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Abstract 
Vocabulary knowledge in second language learning is imperative in acquiring 
competence and mastery in the language. It is a fundamental competence that 
English Second Language (ESL) learners need to master as a wide vocabulary 
repertoire is necessary in aiding them to understand verbal and written 
communication. This literature review also highlights that Malaysian under-
graduates’ learners are lacking in vocabulary mastery that caused drastic de-
cline in their proficiency of both written and spoken English. The integration 
of educational online games in teaching vocabulary has a growing popularity 
due to the widespread belief on its potential to enrich learning process. This 
paper provides a literature review on the elements, interest, and challenges of 
the online games in ESL learners based on multiple past studies. It is proven 
in the literature that online games are potential tools in vocabulary learning 
as it raises learners’ learning satisfaction, and fosters autonomous learning 
among learners. Many studies have also proven that online games support the 
acquisition of 21st century skills. Nevertheless, in the eagerness to employ on-
line games, it is imperative for educators to be aware of the challenges before 
making a wise decision to integrate online games as classroom activities. 
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1. Introduction 

Most Malaysians use English as a Second Language (ESL) or a foreign language. 
However, many Malaysian learners are reported to have limited number of Eng-
lish language vocabulary repertoires which contribute to their low proficiency 
level (D’Silva, 2019). This is supported by the findings of several past studies 
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which reported that Malaysian undergraduates are lacking in vocabulary mas-
tery despite the compulsory English learning throughout primary and secondary 
school years. Majority of them failed to possess even the minimum word level 
(2000 words) out of five word-levels (Lateh et al., 2018). Wang and Yamat 
(2019)’s findings on local Year Five participants (11 years old), indicate that 
many primary pupils throughout Malaysia have low vocabulary repertoire. In 
other words, they are yet to achieve the standard set by the Malaysia Stan-
dard-Based Curriculum English Syllabus. 

Their limited vocabulary repertoire is due to lack of interest in learning voca-
bulary when they are taught using the traditional method (Alqahtani, 2016; Ting 
& Kee, 2019). Thus, capturing pupils’ interest and motivating them are impor-
tant in the vocabulary learning process. When they stop enjoying lessons, there 
is a tendency for them to learn less in class (Nasir, Surat, Maat, Abd Karim, & 
Daud, 2018; Nasir, Mansor, & Rahman, 2018). Afzal (2019) also found that the 
majority of teachers still employ the traditional teaching methods which are 
outdated. Mohammad et al.’s findings (2018) indicate that many of the teach-
er-centered strategies are irrelevant to learners of today generation as they are 
heavily dependent on memorizing unfamiliar words with their definitions (De-
rakhshan & Khatir, 2015) and paired translations (Nejati et al., 2018). These 
learners who are also known as the digital natives, are more fluent in the usage 
of technology and there is a growing demand of gamified teaching and learning 
in education (Chapman & Rich, 2018; Kessler, 2018). 

Managing digital natives require conducive environment and educators who 
are capable of using technology to engage learners in technology-based activities 
(Hamari & Sarsa, 2014; Nasir et al., 2018; Nasir, Mansor, & Rahman, 2018). For 
instance, formulating online games to scaffold and motivate students in learning 
vocabulary is not an essay job (Zainuddin et al., 2020). Thus, the researchers at-
tempt to discuss the following aspects of online learning in this article. The as-
pects are elements, benefits, and challenges of integrating online games in lan-
guage learning. By doing so, teachers could make a wiser decision in integrating 
the online games in their own classroom context. 

2. Elements and Benefits of Online Games 

In a digitally advanced world, the idea of a gamified learning has been constantly 
discussed among stakeholders in education. Figueroa-Flores (2015) mentioned 
that the adjustment of more technology-oriented teaching strategies is in ac-
cordance to the needs of the new generation of learners, the digital natives. 
There is a strong relation between emergent technologies and gamification in 
learning, which offers abundant of potentials in education. Gamification is the 
process of using games elements to enhance traditionally non-gaming envi-
ronments (Deterding et al., 2011; Talib et al., 2016). In education, online 
games integrate games thinking and games mechanics to solve problems and 
engage audiences in interactive learning (Takahashi, 2010; Bakhsh, 2016; Chap-
man & Rich, 2018). 
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The fundamental elements of an online game are interesting multimedia with 
customized text, graphic, audio and animation. These games elements are de-
signed to express ideas and information in a more creative and fun way. The pi-
votal aims are to attract and sustain learners’ attention (Talib et al., 2016). 
Ashraf et al. (2014) highlight that engaging learners in online games could create 
space for comprehensive vocabulary instruction. Online games often incorporate 
elements which motivate and engage learners in the classroom; such as 
points-and-rewards system, immediate feedback (Darejeh & Salim (2016), levels 
and leaderboard (Mohamad et al., 2020) as well as challenges and sense of en-
gagement (Abrams & Walsh, 2014). 

The points-and-rewards system is consistent with the development of 
goal-oriented tasks in online games. These elements are able to navigate learn-
ers towards performance orientation as they are constantly emphasise direct 
goals like time and points earned. Learners earn rewards or points in the forms 
of trophies, badges and scores for every problem solved in the online games. 
These resulted in learners to become more engaged, motivated and develop 
self-determination to achieve certain goals. As supported by Chadyiwa and 
Mgutshini (2015), these games elements provide learners with fun learning ex-
perience whereby they will feel like they have to win challenges, complete the le-
vels to obtain badges and prizes. Apparently, learners are excited to make mul-
tiple attempts and gain rewards.  

Another valued element in online games is the prompt feedback. Such explicit 
and immediate feedback helps learners to think critically when assessing 
progress and reflect on their errors. The prompt feedback is a necessary element 
which contributes to the use of online games being meaningful (Nicholson, 
2015), as it calls for learners’ direct involvement in their own learning. Sullivan 
and Grey (2002) conclude that the use of online games in learning provides 
platforms for active learning. Learners learn by doing and not mere memorizing. 
When learners become active learners, they are able to become more productive 
and motivated in learning (Shaaruddin & Mohamad, 2017). 

Levels and leaderboard are significant in games application as it tracks learn-
ers’ progress and records their achievement (Jia et al., 2017). Each level has 
different level of difficulties, which is an effective way to stimulate learners’ in-
trinsic motivation through competition (Codish & Ravid, 2015). Clearly defined 
progress gives learners a sense of achievement and inspires them to do what 
needs to be done to reach the next level. Leaderboard is a section where the 
scores and ranks are displayed. Learners can see how their achievements are be-
ing stacked against other fellow learners. This sparks healthy competition among 
learners which further motivates them to engage, practise and earn rewards.  

Challenge is a basic element that makes up online games. It is a set of rules in 
online games that fuel learners to put effort in fulfilling tasks and compete. This 
element of challenge in online games is essential as it provides interactivity 
among learners and the game (Richter et al., 2015). When a game is not chal-
lenging, the interaction between game and the player could become meaningless. 
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However, if it is too challenging, it could discourage learners and cause them to 
give up (Codish & Ravid, 2015). Thus, there needs to be an appropriate amount 
of challenges for the online game to be an effective tool of language learning. 
Learners should be challenged on a subject matter that they have learned pre-
viously.  

Teachers need to play their roles in ensuring that learners are prepared to 
learn using online games. Another role of the teachers is to give ample guidance 
when learners face difficulties (i.e. technical, instruction etc.). An adequate 
amount of challenge in online games learning provides space for learners to 
think, plan and actively engage in learning. Alsawaier (2018) wrote that the ele-
ments in online games (rewards, leader board, challenge and prompt feedback) 
are indispensable in the effort to ensure the effectiveness of online games in 
learning.  

The use of online games in vocabulary learning has attained much attention, 
where different studies from many researchers globally have provided data that 
online games are able to gain attention and interest in vocabulary learning. The 
increasing rise of interest in online games in learning is due to its conceptualiza-
tion as an enjoyable factor in language learning. Ashraf et al. (2014) also sup-
ported that online games create fun learning environment, especially for young-
er learners to be interested in learning process. Vocabulary building is a long 
process. Thus, engaging learners in fun, relaxing and motivating learning 
experience could ease learners to learn new words. Apparently, through such 
engagement, learners are more likely to reduce their learning apprehension level 
and arouse learners’ interest in vocabulary learning. Barab et al.’s (2009) study 
confirm that online games could facilitate learning experience through the use of 
games elements, games thinking and games mechanics which makes learning 
more fun and rewarding in comparison to less attractive and passive traditional 
learning (Letchumanan et al., 2015). Fun and motivating learning environment 
raises learners’ satisfaction in learning, thus, promotes high engagement among 
learners (Khalid & Quick, 2016) and increase their level of English proficiency 
(Nejati, 2018; Alqahtani, 2016).  

Yip and Kwan (2006) reported that the participants expressed a preference for 
the use of online games in vocabulary learning over face-to-face interaction as 
they welcome a higher degree of autonomy in their learning. The flexibility of 
online games provides opportunities for learners to become independent learn-
ers by allowing learners to progress at their own pace, choose the difficulty levels 
and provides multiple games formats that learners can choose from (Chiappe et 
al., 2013). Haddad (2016) also confirms that supporting learners with certain 
degree of autonomy in their learning is necessary to foster enhanced vocabulary 
in learning. Learners taking charge of their own learning involved taking re-
sponsibility (partial or total) for many stages of their learning process which tra-
ditionally belong to the teacher, such as making decision on learning goals, se-
lecting learning methods and reviewing progress. Similarly, it is suggested that 
the ability to take charge of their learning progress suggests that learners have 
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higher sense of self-efficacy and confidence in their own learning ability. Thus, 
learners who actively take charge of their learning are more intrinsically moti-
vated than those who do not.  

Online games potentials are not limited to learning a language component or 
skills as described in the lesson learning outcomes. In today’s world, the integra-
tion of online games in vocabulary learning has given opportunities for learners 
to practice, learn and acquire multiple skills simultaneously. Online games in 
learning support the acquisition of 21st century skills. Aside from gaining aca-
demic knowledge, educators now need to ensure that learners develop their 21st 
century skills. Chiappe et al. (2013) stated that online games have yield better 
performance in learners’ problem-solving, critical thinking and collaboration 
skills. Besides learning the language component stated in the learning outcomes, 
there is a significant improvement in learners’ problem-solving when they expe-
rimented with new strategies to complete the tasks given. Zirawaga et al. (2017) 
also provide findings that support the claim that online games “teach” other 
skills such as sportsmanship, creativity and peer collaboration. Instilling these 
qualities helps create individuals which can adapt to different challenges and 
situations. Besides, online games could increase opportunities for learners to 
create meaningful social connections with peers. As a result, their social, prob-
lem solving and creativity skills improve gradually as they communicate with 
other learners to compete or work collaboratively during the games. Yudintseva 
(2015) also has similar viewpoint, online games could strengthen learners’ social 
relationship.  

3. The Challenges of Integrating Online Games in Language  
Learning 

Generally, there are three major challenges due to the integration of online 
games in language learning namely learners, educators and school administra-
tors’ readiness. Firstly, learners’ readiness. One of the biggest challenges in im-
plementing online games is learners’ readiness in embracing the technology into 
learning. The use of a specific online game in a classroom may not be suitable to 
all learners. Some learners may find the features of online games as fascinating, 
while some others feel that the online games make their learning experience 
more difficult. Most of the time, learners who are not used to gamified classes 
have trouble adjusting to online games in learning (Bovermann et al., 2018). 
They often misunderstood the objectives of online games and feel that it is a 
waste of their time. Bovermann and his team members further revealed that 20% 
of the participants participating in their research expressed a rather dismissive 
attitude towards playing online games in learning. He suggested that participants 
could not relate to the benefits of online games in their learning. Instead, playing 
online games causes high level of anxiety and frustration when they could not 
reach their targeted achievement. Other negative effects that are often com-
plained by the users are vision constraint and headache due to the long duration 
of time their eyes exposed to the bright rays on the monitor or handphone 
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screen. Learners’ negative view of online games may influence their acceptance 
and readiness to use online games in learning. 

The growing interest for games-based learning in educational processes often 
highlights and lauds games’ intrinsic educational value offered in gamified 
learning. However, there are limited past studies on the challenges that educa-
tors have to face in their effort to make online games a viable and useful tool in 
formal settings. Marklund and Taylor (2016) conducted a related study on this. 
Their findings explain the lack of educators’ readiness in incorporating online 
games in learning. The findings highlight that online games are laborious and 
resource intensive to use, and that there are very few guidelines established to 
direct educators through the process of incorporating games into their working 
environments. Besides, some educators do not show a high level of readiness to 
use online games simply because they are technically unprepared. This could be 
due to their lack of knowledge and training on the varied online games products. 
Planning lessons with online games requires educators to have quite elaborate 
skill sets which involves technological know-how, gaming literacy and naturally 
a strong pedagogical foundation to be able to adapt different elements of games 
in learning (Talib et al., 2016). Thus, educators who are lacking in technical 
competency, opt to stay away from incorporating online games in their instruc-
tional practices as they may not be able to effectively guide and assist the learn-
ers in using them. On top of that, educators’ readiness to adopt online games is 
also dependent on the suitability of the online games to be integrated with the 
subjects taught. Not all subjects are available via online games, thus, restrict 
educators from using online games as their class activities.  

Thirdly, from the administrators’ point of view, online games are often seen as 
a complementary practice to traditional classroom learning, and not as a prima-
ry tool for instruction (Mohamad et al., 2019). Al-Hajri et al. (2017) mentioned 
that the development of gamification environment raises significant challenge in 
terms of upgrading the required learning facilities. Administrators’ support in 
funding to schools and education institutions is highly required to accommodate 
the demands in technological requirement and IT services. However, a few stu-
dies in the local Malaysia context have reported that poor infrastructure capabil-
ities and insufficient resources are some common challenges faced by most of 
the local institutions (Nawaz & Khan, 2012; Osman & Bakar, 2012). This may be 
caused by the constant shift in technology and keeping up with the rate of tech-
nological change is costly. The lack of appropriate facilities such as computers, 
mobile phones and internet connectivity also could demotivate educators from 
adopting online games as class activities. Besides, the rather stretched academic 
timetable in primary schools in Malaysia could also lead to administrators’ poor 
readiness to encourage online games to be integrated as classroom activities as 
they fear this would reduce the scheduled learners’ learning time.  

4. Conclusion 

In this paper, a myriad of online games’ potentials in learning have been ac-
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knowledged and discussed. Gamification in learning is known to be able to en-
gage and motivate learners when adequately applied in learning. More specifi-
cally, this paper discussed relevant findings that online games could raise learn-
ers’ learning satisfaction, foster autonomous learning as well as support the ac-
quisition of 21st century skills. Learners’ satisfaction in language learning is more 
likely to increase with the appropriate use of pedagogical tools that are interest-
ing and engaging learners in the learning process. Other than that, the auto-
nomous learning element that is promoted through online games encourages 
learners to take charge of their own learning during class; as well as actively ex-
plore other resources in the target language beyond the classroom walls. Thus, 
developing autonomy in learners is as important as enhancing their vocabulary 
repertoire. Exposing learners to online games could assist them in acquiring 21st 
century skills, besides the academic knowledge gained from the lesson. The 21st 
century skills which are discussed in the paper are problem-solving, social and 
collaboration skills. These gamification elements have specific goals that would 
enable students to engage in meaningful learning processes and thus achieve in-
tended learning outcomes (Landers et al. 2017; Talib et al., 2016). The elements 
of online games in vocabulary learning discussed in this paper are hoped to be 
able to encourage more educators to discover and integrate online games as their 
classroom intervention to enhance vocabulary learning. On the other hand, the 
challenges the three major stakeholders experience should not be overlooked. 
Learners, educators and administrators’ levels of readiness affect the implemen-
tation of gamification in learning, specially to support the vision of Malaysia 
Ministry of Education (MOE) and enhance the Malaysia Standard-Based Curri-
culum English Syllabus where in Malaysia ESL learners’ still struggle with voca-
bulary mastery (Ministry of Education, 2013).  
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