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Over the last decades, there has been a change in learning methodologies due to the increasing incorporation
of  playful  elements.  In  the  specific  case  of  language  learning,  there  are  several  video  games  and
environments based on gamification for collaborative learning. Recent studies show the benefits of playful
language learning in terms of vocabulary, grammar, writing, pronunciation, oral expression, and listening, as
well as in terms of motivation, engagement, and satisfaction of the students.

Over  the  last  decades,  there
has  been  a  change  in  learning
methodologies  due  to  the
increasing incorporation of playful
elements.  Since  Abt  coined  the
term  “serious  game”  in  1970  to
refer  to  video  games  and
applications  specifically  designed
to  achieve  a  pedagogical  and
didactic  objective,  this  kind  of
games  have  proliferated  and
gained  popularity  as an  effective
teaching tool for different types of
populations, including populations
with  special  needs  (e.g.,  the
StorySign  application  at

https://consumer.huawei.com/es/campaign/storysign/). In the particular case of learning a second language, it
the acquisition of fluency skills in oral discourse is often difficult in the traditional group classroom settings.
Serious games have emerged as an alternative that provides communicative entertainment, in a way that
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facilitates  learning  language  skills.  Crystallize  (http://www.cs.cornell.edu/~grc74/)  and  Hololingo
(https://www.timoahlers.eu/research.html) are two examples of serious games for learning foreign languages.

On the other hand, the term gamification is an emerging concept that refers to the use of the mechanics and
dynamics of the game in situations that are not a game itself, in order to increase motivation and commitment
(Wu & Huang, 2017), and to reduce the anxiety and fear of speaking a foreign language in front of others (Lee
& Hammer, 2011).  The mechanics of the game include actions and processes such as feedback,  levels,
badges, points, virtual goods, leaderboards, and challenges; while the dynamics of the game refer to concepts
such as self-expression,  reward,  achievement,  altruism,  fun,  status,  satisfaction,  and  competition,  among
others (Caballe & Clariso, 2016). 

Although the elements of gamification can be used in real environments, they are especially characteristic of
digital  environments, where its  potential  applications are almost  limitless.  In recent years, some empirical
studies have shown the benefits of the gamification of digital environments on the processes and outcomes of
learning a second language. In a recent systematic review, Dehghanzadeh et al. (2019) found 22 studies,
published between 2014 and 2019, that tested simple digital tools (e.g., Kahoot, Babbel, Duolingo) to support
learning of English as a second language, aimed at the primary, secondary, and upper educational levels. The
most  used elements  of  the  games were feedback,  challenges,  points,  rewards,  leaderboards  and levels.
Seventy  percent  of  the  reviewed studies  found  benefits  for  vocabulary  learning,  and  20% also  obtained
advantages  for  learning  grammar,  writing,  pronunciation,  oral  expression,  and  listening  comprehension.
Beyond  learning  language  itself,  most  studies  also  reported  beneficial  results  in  student  motivation,
engagement, and satisfaction. In almost all cases, the participants rated their learning experience positively.

Despite these encouraging results, it is necessary to carry out further research, since most of the previous
studies suffer from methodological weaknesses, such as lack of control group or a pre-post-test design, short-
term interventions, small samples, different instructors for treatment and control conditions, and overreliance
on self-report measures, rather than actual learning measures. A recent systematic review (Bai et al. 2020)
showed positive effects of gamification on learning achievements in various educational settings, but it also
detected some limitations. Some of the analyzed studies revealed that gamification does not bring additional
utility and that gamification causes anxiety or jealousy among students who fail to get a top position on the
leaderboard, suggesting the need for improvements in the use of this resource. For example, an alternative to
avoid jealousy would be to design learning tasks in such a way that students do not compete with each other,
but rather try to improve their own results.

In summary, the conception, implementation, and evaluation of video games and playful environments for
learning must be based on solid research. In the coming years, a growing development and improvement of
emerging technologies is expected. Therefore, new opportunities and challenges will arise for the application
of playful environments in different fields of education. The research available so far in the context of language
learning reflects a growing interest in this methodology.
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