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Abstract Research into game-based language learning and gamification is a field 
that represents a new direction in second language acquisition. However, practical 
research regarding empirical observation of how this method can affect language 
learner identity and investment is still lacking. In this chapter, we show three differ-
ent contexts in which games and gamification are used in the classroom to support 
and scaffold English lessons. A variety of gamification and game-based pedagogical 
interventions were used with classes at the high school and university levels. The 
interventions included pre- and post-game activities, while the activities themselves 
involved gamified online quizzes such as Kahoot!, and mobile games such as 
Spaceteam ESL and Don’t Get Fired!. We then present evidence of the impact this 
method has in the form of surveys, homework responses, class discussions, and a 
range of other classroom observation-based data. It was found that games can sub-
stantially impact identity and positively increase learner investment in lesson con-
tent. However, findings suggest many factors can sway these benefits, which include 
teacher interventions, support materials, design of curriculum, and game or gami-
fied activity content. Observations for this chapter exclusively come from Japan; 
however, the suggestions included can be applied to many different contexts.
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1  Introduction

The field of language education is always changing and new approaches are con-
stantly being tried and tested in classrooms around the world. In particular, technol-
ogy has greatly expanded the possibilities for classroom practice, providing more 
resources to teachers and students than previously available (Godwin-Jones, 2014; 
Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012; York & deHaan, 2018). However just because there are 
more resources does not automatically mean that they are better, and just because 
they involve technology does not imply they are better than traditional approaches. 
The uses and impacts of technological resources must be empirically explored in 
order to reach a greater understanding of the effects on the learning process and on 
language learners. In particular, the research area of game-based language learning 
(GBLL) and gamification requires further study in order to provide teachers with 
insight into how using games might influence pedagogy in the language classroom.

While there are numerous areas to explore with regard to games in the class-
room, how learners identify themselves to, and invest in the use of games in the 
classroom is of significant importance to teachers as those ideas and identities 
impact how learners engage in classroom activities. As this area of game-based 
research is still underexplored, further investigation is warranted. Seedhouse (2005) 
has argued that reaching an understanding of the classroom in practice, and not just 
based on theories and conceptions of research, is vital in order to build better 
informed classroom practice. As such, the responses and ideas of learners in relation 
to game-based pedagogy in the classroom is a valuable area to explore to better 
understand how games are interpreted and related to by learners.

The purpose of this chapter is to build upon the base of literature dealing with the 
practical implementation of games and gamification in the classroom. Authors of 
similar papers, such as deHaan (2019), have stated that there is currently a lack of 
practical information about how language teachers can use games to aid classes. 
Conversely, there is a surplus of theoretical papers outlining why games are viable 
for language education. Language learner identity formation is another area in 
which games and gamification research has yet to fully explore. Thus, considering 
practical considerations for classroom implementation, this chapter will outline 
various pedagogical methods and observations from the implementation of games 
and gamification. Attention will be paid to how the activities are implemented into 
the existing curriculum and the effects they have on language learner identity.

2  Literature Review

2.1  Language Learning and Identity

Identity is a well-developed area of language education research that has continued 
to evolve over time (Block, 2009; Darvin & Norton, 2015). One of the most widely 
used definitions of identity is offered by Norton (2013) as, “The way a person 
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understands his or her relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed 
across time and space, and how the person understands possibilities for the future” 
(p. 4). Individuals have multiple identities, which they access in various social con-
texts and situations (Gao, 2014; Norton, 2001, 2013). These identities can be 
affected and changed by a number of internal and external factors; such as, but not 
limited to, family values (Ochs, 1993), school language policies (Kanno, 2003), or 
personal relationships (Mori, 2012). Additionally, as a complex construct with vari-
ous perspectives and influences, language learner identity research has developed in 
a number of areas, especially regarding relations of power. Areas such as cultural 
identity (Gomez-Laich, 2016; Vasilopoulos, 2015), race and ethnicity (Kubota & 
Lin, 2009; Reyes, 2010), and gender (Higgins, 2010; Kubota & Chiang, 2013) have 
been productive lenses through which to consider the various factors influencing 
language learning.

As such a complex construct, when exploring language learner identity it is 
impossible to claim that any identities found in a study are the only identities pres-
ent in that learner, or that those learners will always display those identities. 
However, the fact that such a social orientation is made is indicative of an impactful 
idea, action, or situation which the learner has deemed important enough to take a 
stance on in relation to themselves. With such a wide range of both observable and 
unobservable possibilities relating to identity, much of identity research rejects the 
infallibility of the arguments and interpretations made from data, and highlights the 
situated nature within which data collection occurred (Norton & McKinney, 2011).

Identity has provided a valuable lens through which to consider numerous ele-
ments of the language learning experience. These insights have provided additional 
depth and complexity to our understanding of language learning and furthered the 
field of second language acquisition (SLA) (Norton & McKinney, 2011). Lee (2014) 
highlighted the lived experience of Mina, a highly motivated Korean engineering 
graduate student in the United States. Identity was a particularly insightful approach 
to analysis in this case because it was clear that, although she was highly motivated, 
communicative and engaged in her local, school, and church communities, there 
were still struggles in her academic life. Ou and Gu (2018) also provide insight into 
the challenges of international communication for Chinese students with native 
English speakers in transnational higher education in China. Thus, identity is both 
well-established in research and has proven its value to our understanding of lan-
guage learning.

2.2  Identity and Investment

To what extent a learner is willing to invest in various elements of their language 
learning is vitally important for their progress in the language. While this area has 
been well explored through the psychological construct of motivation (Apple et al., 
2013; Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2009), the sociological complement of investment also 
has valuable insights that highlight the importance of the social context within 
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which language learning is occurring (Darvin & Norton, 2015; Lee, 2014; Norton 
& De Costa, 2018; Norton Pierce, 1995).

The distinction between motivation and investment was described by Darvin and 
Norton (2015) in the following terms: “A student may be a highly motivated learner, 
but may not be invested in the language practices of a given classroom” (p. 37) (ital-
ics found in original text). Such examples have become well established in identity 
research (Lee, 2014; Norton, 2001, 2013), and are a core concept for understanding 
identity. Initially scholars such as Norton (Norton, 2013; Norton Pierce, 1995) con-
ceived the complex social identity of the individual learner to be conveyed through 
their relationship with various social contexts and how those relationships change 
across time and space. Darvin and Norton (2015) proposed a comprehensive model 
of investment, integrating elements of the work of Bourdieu (1977, 1987) with the 
work of Norton (2013), where investment is the connection of identity, ideology, 
and capital. This model has been further argued for by Norton and De Costa (2018) 
as a critical lens through which to interpret the complex relationships of identity, 
ideology, and capital in the language learner. Each of these areas is relevant by 
themselves, but it is the interaction of these three elements that influence investment 
(Darvin & Norton, 2015). They are defined by Darvin and Norton as follows:

• Identity is the way in which an individual relates themselves to the world through 
time and space, constantly defining, and redefining how they will interpret and 
respond to various struggles and challenges. Individuals will utilize a plurality of 
identities based on social context and how the individual interacts with different 
social contexts.

• Ideology is the creation of a structure of power, which is enacted and spread 
across individuals by social practices that also determine what should or shouldn’t 
be included or excluded within these practices. It is important to note that this 
definition also does not create a monolithic structure, instead opting for a fluid 
definition, which complements well with identity.

• Capital is the power provided through material, economic, cultural, and social 
means (Bourdieu, 1977). The role of symbolic capital, conceptualized by 
Bourdieu (1987), is of particular importance, in that what we consider to be valu-
able changes across time and space. What may be valued by one group, or at one 
point in time, may change with a different group or at a different time. Similar to 
identity and ideology in the definitions for this model, capital is also constantly 
changing, and fluid.

2.3  Why Play? Why Games?

Teachers can now support their classrooms with a variety of methods and materials 
that were not available a decade ago. Teachers can use online Youtube videos to 
quickly illustrate concepts being learned in class, teleconferencing to conveniently 
and quickly communicate with students from different countries, and a variety of 
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online applications, such as blog writing and social networking sites. This begs the 
question as to why a teacher would consider using a game in the classroom if the 
field is already quite saturated with different ways to scaffold learning. This becomes 
more apparent when considering that research surrounding game-based language 
teaching is still considered to be in a state somewhere close to emerging from 
infancy (Gee, 2007; Peterson, 2013; Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012).

As Gee (2007) stated, language which is removed from experiences is generally 
quite difficult to process. Contextless knowledge is often the weakest in terms of 
understanding and retention. Ultimately, it is content that is learned with rich expe-
riences that solidifies learning. Examples of this kind of learning include the usage 
of videos, role-plays in the classroom, live demonstrations, hands-on work, or (for 
the purpose of this research) games. deHaan (2019) stated, “Games are concrete 
experiences (and) instantiations of language” (p. 15). Thus, games not only create 
an environment of play and learning, but can also provide the meaningful experi-
ence necessary to help promote acquisition.

Many researchers have created frameworks incorporating games into the lan-
guage classroom (e.g. Gaudart, 1999; Nicholson, 2015; Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012; 
Reinhardt, 2019). However, the majority of the literature about learning with games 
or learning through methods inspired by games seems to revolve around two terms: 
GBLL and gamification (Blume, 2019; Kapp, 2012; Reinders & Wattana, 2015; 
York & deHaan, 2018).

2.4  Game-Based Language Learning (GBLL)

Coleman’s (2002) study highlighted connections that game-based learning 
(Simcopter and The Sims) could have when using games in class to teach academic 
writing. The success of the class as described by the author, however, relied heavily 
upon the importance of the teacher in the classroom, mediation factors, and the 
design of tasks made.

Miller and Hegelheimer (2006) and Ranalli (2008) conducted two important 
studies building upon Coleman’s (2002) work. These researchers looked at the 
usage of digital computer games (The Sims) in the classroom and moved the field 
away from exploratory or theoretical papers into practical insights of how teachers 
could incorporate and mediate GBLL in their classrooms. Students in the studies 
displayed statistically significant gains in vocabulary acquisition after a period of 
time with the game.

Despite these promising results, the field of GBLL still lacks a large base of stud-
ies which systematically investigate the role of teachers in mediating pedagogy. A 
meta-analysis presented by Cornillie et al. (2012) reported the current trend in the 
field is to focus on more exploratory or theoretical studies. However, recent devel-
opments in the field seem to be moving towards more practical investigations of 
pedagogical considerations for the game-enhanced language classroom (York & 
deHaan, 2018).
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Many studies have also revealed a great deal about how games can impact 
foreign language learning in students. Suh et al. (2010) found standardized test 
scores in Korean elementary school students showed improvements after play-
ing a Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). Verbal 
fluency benefitted in a study done by Grimshaw and Cardoso (2018) which 
used Spaceteam ESL. A pre-post-test design which involved the students record-
ing a monologue showed the group which played the game to be more fluent 
by raters.

In six different case studies showcasing students using games to learn English, 
deHaan (2013) stated that single player games may also benefit areas such as vocab-
ulary acquisition and acquisition of certain grammar forms. Games that contain an 
immersive story or text that the player must engage with were shown to be more 
effective at driving English acquisition than other, less story or text focused, genres 
such as action or shooting games. Franciosi et al. (2015) showed that games (in this 
study’s case, 3rd World Farmer) used in conjunction with online vocabulary study 
tools (Quizlet) aided in long-term vocabulary retention when compared with stu-
dents who only used Quizlet to study vocabulary.

2.5  Gamification

Gamification is the infusion of gaming elements into activities or applications that 
would originally be more closely related to traditional styles of learning such as 
test-taking, flashcards, or skill drilling (e.g. Figueroa Flores, 2015; Lombardi, 2015; 
Nicholson, 2015; Rachels & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2018). Reinhardt (2019) states 
that gamification refers to when the “instructor applies game elements intentionally 
in ways and contexts that are not normally used” (p. 183). In the digital world, this 
could come in the form of taking vocabulary flashcards and making a cooperative 
fast-paced review “game” out of them, such as Quizlet Live, or making tests a class- 
wide competition with a program such as Kahoot!.

Research into this method includes Lombardi’s (2015) work with a gamified 
classroom which revealed higher rates of participation. The research also found 
students stated they had fun during the classes while they also demonstrated bet-
ter attitudes to learning English. Berns et  al. (2016) used a developed- for- 
learning tool called VocabTrainerA1. They showed positive results in pre-post 
vocabulary tests and surveys which revealed that the students enjoyed the expe-
rience and believed it was useful to their education. Rachels and Rockinson-
Szapkiw (2018) used Duolingo in their classes, though found no correlation 
between a treatment group which used the app and a control group which under-
went traditional classroom instruction. The fact there was no difference between 
the two groups was presented as a positive result in that the application was 
argued to have proven itself equal to face-to-face teaching in foreign language 
learning.
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Overall, much of the research surrounding gamification in language learning 
has yet to look deeply at language learner identity, willingness to communicate 
(WTC), or more qualitative measurements outside of student enjoyment or self-
reported motivation. Dicheva and Dichev (2015) pointed this out by stating that the 
current state of research in gamification represents a serious lack of rigorous 
empirical data concerned with real language gains. This is attributed to the “hype 
cycle” around gamification and how it has gained an astonishing amount of popu-
larity in such a short time. The authors stated, “Gamification in education is still 
growing and the practice has outpaced researchers’ understanding of its mecha-
nisms,” (p. 1445). It seems the number of gamified applications that are available 
to teachers grows by the day, but the actual effectiveness of these applications is 
still highly variable.

2.6  Identity, Social Discourse, and Games

The field also contains a multitude of studies which show foreign language stu-
dents benefiting from playing games in more profound ways than through simply 
measuring vocabulary retention of acquisition rates. Reinders and Wattana (2015) 
reported a higher WTC and lower affective barriers when students played an 
MMORPG (Ragnarok Online) in order to practice English skills. They emphasized 
the possibility of these games to help shy or non-willing students to 
communicate.

The above-mentioned study by Grimshaw and Cardoso (2018) also discovered 
that their game, Spaceteam ESL, was successful in reducing second-language speak-
ing anxiety while also improving student WTC. Peterson (2012) discovered that 
MMORPGs could also benefit sociolinguistic competence. Participants in the study 
showed a better grasp of communicative strategies, such as turn-taking, politeness, 
and rapport-building, after an extended period of time playing the game and inter-
acting with other players online.

It is important to note that there is a paucity in how language learner identity can 
be affected by playing games either in-class or extramurally. Gee (2005) wrote that 
games allow players to assume identities through play. They put themselves into the 
shoes of the character they see on screen and, thus, are able to adopt a new “iden-
tity” and experiment with the virtual world in that way. Squire (2011) echoes the 
same sentiment saying that games are “designed experiences” that can develop 
players’ identities.

Zheng et al. (2015) showed that chat between natives and non-natives in virtual 
worlds can help form language learner identities. Blume (2019) also called for for-
eign language teachers to keep in mind that games can have a positive impact on the 
development of language learner identity. However, the field still lacks a larger body 
of literature detailing how classroom-based game usage can aid in the formation of 
language learner identities and pedagogical suggestions in which to facilitate it.
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3  Methods

The previous sections explained the features crucial to identity, and the current state 
of research involving, GBLL and gamification. Also noted was the fact that research 
involving games and gamification has yet to take a comprehensive look at how 
games can aid in the formation of language learner identity and spur investment. 
Thus, this study will qualitatively explore how classroom interventions featuring 
games and gamification can impact identity and investment in order to fill a gap in 
the current state of the literature. In order to achieve this, the following research 
questions will be explored:

 1. How do language learners identify with using games and gamification in the 
classroom?

 2. How does the inclusion of games and gamification in the English classroom 
impact investment in English learning?

The implementation of games in each learning environment was slightly differ-
ent; thus, they will be presented as independent cases linked by the common thread 
that they were all done to aid in language learner identity formation. Data taken 
from each set of classes comes mainly from written surveys about the activities the 
students undertook and teacher observations on how student interaction and use of 
the language changed over time with exposure to the games.

4  Results: Class Vignettes

This section features three different classroom contexts with a focus on how games 
or gamification was used in the classroom. Additionally, how student identity was 
measured and observed throughout the intervention will be reported. As each con-
text used slightly different pedagogical methods, each context will be introduced 
separately.

4.1  First Year High School

Learner Profile The learners for this initial vignette were in their first year of an 
immersion program at a private high school in Japan. During their three-year high 
school experience, all learners study abroad for one year. The class used for this 
example was called the ‘southern-hemisphere group’ since all learners would study 
in either Australia or New Zealand. There were a total of forty students in this class 
that were split into two groups of twenty for their English classes. Data was col-
lected from both groups.
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After entering the program in April, the southern-hemisphere group received 
nine months of classes. Special emphasis was placed on English development to 
prepare them for their time abroad, which started in January. While abroad, the 
learners each live with a host family, and are placed in separate schools from each 
other. Upon returning to Japan, the content courses of the program (e.g. history, 
math, science) are taught in English, so the time spent abroad is not only a valuable 
experience for the learners, it is also essential for building the language skills neces-
sary to succeed in later years of the program. Most learners in this group were born 
and raised in Japan, but some were raised, or had the experience of living, in other 
countries, such as Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, and the United States. English 
was considered a valuable resource for this group, as it would prove essential in 
their eventual time abroad. Thus, learners showed a high level of motivation towards 
their English studies.

Curriculum The first year of the immersion program contains 10  h of English 
instruction per week – one three-hour home-stay English communications course, a 
three-hour vocabulary and grammar course, a two-hour academic English skills 
course, and a two-hour art course taught in English.

The data for this vignette were collected from the academic English skills course. 
This course was designed to give learners the skills they needed to succeed in an all 
English academic environment while abroad, as well as preparing them for their 
study of content courses in English upon returning to the immersion program. Skills 
covered in this academic communications course include note-taking, presentation, 
scanning for information, and focusing the topic of a presentation.

The course used the 21st Century Communication: Listening, Speaking, and 
Critical Thinking Level 1 textbook, which was challenging in terms of content and 
vocabulary for the learners. The vocabulary in this text includes words from the 
Academic Word List, with this often being the first time learners have been intro-
duced to this type of vocabulary. Learners were required as part of the course to 
create vocabulary word cards – a technique well established to promote vocabulary 
acquisition (Nation, 2013). In addition to using vocabulary word cards, and meeting 
the words in the context of the textbook, the online game application Kahoot! was 
used to provide additional opportunities for vocabulary study.

Pedagogical Intervention Games were not the main method of instruction in this 
course, but were used more as a supplementary material to review and further solid-
ify knowledge the learners already had. The online response system Kahoot! allows 
the creator to make and share quizzes or surveys by displaying them on a board or 
screen with up to four choices for participants to choose. Participants can respond 
from their phone, tablet, or computer, using the game code that is given at the start 
of each game. This game has become widely used in education as a fun and interac-
tive way to engage learners with the content of the lesson (Wang & Tahir, 2020; 
Zarzycka-Piskorz, 2016). The game was used as practice in the class for upcoming 
vocabulary quizzes or exams.
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The questions asked were similar to the types of questions learners would meet 
in the upcoming exams or quizzes, including identifying synonyms, parts of speech, 
and filling in the correct word for a sentence. By playing these games in class, learn-
ers were able to receive feedback on their answers individually, as well as compared 
to their classmates throughout the game. The rankings of the top scoring learners are 
displayed throughout the game, but lower scorers remain anonymous, allowing for 
feedback without the rest of the class knowing those results.

Observations For data collection, after playing a game of Kahoot! in class, learn-
ers were asked to complete a survey regarding their thoughts on using the game. The 
survey was adapted from a learner task assessment survey by Nunan (2004), and 
asked both open and closed questions, with space given to write comments for the 
closed questions. The survey took between 10 and 15 min to complete, and the com-
ments were analyzed for common themes amongst responses.

One of the overwhelming responses from the learners was that they greatly 
enjoyed playing the game in class, as shown in the following comments:

I think everyone had a lot of fun.

I felt these were very good. I could enjoy learning words because these are like games, so 
we could play, talking with friends during these activities.

I really enjoy this activity every time I do it.

In addition to these positive responses, some students gave even further detail on 
why they specifically enjoyed the game. The element of competition being a moti-
vating factor in their enjoyment was mentioned by multiple students, including in 
the following responses:

Since each of us was able to participate and have fun while doing our best to get the right 
answer, we were able to improve our abilities.

It is fun to do this game with my friends and I feel that I don’t want to lose this game.

I want to get first place. So I think I shouldn’t careless miss.

These activities make me fun to study and our motivations are getting up. Also we can get 
confidence.

The importance of anonymity in the game was of particular importance to a few 
students, and allowed them to do their best without worrying that their incorrect 
answers would be shared with their classmates as witnessed in one participant who 
claimed:

By not being able to see incorrect answers, the people who don’t correctly answers aren’t 
seen and don’t need to feel embarrassed. It makes it easy to move on to the next question.

From these responses, it is clear that Kahoot! was viewed positively by the learn-
ers in this context. This positive response towards Kahoot! aligns with observations 
in other research (Wang & Tahir, 2020). In addition to being enjoyable, the learners 
also felt that competition was a motivating factor and increased their investment in 
the game and, by association, engagement with the material.
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4.2  First Year University English – School of Law

Learner Profile Students in this class were in their first year in the school of law 
at a private university in Japan. Two classes received the treatment, encompassing 
60 students in total. The two classes together have a total of 66 students, however 
six of those students were not present in some way during all the sessions in which 
the game was used, so their data was not used for this study. As per university 
requirements, all students must take at least one year of English classes. The stu-
dents were of intermediate level of English (CEFR A2–B1). Some students had 
experiences travelling or studying overseas for brief periods, but there were no stu-
dents who had spent a considerable time (i.e. a year or more) living abroad. All 
students were born and raised in Japan.

Curriculum This class was a general “four skills” English class. In other words, 
English reading, writing, speaking and listening were taught with a set textbook. 
This was the only English class the students took in their course load. Curriculum 
coordinators set a number of chapters the class must complete and any extra materi-
als could be made at the teacher’s discretion. As long as the textbook chapters were 
completed, the teacher could pace the class at any speed. The majority of the grad-
ing for the class came out of four main assignments: two presentations for the mid- 
term and final, a week-by-week journal which the students had to write based on a 
topic related to the textbook or major class activities, and a 1,000-plus word essay 
to be turned in at the end of the semester. Suffice to say, day-to-day classroom 
activities had enough freedom which aided in the incorporation of GBLL opportu-
nities and activities.

Pedagogical Intervention Games were used in the classroom; however, they were 
not the focus as the sole unit of study. Rather, they were used as support materials 
to solidify the content being learned in the textbook. The game selected supported 
an English learning article which highlighted working conditions in Asian countries 
where workers have to work long hours and overtime for no extra pay. The game 
used was a smartphone game called Don’t Get Fired! which involves the player 
attempting to successfully find a job, work, and rise through the ranks of a company 
in Asia. The game has a rather melancholic tone to it, as players are often fired from 
their jobs and money is earned at an almost negligible rate. The game also includes 
a “part time job” mechanic where players can watch a short advertisement to gain 
in-game money at an increased rate. Implementation of the game in the classroom 
is described in Table  1 beginning from introduction activities to concluding 
assignments.

Formal assessment for the activity was done in three ways: the homework journal 
prompts which the students completed, participation in class discussions (which is 
an ongoing requirement of the class), and the choice of doing a final essay on a topic 
pertaining to the game content.
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Observations Observations, homework journals, content-related worksheets given 
out before and after gameplay, and final essays written about the game content were 
employed as data. Initially, students viewed using games in class in a favorable 
light. Most of the students were genuinely curious and excited about the game they 
would play as indicated by the following comments:

I sometimes watch Youtube videos in English. I want to try playing games in English also.

I play a lot of games. But, I don’t play games in English. I want to try it!

From this interaction, it can be considered that the students started this task moti-
vated to learn through games. Upon playing the game, however, students felt that 
gameplay was not as fulfilling as they imagined. Initially students laughed and 
showed each other their smartphone screens each time they were fired, finding it 
amusing that they failed so quickly. However, this state did not last long; progres-
sion was slow to the point of decreasing enthusiasm. Students wanted to “win” by 
becoming rich, but the pace caused many students to feel they were not achieving 
anything. In their worksheet responses, they remarked that they felt less than enthu-
siastic about the game over time:

Table 1 Pedagogical interventions using Don’t Get Fired!

Class 
# Pedagogical intervention

1 The teacher assigns an article taken from online newspapers about working and the 
future. Content was picked based on coherence with the current textbook unit.

1 Students are given short worksheet which asks for their thoughts about working in Asia 
and their plans for the future. This worksheet also introduced the game Don’t Get Fired! 
and included a short vocabulary section which reviewed common words in the game.

1 The students download the game as part of their homework. They are instructed to begin 
the game if they are curious about the contents of it, however starting the game is not 
mandatory.

2 The teacher shows students how to play the game and demonstrates the first two minutes 
so the students can observe someone playing it before they do.

2 Students are allowed to play the game for 30 min during class time. During this time, 
they are playing individually but are allowed to speak with each other.

2 Class discussion about their thoughts on the game, how they felt after playing the game 
in regards to joining the workforce in Asia, and their thoughts about if Japanese 
workplaces are similar to the workplace portrayed in the game.

2 Homework is assigned connecting Don’t Get Fired! with the article read during the 
priming stage. Other prompts include student impressions of playing the game.

3 Students discuss their homework as an introduction to the third class. Answers are 
checked and discussed as a class on the white board.

3 Students are given another 30-min gameplay session in which they can freely play the 
game and communicate with other students.

3 A final discussion worksheet is given to the students about their evolving opinions about 
the game content (working in Asia) and their opinions about the game in general.
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The game was difficult. I don’t know what I’m doing often. It’s very easy to lose a job and 
money is not much. I lose motivation to continue.

I don’t like this game. It is difficult for me. It takes much time to get money.

Observations in class support this with the atmosphere becoming subdued with little 
interaction between students. Many students also noted that it was not “fair” that the 
part-time jobs would give more money than the actual job.

The slow drip of money in the game and the fact that part-time jobs pay more 
than their real job caused students to draw connections to real life. They con-
nected the portrayal of working in the game to how they saw work in Japan. 
Students were highly engaged in discussions and wrote significant responses to 
journals and worksheet questions. This was corroborated in observing student 
interaction during gameplay in class and by reading through homework and essays 
that were turned in at the end of the semester. During the gameplay sessions, stu-
dents began to note they felt less enthusiastic about playing the game. It was sug-
gested in comments that this was due to the students drawing closer parallels to 
their own futures. They commented that this arose from the repetitive action of not 
doing much, getting very little compensation, and being fired for little to no reason:

I feel difficult in that I have to care about boss feelings.

This is exaggeration in this game, but Japanese working culture is like this game.

It is power harassment. It is very unreasonable. Because the boss press a lot of hard job to 
subordinates. I feel bad.

Some who played the game said they wanted to work harder at their studies in 
English. This was because they did not want to fall into a workplace that they had 
become convinced would be like the game:

I don’t want to be like him (the on-screen character). Now, I want to study for the TOEFL 
exam more. I want to live in a foreign country.

I want to work in foreign company now. I am more motivation for going on study abroad.

You need language skill for jobs in Japan. Foreign language will help me find a better job 
than game job.

The game appears to have provided a significant boost in motivation to using the 
language outside of school. Students were not necessarily invested in the game 
itself. However, in envisioning themselves as working in an Asian company, it 
appears to have increased investment in learning English in general.

4.3  First Year University English – School of Business

Learner Profile The students who were enrolled in this class were studying busi-
ness, management, and economics at a public university in Japan. In total, there 
were 42 students in the class. Two of these students were not included in the obser-
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vations, as they were absent during the class periods when the game was used. 
Learners were streamlined into this class by English proficiency and the majority of 
students had TOEIC scores around 600 points (TOEFL IBT score of 65, or CEFR 
B1). Initially, the motivation to communicate in English was high; however, fatigue 
that originated from rigorous business and economics curriculum set in and caused 
the students to be less responsive during their English classes. This led to a general 
unwillingness to use English.

Curriculum There were three mandatory English classes the students had to enroll 
in during their first year: an English reading and writing class, a speaking and listen-
ing class, and an autonomous English E-learning class which consisted mainly of 
doing online grammar and vocabulary programs. The class in this section was the 
speaking and listening class. Therefore, the focus was on building skills to produc-
tively contribute to academic discussions in English. The course was 16 weeks long 
and consisted of four different topics (or units). One unit consisted of four once-a- 
week classes with journal homework every class dealing with a different aspect of 
the topic, a quiz in which students had to demonstrate their knowledge of certain 
discussion skills, and a graded discussion where students were to record a 5-min 
long conversation.

Pedagogical Intervention The game used for this class was Spaceteam 
ESL. Originally Spaceteam, this game was created by Henry Smith as a party game 
in which players would attempt to communicate instructions to other players in 
order to prevent a spaceship from crashing. An ESL version of the game was made 
with vocabulary that constitutes the first five thousand most common English words 
sorted by difficulty. As mentioned above, students in the class were discussing how 
technology impacts university students’ lives as part of the curriculum. Spaceteam 
ESL was used to support these discussion themes. Prior research into the game has 
shown students who spend time playing it have lower affective filters, higher WTC, 
and higher English fluency rates (Grimshaw & Cardoso, 2018). A secondary hope 
for the introduction of this game to the class environment was to prompt students to 
produce more English during class time. The process of using the game during class 
time is outlined in Table 2.

Similar to the previous class outline, gameplay was not a focus of the class. Rather, 
spurring students to interact in English and, at the same time, gain a better under-
standing of how technology impacts student lives was the main goal of using 
the game.

Observations According to initial worksheet responses and beginning of semester 
surveys regarding student beliefs about using games in the classroom, students were 
split on their opinion about wanting to use games in the classroom and generally 
learning English with games. Some students remarked that they liked games as per 
the following responses:
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I often practice English with online applications and games.

I sometimes watch YouTube videos in English. I want to try playing games in English also.

In contrast, another student remarked:

I like games. But, I don’t want to use in class. We should learn from teacher and textbooks 
in class time.

Even with a demo session done by the teacher, it was difficult for students to 
initially grasp what they had to do in the game. It took them one game or 3–4 min 
of “hands-on time” in order to understand that they were not supposed to be show-
ing each other their screens and that it was a game about communication. Once they 
understood the game, however, they felt it was easier to communicate as demon-
strated by the following:

When I am playing the game, I am a player. It is easier to speak in English when I am 
a player.

Spaceteam ESL has real communication. I am not a student. I become a player.

This was supported by student journal homework and also through class observa-
tion. Students who were generally lacking in participation in English discussion 
time were much more willing to use English when it was done through the context 

Table 2 Pedagogical interventions using Spaceteam ESL

Class 
# Pedagogical intervention

1 First priming discussion: students discussed whether smartphones can be tools for 
learning both inside and outside the classroom. Examples of learning applications are 
listed on the board by the teacher.

1 Spaceteam ESL is introduced to the students. Students are asked to search for and 
quickly read about the game using their smartphones.

1 A teacher-made pen-and-paper activity is given to the students which introduces 
mechanics from Spaceteam ESL such as information-gap and communication of rules 
and instructions from one student to the other.

1 Students are asked to download the game for homework and try it out if they have time.
2 During the next class, the teacher demonstrates the game to the students with an example 

group. Students are reminded of the rules (and the activity) from last week.
2 Students are given 30 min to play multiple rounds of the game in groups of four.
2 Class discussions are held about what the students thought about the game, their 

impressions of it, and also their changing thoughts on using smartphones and 
smartphone games to learn.

2 Students are given a topic which asks for their opinion on the game, whether they could 
see how the game connected to themes about technology and society, and whether they 
felt the game was effective as a learning tool.

3 Answers to the homework are discussed at the beginning of the next class, they are 
checked and discussed on the white board in front of the class.

3 Students play another 30-min session of Spaceteam ESL.
3 A graded (tape-recorded) discussion about the topic. Students prepare their answers to 

be discussed with random groups at the end of the class.
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of the game. In homework responses, it was also mentioned that the time pressure 
to speak played a role in forcing students to communicate in English:

I communicate in Spaceteam ESL because time limit is low. We must read and say English 
in short time for goal.

These same students had opportunities to speak during activities with time-limits 
before. However, those interventions did not involve game elements. Thus, it could 
be inferred that the game-based context allowed for students to adopt a “player” 
identity which facilitated communication.

Generally, the reaction to the game was positive amongst students. Many felt that 
the game helped spur them to communicate in English. However, it should be noted 
that students did not feel as though they had learned anything from the experience. 
Student reactions to the game very pointedly did not include any mention of its 
benefit to their English literacy; only that the game provided an easier environment 
to speak for those who would otherwise be hesitant to speak. Classroom observa-
tions after the treatment also attest to the fact that students who played the game 
were generally only more communicable during game sessions. Thus, the shift in 
identity to the game player and its benefits was only observed during those isolated 
instances.

5  Discussion

As stated above, research has concluded that gaming contexts can have a positive 
effect on language learner identities (Gao & Lamb, 2011; Peterson, 2012, 2013; 
Reinders & Wattana, 2015). However, those studies were carried out primarily in 
online, or informal, contexts. Building upon this, the current study yielded promis-
ing results regarding the integration of games into the classroom environment 
through pedagogical intervention.

It is also important to note that current findings may not be entirely generalizable 
as the majority of data consists of self-reported information that was, in some part, 
included in the assessment for the class. Thus, students may have felt that it was 
advantageous to report what they believed the teacher wanted to hear. However, the 
fact that the data was collected from a range of sources, including discussions and 
assignments, partly addresses this concern and offers support for its reliability.

The first research question posited was, “How do language learners identify with 
using games and gamification in the classroom?” To begin addressing this question, 
the use of Kahoot! in the classroom was viewed positively by learners and most felt 
that such games were beneficial for their English. Since this vignette was not taken 
longitudinally, it is not possible to make claims of long-term changes to the identity 
of learners based on using games, but it does speak to the generally high regard that 
the learners held for the game. The learners in this context recommended further use 
of games in class, although the extent to which more frequent use of such games 
would continue to receive this type of response is unexplored.
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With respect to classroom use of Don’t Get Fired!, responses from the students 
showed quite a high level of engagement with the game content even though it was 
presented in a foreign language. The repetitive and hopeless tone of the game turned 
many students off from wanting to play it, many citing “difficulty” problems. 
However, they were also able to identify with the on-screen game characters who 
experienced many of the trials and tribulations of working at an Asian company. 
This suggests that the game prompted an examination of personal identities in the 
real world and future career trajectories. Players implicitly understood that the game 
was showing them a parody of a working environment, but were still able to draw 
connections to real life. Finally, in terms of language development, students gained 
higher motivation to further their English studies through identifying strongly with 
the game. This translated to more interest in studying abroad.

These findings further support the fact that student identities were being impacted 
by gameplay, and by “trying on” the identity of a salaryman at an Asian company, 
learners found themselves wanting to go in a different direction that the game por-
trayed. Many of these findings were also observed in a study deHann (2019) con-
ducted with a student who was exposed to several games. After this exposure, the 
researcher reported that the experience ultimately culminated in a higher degree of 
learner engagement with the language and willingness to participate in more learn-
ing opportunities.

Spaceteam ESL illustrated a different aspect of how students identified with the 
use of games in the classroom. Through playing games, students engaged with 
English much more than with conventional classroom tasks. Students saw them-
selves as being able to talk when they became “players” in the game. This seems to 
strip away many of the affective barriers and increased WTC  – a finding also 
reported by Grimshaw and Cardoso (2018). Students attributed this to becoming a 
“player” or “game-player”, thereby indicating the extent shifting roles and identities 
can impact students who use games to practice language skills. However, it was 
noted that students did not actually feel like they learned anything, and the transition 
into a different identity (that of a player) did not help them retain language knowl-
edge. It should be noted, however, that outside of reviewing vocabulary for the game 
and connecting the game to class discussions, there was no intensive language focus 
placed upon the linguistic aspects of the game.

The second research question was, “How does the inclusion of games and gami-
fication in the English classroom impact investment in English learning?” The high 
levels of investment shown towards the quiz game Kahoot! speak to its educational 
benefits when used in the classroom. Learners spoke of their increased interest in 
learning in this way as well as increases in their motivation for the class. While 
learning achievement and definitive proof of language acquisition are outside the 
scope of this study, the positive feelings and interest in the game suggest the poten-
tial classroom benefits of games such as Kahoot! for learner engagement and 
investment.

Impacting investment in language learning was most clearly seen in Don’t Get 
Fired!, as some of the responses to homework and discussions involved students 
saying they wanted to study more English in order to not work in Japan. This 
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suggests game content was influential enough for some students to adapt their life-
styles/plans in order to avoid encountering the same situation. Many students also 
stated that obtaining a higher salary (or better job) was dependent upon their English 
skills, and to this they also attributed their higher investment in learning English. 
Overall, parodying the harshness of company environments to an overly exagger-
ated extent seems to benefit student investment. It was clear that they were engaging 
with the content and allowing themselves to take in the message.

While there were no learning goals reported, learners did learn vocabulary in 
order to play the game, although, outside of this, there was no mention of this game 
contributing to linguistic competence. Before the study began, the students did not 
comment on whether they were originally planning on going abroad; thus, the extent 
to which the game impacted them cannot be entirely ascertained. In other words, 
whether the game strengthened their resolve to study overseas or caused them to 
consider the program is not known.

Investment and engagement in the English language was somewhat of a more 
complicated issue when discussing Spaceteam ESL. Students commented that 
becoming a player allowed them to speak more; however, this was not a lasting 
change. Observations in class also revealed that the overall impact of higher rates of 
English communication was a phenomenon that was short-lived. In other words, 
benefits to investment and shifts in identity were only experienced for the duration 
of the game. This could have been due to students feeling that the game was merely 
another language-related activity even if the class content at the time closely 
related to it.

It should be noted that the content of Don’t Get Fired! more closely mirrored 
class discussions and the focus of gameplay was more on content than linguistic 
capability. Students may have felt the game to be another task in a long line of 
activities given to them by their many English language teachers in order to spur 
more communication. While certainly successful on this part, the lack of relatability 
to their current lives could have caused the negligible impact the game had on ben-
efitting language learning investment.

6  Conclusion and Future Research

Games can impart affectively powerful influences on language learners if both game 
content and pedagogical utilization work together. Many who played Don’t Get 
Fired! were spurred to work harder in their English studies so they could bring their 
skills and talents abroad to companies they believe would treat them better. While 
this may not be the case, the game was nevertheless effective in facilitating the drive 
to move to a different country. Spaceteam ESL did show that allowing students to 
step into a different “role” than they are given in school could be for the benefit of 
English communication as well. The nature of the game and how it was set up more 
or less forced players to communicate in English. Thus, the content of the game was 
able to help students adopt the “English player” identity.
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As quiz content differs from quiz-to-quiz, nothing definitive can be said about 
Kahoot!. However, engaging students in a “fun” activity for them to experience in 
the classroom increased investment for a short time. In essence, using English 
games can promote investment and understanding of content, although this varies 
wildly. Gamified activities such as Kahoot! were shown to promote investment and 
interest in learning English further; however, this was not seen with a game like 
Spaceteam ESL. Students admitted that they were engaged during the time they 
played the game, although it was observed that this does not necessarily mean they 
will improve after the gameplay session has ended. Further research could be done 
into how to make these positive identity shifts last for longer periods of time. This 
was a positive change, and thus new methods of teacher scaffolding during or after 
gameplay would benefit the field.

An extremely interesting anecdote that was observed with students who played 
Don’t Get Fired! was that “fun” may not always be necessary to promoting compre-
hension of content or changes in learner investment. As mentioned above, the stu-
dents thought the game was slow, difficult, and meaningless. However, they 
understood the connections to real life and many even stated they took away a 
deeper interest in furthering their English skills. Despite this, it remains that during 
gameplay sessions in class, there was no jovial atmosphere that researchers before 
have attributed to making games work in education (Godwin-Jones, 2014). 
Divorcing games from fun and observing how the link continues to work could be 
an avenue of future research.

Due to the variable nature of games in the classroom, giving generalizing impli-
cations across all games cannot be done in confidence. With this point acknowl-
edged, certain conclusions pertaining to pedagogical implementation of games can 
be reached. First, it is imperative that teachers consider pedagogical structure when 
using games in their classrooms. As Miller and Hegelheimer (2006), Ranalli (2008), 
and deHaan (2019) have shown, games alone cannot be a “magic bullet”. In this 
case, simply getting students to play games or take part in gamified activities most 
likely would not have allowed them to reflect upon the experience sufficiently to 
process them. Teachers cannot stand back and watch. They must form unique sup-
port materials to take full advantage of games and gamification in the classroom.

In conclusion, this study explored the classroom implementation of games and 
their relation to the identity and investment of learners in a number of classroom 
contexts in Japan. The results indicate that games can beneficially engage learners 
in the classroom if used with proper pedagogical support and that they are generally 
viewed positively by the learners themselves. The limitations of this study constrain 
the overall generalizability of our conclusions, but early indications emerging from 
the research should be explored further in a wider range of contexts and age ranges. 
The research field of game-based pedagogy in the classroom could be explored even 
further by looking at changes in identity and investment in games more longitudi-
nally, as well as exploring the acquisitional benefits games may provide. Overall, 
games hold a lot of potential for future classroom and research implementation, and 
further exploration is warranted.
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