutterstock
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