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Abstract—The purpose of this study is to analyze the use of digital games 

to enhance English as a Foreign Language (EFL) grammar and vocabulary in 

the English Major of Universidad Técnica Particular de Loja, in southern Ecua-

dor. A total of 68 students from B1 level, according to the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), participated in this study. All 

the participants were enrolled in two different classes of a Communicative 

Grammar course. A mixed-method approach was used to collect and analyze 

data in this study. Pre and post-questionnaires as well as writing rubrics were 

applied as instruments. Digital games were implemented throughout an academ-

ic term of 5 months in which students received permanent feedback. The results 

show that digital games were useful to improve learners´ grammar in aspects 

concerning the use of modals, gerunds, and infinitives; also, students showed an 

improvement in their vocabulary knowledge, especially in topics related to jobs 

and education.  

Keywords—Digital games, grammar, vocabulary, EFL writing, higher educa-

tion. 

1 Introduction 

Teaching English as a Foreign Language in the era of globalization demands a big 

effort since the ability to communicate in English has become one of the most im-

portant skills to be developed by learners [1]. In this context, [2] remark that grammar 

and vocabulary constitute fundamental areas in language instruction. In fact, vocabu-

lary knowledge is widely considered the building block of language learning since 

students´ success usually depends on the amount of vocabulary they can use in com-

munication [3]. Furthermore, vocabulary is a fundamental aspect in terms of master-

ing reading, listening, writing, and speaking language skills [4]. 

Similarly, grammar has also been considered a key area of language instruction. In 

this respect, [5] assert that grammar refers to the types of words and word groups that 

build sentences in any language. Considering the importance that both grammar and 

vocabulary have in EFL learning, [6] mention that the use of digital games is effective 

in contextualizing grammar and making it easier for students to learn vocabulary. 

Also, gamification enhances the teaching and learning process of a language and it 
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empowers students with motivational skills, which is a fundamental aspect of EFL 

learning [7]. 

Currently, gamification is possible through the use of technology, which plays an 

essential role in providing language learners a valuable learning experience [8], [9]. 

Different alternatives can be used to implement digital gamification in EFL education. 

One of these alternatives is Educaplay, an innovative online platform that allows cre-

ating and sharing educational activities for enriching teaching and learning [10]. Thus, 

Educaplay is useful for designing digital games that can include crossword puzzles, 

matching games, cloze activities, interactive maps, among others [11]. This platform 

offers easy access and facilities for sharing activities and resources; therefore, EFL 

teachers can use it to create games and post them through their institutional virtual 

platforms.  

Based on the aforementioned aspects, this study attempts to analyze the use of digi-

tal games to enhance EFL students’ grammar and vocabulary. Thus, it shows the ped-

agogical possibilities of using digital games such as cloze activities, crossword puz-

zles, matching tasks, and unscramble sentences for improving the way students learn 

the target language, especially in writing skills. In this context, the following research 

questions have been considered: 

How do students perceive the use of digital games to enhance grammar and vocab-

ulary knowledge? And what is the impact of the use of digital games to enhance 

grammar and vocabulary knowledge? 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 EFL teaching  

Since English is considered a lingua franca in our globalized world, teaching Eng-

lish as a foreign language is becoming increasingly important nowadays. Neverthe-

less, learning it might constitute a challenge in several contexts [12]. As [13] 

acknowledges, EFL teaching involves several factors that affect teachers and learners. 

These factors include the context, students’ and teachers’ expectations, planning, 

materials, learners’ competence, and availability of resources.  

In EFL teaching, listening, speaking, reading, and writing constitute the four skills 

for a language learner and thus play a vital role [14]. Therefore, teachers need to inte-

grate them to help students communicate successfully in the target language [15]. As 

[16] state, “there is something about each of the language skills of listening, speaking, 

reading and writing that makes it different from the others”. Thus, for the teaching of 

English to be effective, it is essential to give attention to each skill and make sure that 

students are developing their communicative competence and reaching the desired 

outcomes [17]. 
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2.2 Grammar and vocabulary issues in teaching EFL writing  

Writing is one of the four language skills and it is an essential aspect in language 

classes [18]. Certainly, this skill is necessary for EFL students to master, especially in 

occupational and academic issues [19]. In the same way, [20] asserts that writing is an 

important skill because it involves mastering multiple subskills to achieve a particular 

learning goal. However, teaching and learning writing at the university level has tradi-

tionally been a challenge [21]. In this context, the main difficulties faced by learners 

when writing in English can deal with limited grammatical knowledge [21]; lack of 

vocabulary to express their ideas, and difficulty to develop topics and establish coher-

ence [22]. 

Since writing needs a certain amount of “linguistics awareness, vocabulary, writing 

conventions and grammar” [23], EFL instructors must encourage learners to enhance 

their language competence. In this regard, a combination of various writing strategies 

can be helpful to convey language knowledge, by making effective use of materials so 

that students have the opportunity to increase vocabulary knowledge, generate effec-

tive sentences, and be able to communicate in the target language [24]. 

2.3 Technology and gamification in EFL teaching  

Technology, which is nowadays an inevitable part of our life, is also an integral el-

ement of the teaching-learning process [25], [26], [27]. Certainly, it has an impact on 

education because its use has enabled teachers to re-think what they are doing. Also, 

technology has beneficially changed the roles of teachers and has permitted more 

learner-centered activities to be carried out [28]. In the field of language learning, 

teachers and students can achieve positive results through the use of a wide range of 

technological tools [29]. 

Among the multiple benefits of using technology in the English language class-

room, [30] affirm that it can help foreign language students strengthen their linguistic 

skills and learning attitude, as well as build their self-instruction strategies and self-

confidence. Furthermore, theory and practice in language learning can be effectively 

combined through the use of modern technology [31]. 

As [7] acknowledges, there is a strong connection between emergent technologies 

and gamification. Technological tools can enrich the classroom learning environment 

[32]; however, it is necessary to consider concrete pedagogical basis such as incorpo-

rating gamification in the classroom [33]. Gamification is a learning technique that 

transfers game mechanics to the educational field [34]; it is an informal umbrella term 

related to the use of video game elements in non-gaming systems to improve user 

experience and engagement [35]. Thus, games are useful in education because they 

provide a competitive platform for students to fully engage in learning [36]. 

2.4 Digital games 

In the context of language learning, the use of gamification involves pedagogical 

approaches, methodologies, and strategies [7]. For the implementation of gamifica-
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tion, online platforms constitute one of the alternatives teachers can use in the EFL 

classroom to develop students’ linguistic skills. Indeed, online platforms allow in-

structors to create digital games which are useful resources for learning a language 

[37]. Digital games are effective, fun, active, and encouraging ways to learn and pro-

vide feedback [38]; these constitute the modern version of game-based learning that 

teachers use to engage learners in meaningful and fun activities [39]. 

An innovative online platform that permits creating and sharing different types of 

educational activities and resources such as interactive maps, dialogue analysis, cloze 

activities, and learning games (quizzes, matching games, riddles, and crosswords) is 

Educaplay. This platform offers tutorials and makes it easy for a user to build activi-

ties that combine text, images, and audio. It also includes an extensive library of 

learning resources made by other teachers [10]. 

2.5 Previous studies  

[40] conducted a study to understand both the beliefs and behaviors of pre-service 

EFL teachers in Germany regarding digital game-based language learning (DGBLL). 

The participants were 220 students who were enrolled in the Teaching English as a 

Foreign Language Major at Leuphana University. Validated instruments were admin-

istered to obtain the participants’ behaviors and beliefs regarding both language learn-

ing and DGBLL. The findings revealed that the participants were limitedly engaged in 

DGBLL despite their beliefs about this method were positive. Although good percep-

tions were found to be inversely related to prior experience, engagement in game 

playing affects perceived English language skills and language learning strategies 

positively. The results have important implications in terms of DGBLL and help 

teachers understand the attitudes of “digital natives”. 

A study conducted by [41] analyzed the implementation of student-selected, enter-

tainment-purposed digital games for foreign language teaching, and learning. A total 

of 16 EFL Korean students who were part of an educational technology course were 

involved in this study during a 15-week semester. As part of the course activities, the 

participants were asked to play online games, visit gaming sites, complete instruction-

al tasks aimed at improving language awareness, and generate possibilities for sociali-

zation into gaming discourses. It was found out that students showed language aware-

ness in a variety of ways, but there were missed opportunities in developing student 

comprehension of language as a social medium. This study is a contribution to under-

standing important aspects of game-enhanced approaches to L2 teaching and learning.  

[42] analyzed the effect of using online games for teaching vocabulary in an EFL 

context. The participants included 160 tenth grade Jordanian students who took vo-

cabulary pre and post-tests. They were divided into four groups (two female and two 

male groups), which were purposefully selected. All the groups were taught vocabu-

lary, the experimental two groups were taught using online games, while the two 

control groups were exposed to the conventional way such as memorizing. The results 

show that there were statistically significant differences in the post-test between the 

control and the experimental groups favoring the experimental group. However, there 

was no statistically significant difference in the students' achievement due to gender 
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or to the interaction between gender and group. Researchers concluded that to achieve 

the most from vocabulary games, teachers should choose suitable games. Also, when-

ever a game is to be played, the number of students, proficiency level, cultural con-

text, timing, learning topic, and classroom settings are factors that should be taken 

into consideration. 

[43] studied the effectiveness of using online language games for enhancing ESL 

Malaysian learners' grammar. Thirty secondary school students participated in this 

study. The researchers used a quasi-experimental design and administered pre and 

post-tests. The intervention included the use of several online language games such as 

Socrative, PowerPoint Challenge Game, and Kahoot. Findings revealed that gamified 

learning was effective in terms of grammar achievement. Students got better results 

when they learned grammar through the use of online language games. Some of the 

factors involved in positive academic achievement included motivation and fun.  

3 Method 

3.1 Participants 

This study included 68 participants at the B1 level, according to the CEFR. Their 

ages ranged between 20 and 23 years old. All the students were enrolled in two differ-

ent classes of a Communicative Grammar course of the English Major at a private 

university in southern Ecuador.  

3.2 Instruments 

• A pre-questionnaire aimed to diagnose students’ experience in using digital games 

for academic purposes. It included 10 questions that were administered through 

Survey Monkey 

• Writing rubrics were used to assess aspects related to students’ grammar and vo-

cabulary knowledge 

• A post-questionnaire to know about students’ perceptions of the use of digital 

games for enhancing their grammar and vocabulary knowledge. This instrument 

consisted of 10 open-ended and close-ended questions and was applied using the 

Survey Monkey tool 

3.3 Procedure 

A mixed-method approach was used to collect and analyze data in this study. This 

approach emphasizes the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods to get a 

better understanding of the research problem [44].  

At the initial stage, a pre-questionnaire was administered to know about students’ 

previous knowledge in using digital games in the classroom. After analyzing students’ 

responses, activities using digital games were carried out on a weekly basis for a peri-

od of twelve weeks; the games were designed in Educaplay and shared through the 
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institutional Canvas platform. They included cloze activities, crossword puzzles, 

matching tasks, and unscramble sentences, which combined text, images, and audio. 

All of the aforementioned activities were aimed to reinforce students’ grammatical 

and vocabulary knowledge which allowed them to enhance their writing skills. Learn-

ers received permanent feedback based on writing rubrics during this intervention 

stage. Then, a post-questionnaire was applied to identify the participants’ perceptions 

of the use of digital games to enhance grammar and vocabulary knowledge. Finally, it 

is important to remark that all the instruments were piloted and validated with similar 

groups of students before their administration. 

 

Fig. 1. Methodological procedure 

4 Results and Discussion 

The results of the pre-questionnaire evidenced that most of the students (72%) had 

previously used digital games for academic purposes. However, none of them had 

been exposed to grammar and vocabulary games before taking this course. It was 

diagnosed that students needed to learn and practice some topics related to health, 

diet, languages, jobs, education, money, and etiquette. Also, it was evident that stu-

dents had limited knowledge about some grammar structures including present per-

fect, modals, gerunds and infinities, and phrasal verbs. 

After the intervention using digital games, the post-questionnaire results showed 

students’ perceptions of the use of digital games for enhancing grammar and vocabu-

lary knowledge as presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1.  Students’ perceptions of the use of digital games to enhance grammar and vocabulary 

knowledge 

N° Statements 

Strongly 

agree 

(%) 

Agree 

(%) 

Neutral 

(%) 

Disagree 

(%) 

Strongly  

disagree 

(%) 

1 

The use of digital games was helpful for 

developing my English vocabulary 

knowledge. 

62.30 24.37 10.63 2.70 0 

2 
The use of digital games was helpful for 
developing my English grammar 

knowledge. 

59.19 31.14 6.25 3.42 0 

3 

My interest in learning English was 

increased through the use of digital 

games. 

58.67 21.33 13.33 6.67 0 

4 
The use of digital games motivated my 
participation in the activities proposed on 

the virtual platform. 

67.13 19.54 8.17 5.16 0 

5 
The games designed in Educaplay al-

lowed my active and dynamic learning. 
59.43 28.42 9.22 2.93 0 

6 
Access to digital games was easy through 

the Canvas platform. 
62.46 19.44 11.33 6.77 0 

7 
Digital games were easy to use and 

offered immediate results. 
68.21 17.30 10.20 4.29 0 

8 
The use of digital games facilitated my 
teacher's feedback. 

54.84 22.14 18.76 4.26 0 

9 
Using digital games was helpful to devel-

op my writing skills. 
69.33 16.35 12.12 2.20 0 

 

As it is shown in Table 1, the use of digital games was perceived as helpful for de-

veloping the participants’ vocabulary knowledge. Thus, 86.67% of them strongly 

agreed and agreed with this statement, 10.63 % neither agreed or disagreed, and 2.70 

% disagreed. In this respect, [45] declare that learning vocabulary through online 

games is more effective than activity-based learning.  

Regarding the use of digital games and its effectiveness for improving students’ 

grammar knowledge, 59.19 % of the participants mentioned that they strongly agree 

with this aspect, 31.14% agreed with it, while 9.67 % were either neutral or in disa-

greement. As [43] affirm, students obtain better results when they learn grammar 

through the use of online language games; thus, gamified-learning is effective in 

terms of grammar achievement.  

Respondents also expressed their perceptions of the use of digital games in Edu-

caplay and their interest in learning English. Most of them (80%) strongly agreed and 

agreed that the use of digital games increased their interest in learning this language. 

Nevertheless, 13.33 % of the students did not express agreement or disagreement and 

only 6.67 % disagreed. These findings are consistent with the research conducted by 

[11] who emphasizes that Educaplay games can arouse students’ interest in learning 

English. 
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Another interesting aspect was learners’ motivation. To this respect, 67.13 % of 

them strongly agreed and 19.54 % agreed that the use of digital games motivated their 

participation to develop the activities proposed in their Canvas virtual platform; how-

ever, 13.33 % of the participants were either neutral or in disagreement. Certainly, 

games are amusing and interesting, they are highly motivating; furthermore, they can 

be used to practice many types of communication for enhancing all language skills 

[46], [47]. 

As for the students’ perceptions of Educaplay games, the majority of the partici-

pants (87.85 %) strongly agreed and agreed that these games allowed their active and 

dynamic learning, while 9.22 % neither agreed or disagreed. Regarding this aspect, 

[48] asserts that Educaplay allows interaction so that the students have a learner-

centered role in the learning process. 

Regarding access to digital games, 62.46% of the students strongly agreed that it 

was easy for them to play games through the Canvas platform and 19.44% showed 

agreement with this aspect. Only 6.77% of the participants expressed disagreement. 

Even though the majority of learners asserted that it is easy to access to games, it is 

important to remark that teachers should use scaffolding strategies to help them ap-

preciate the significance of games in enhancing language proficiency [49]. 

Concerning whether digital games were easy to use and offered immediate results, 

68.21% of the participants strongly agreed, and 17.30% disagreed with this aspect, 

while a very low percentage (4.29%) disagreed. Indeed, [50] remark that students’ 

satisfaction is often considered as an index of learning outcomes caused by the effec-

tive use of educational technologies such as digital games. 

With respect to the use of digital games as tools that facilitate teacher’s feedback, 

69.33% of the students strongly agreed and 16.35% disagreed with this statement. In 

this sense, [51] affirm that if learners are given permanent feedback about their per-

formance, the use of digital games promotes deep learning. 

As for the students’ opinions about the use of digital games as helpful tools to de-

velop their writing skills, 69.33% of them strongly agreed with this statement, and 

16.35% agreed. A very low percentage (2.20%) indicated that they disagree with this 

fact. Certainly, the use of games in the EFL classroom not only involves students in 

the learning process but also improves their English writing performance [52]. 

Table 2.  Types of digital games 

Digital games Frequencies 

Cloze activities 16 % 

Crossword puzzles 48 % 

Matching tasks 21 % 

Unscramble sentences 15 % 

Total 100 % 
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 When analyzing students´ perceptions after using different types of digital games 

to enhance their EFL writing skills (table 2), 48% of them affirmed that they had a 

better performance in crossword puzzles, and 21% in matching tasks. These results 

are in agreement with [53], who also found that creating online crosswords is an im-

portant factor in engaging students in vocabulary active learning. 

Table 3.  Students’ media scores in vocabulary 

Vocabulary type Mean 

Health 8.56 

Diet 8.92 

Languages 7.84 

Jobs 9.34 

Education 9.20 

Money 7.24 

Etiquette 6.88 

Table 4.  Students’ media scores in grammar 

Grammar aspects Mean 

Present perfect 7.32 

Modals 9.22 

Gerunds and infinitives 8.66 

Phrasal verbs 6.48 

 

Once students used the digital games designed for this course, writing activities 

were assessed through rubrics. Regarding vocabulary, the media score in vocabulary 

topics related to “Jobs” and “Education” were the most representative in terms of 

students’ improvement. This result might be related to previous experience with these 

topics; furthermore, it is necessary to remark that “Education” belongs to their field of 

study. It was also evident that the topics in which students might have found certain 

difficulties were “Money” and “Etiquette” because of their lack of previous practice. 

As for grammar, “Modals” as well as “Gerunds and infinitives” were the aspects in 

which the mean score was higher. To this respect, it is necessary to acknowledge that 

these correspond to recycled contents from lower levels which constitute the basis for 

building new grammatical knowledge. On the other hand, “Present perfect” and 

“Phrasal verbs” were the aspects in which students encountered certain difficulties 

because these structures have many notions, variations, and uses.  
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5 Conclusion 

The use of digital games helped the participants enhance their grammar and vocab-

ulary knowledge since they demonstrated a better performance when using crossword 

puzzles and matching games aimed at developing these sub-skills, which is evident in 

students’ perceptions of their improvement in EFL writing. 

Students perceived the use of digital games in Educaplay as motivating for learning 

English and developing the activities proposed in their Canvas virtual platform. These 

games promoted students’ active and dynamic learning since Educaplay was helpful 

to create and share engaging educational activities, thus increasing their interest in 

learning the target language. 

Digital games were easy-to-access activities since they were available for students 

through the Canvas platform, which was a significant factor that allowed students’ 

participation. Furthermore, Educaplay digital games were easily used, did not require 

additional registration, and offered immediate results. 

The use of digital games favored teachers’ permanent feedback based on writing 

rubrics. These rubrics helped them identify students’ strengths and weaknesses re-

garding grammar and vocabulary. The grammar aspects in which students had a better 

performance were related to the use of modals, gerunds, and infinitives. As for vocab-

ulary, the topics that evidenced better results were jobs and education. 
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