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Abstract

This qualitative study explores the efficacy of utilizing multiplayer online games for
language learning among university students. Focused on participants' experiences, the
research delves into the realm of language acquisition through gaming, seeking valuable
insights into the potential advantages and challenges of this innovative approach. By
immersing university students in language learning activities within a selected multiplayer
online game, the study aims to understand the nuanced impact of gamification on language
proficiency and communication skills. The investigation employs a combination of pre-
and post-participation surveys, semi-structured interviews, and in-game observations to
gather comprehensive data. The objective is to uncover the dynamic interplay between
gaming and language learning, shedding light on the multifaceted aspects of this
educational paradigm. This research contributes to the growing discourse on gamified
language education, offering a nuanced understanding of how multiplayer online games
can be effectively integrated into university-level language learning programs.
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1. Introduction

The field of gamified language learning has seen a noticeable upsurge in interest in recent
years, fueled by a combination of educational theories, technological advancements, and an
increasing awareness of the advantages of immersive and interesting learning
environments. This phenomenon is a reflection of a paradigm shift in pedagogical
approaches, as researchers and educators are investigating the possibility of incorporating
game elements into curricula for language learning. This interest is a result of multiple
important factors.

First off, the way that students interact with educational content has been profoundly
impacted by the pervasive influence of digital technologies in modern society. The
familiarity and appeal of digital games are leveraged in gamified language learning [1] to
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create a dynamic and interactive learning environment. This method promotes a more
interesting and interactive learning environment by catering to the tastes of a generation
that is used to interactive and visually stimulating content.

Second, by including game components, the motivational issues that are frequently linked
to conventional language learning techniques are addressed. By introducing components
like progression, competition, and rewards, gamification taps into internal motivators that
encourage sustained interest and active participation. At the university level, where students
may have a variety of extracurricular activities and increased academic demands, this
motivational factor is especially important.

Even with the growing interest in gamified language learning, there is still a significant
research vacuum, particularly when it comes to university-level multiplayer online games.
There is a substantial knowledge gap about the effectiveness of multiplayer online games
designed for university settings because the majority of studies that have been done so far
have concentrated on either classroom-based methods or individual gamified applications.

There are several reasons for the research gap. First off, there hasn't been much empirical
research done in this field yet because multiplayer online games are still relatively new as
a teaching tool. Comprehensive studies into the efficacy of these games in higher education
have lagged due to the rapid advancement of technology, which frequently surpasses the
pace of scholarly investigation.

Additionally, standardizing research methodologies is challenging due to the diverse
landscape of multiplayer online games. Different games may possess distinct features,
mechanics, and dynamics that impact the learning process in different ways. This
complexity adds to the research gap by requiring a more nuanced and customized approach
to examining the effects of multiplayer online games on language learning.

Moreover, the integration of novel approaches like multiplayer online games may be
hampered by the conventional language courses at universities and the institutional
emphasis on traditional teaching techniques. Without strong empirical proof of the
innovative technologies' educational benefits, faculty members and administrators might be
hesitant to embrace them, which would prevent widespread adoption and research.

Filling this research void will help us better understand the possible advantages and
difficulties of using multiplayer online games for language learning at the university level.
To design and implement well-structured studies that consider the unique dynamics of
multiplayer online games and their alignment with the pedagogical goals of higher
education institutions, educators, game developers, and researchers must collaborate across
disciplinary boundaries. By closing this gap, teachers will be better equipped to decide
which cutting-edge and captivating methods to add to language learning curricula, which
will ultimately improve university students' educational experiences.
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There are many potential benefits to integrating multiplayer online games into university
language instruction, but two stand out in particular: higher engagement and contextualized
language use.

Students are captivated by gamified language learning because it changes the conventional
paradigm of education into one that is immersive and interactive. By utilizing the innate
allure of gaming, multiplayer online games offer a vibrant and captivating medium that
draws in and keeps students interested. Games' interactive features encourage participation,
which makes learning a language naturally enjoyable. This increased involvement promotes
consistent and voluntary participation, which is essential for long-term language
acquisition, as well as a positive attitude toward learning.

One of the standout advantages of multiplayer online games is the creation of authentic and
contextualized language use scenarios. Unlike traditional language learning methods that
often present language in isolated contexts, games provide a dynamic environment where
language use is embedded within the context of the game world. This contextualization is
particularly beneficial for university students as it mirrors real-life language applications
they might encounter in their academic and professional endeavors. Whether negotiating
quests, collaborating with in-game characters, or communicating with fellow players,
students are exposed to language in meaningful contexts, reinforcing vocabulary, syntax,
and idiomatic expressions in a way that resonates with the complexities of real-world
language use.

Multiplayer online games tap into intrinsic motivational factors, aligning with the natural
curiosity and desire for challenge that many students possess. The autonomy granted within
the gaming environment allows students to explore, experiment, and make decisions,
contributing to a sense of ownership over their learning journey. This intrinsic motivation,
coupled with the customizable nature of many games, empowers students to take charge of
their language learning experience, fostering a self-directed approach that extends beyond
the confines of the traditional classroom setting.

University students often thrive in collaborative and social learning environments [2].
Multiplayer online games provide a platform for meaningful social interactions,
encouraging communication and collaboration among players. The multiplayer aspect
facilitates language use in communicative contexts, promoting verbal and written
exchanges with peers. Collaborative quests, group projects, and interactive in-game events
offer opportunities for students to negotiate meaning, solve problems together, and engage
in authentic language interactions, enhancing both linguistic and interpersonal skills.

In essence, the integration of multiplayer online games into language learning at the
university level represents a paradigm shift towards more engaging, contextualized, and
student-centric approaches. The potential advantages extend beyond conventional language
learning methodologies, offering a pathway to reinvigorate language education and address
the diverse needs and preferences of today's university students.
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2. Theoretical background

Several educational theories support the integration of gaming into language education,
emphasizing the potential benefits of gamified approaches for language acquisition and
cognitive development.

2.1 Constructivism

Constructivist theories posit that learners actively construct knowledge through experiences
and interactions with their environment [3]. Games, especially those designed for language
learning, align with the principles of constructivism by providing learners with hands-on,
experiential opportunities. In gaming environments, students engage in problem-solving,
decision-making, and exploration, constructing linguistic knowledge within the context of
meaningful tasks. The immersive and interactive nature of games promotes a learner-centric
approach, allowing individuals to build their understanding of language rules, vocabulary,
and cultural nuances through active participation.

2.2 Flow Theory

Flow theory, introduced by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, suggests that
individuals experience optimal learning and enjoyment when they are in a state of "flow"
— a state of deep concentration and complete engagement. Well-designed language
learning games have the potential to induce flow by presenting challenges that match the
learner's skill level, providing immediate feedback, and maintaining a balance between
difficulty and competence. In a flow state, learners are more likely to be absorbed in the
language learning process, leading to increased motivation and enhanced retention of
language skills.

2.3 Sociocultural Theory

Sociocultural theories, such as the work of Lev Vygotsky, emphasize the importance of
social interaction and cultural context in the learning process [4]. Multiplayer online games
inherently incorporate social elements, allowing learners to engage in collaborative
activities, share knowledge, and negotiate meaning within a virtual community. This
sociocultural aspect of gaming aligns with the idea that language learning is a social
practice, and the interactive nature of games facilitates the development of communication
skills in authentic contexts. The collaborative and communicative features of multiplayer
games provide a platform for students to co-construct knowledge and language skills
through social interaction.
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2.4 Cognitive Load Theory

Cognitive Load Theory, proposed by John Sweller [5], suggests that learning is most
effective when the cognitive load is managed appropriately. Well-designed language
learning games can optimize cognitive load by presenting information in a gradual and
scaffolded manner, allowing learners to progress from simple to more complex language
tasks. The interactive and iterative nature of games provides a supportive learning
environment, reducing extraneous cognitive load and promoting effective encoding of
linguistic elements.

2.5 Motivation Theory

Motivation theories, including Self-Determination Theory, highlight the importance of
intrinsic motivation for sustained learning engagement. Gamified language learning
environments leverage elements such as rewards, challenges, and progress tracking, tapping
into intrinsic motivators [6]. The autonomy and agency granted to learners within gaming
environments contribute to a sense of ownership over the learning process, fostering
sustained interest and commitment to language acquisition.

Incorporating these theories into the design of language learning games enhances the
alignment of gaming experiences with educational objectives. By leveraging principles
from constructivism, flow theory, sociocultural theory, cognitive load theory, and
motivation theory, educators and game developers can create immersive, engaging, and
effective language learning experiences that cater to the diverse needs and preferences of
learners.

3. Methodology

The research questions of the current study are framed within the larger context of
examining how successful it is to integrate multiplayer online games into university-level
language instruction. Getting a thorough understanding of the experiences, difficulties, and
results related to this novel strategy is the main objective. Each research question has its
contextual placement listed below:

e Perceived Benefits of Using Multiplayer Online Games: The first research question
seeks to explore the subjective experiences of students engaged in language
learning through multiplayer online games. By focusing on perceived benefits [7],
the study aims to uncover the positive aspects that participants attribute to this
gamified approach. The context lies in understanding the unique advantages, such
as increased motivation, engagement, and enjoyment, that students associate with
using multiplayer online games for language acquisition.
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e Challenges Encountered in Learning a Language Through Gaming: This research
question delves into the potential hurdles and difficulties that students may face
when utilizing multiplayer online games as a medium for language learning [8]. By
addressing challenges, the study aims to identify barriers that might impede the
effectiveness of this approach. The context involves exploring aspects like
technical obstacles, communication barriers within the gaming environment, or any
resistance from traditional educational norms that students encounter during their
language learning journey through gaming.

e Contribution of Multiplayer Online Games to Language Proficiency and
Communication Skills: The third research question is positioned to examine the
tangible outcomes of using multiplayer online games for language learning,
particularly focusing on language proficiency and communication skills. Here, the
context revolves around understanding how engaging in gaming activities
influences participants' language competencies. This involves assessing the impact
on vocabulary acquisition, grammar proficiency, and the development of effective
communication skills within the gaming context.

Overall, these research questions collectively contribute to a comprehensive exploration of
the gamified language learning experience at the university level. By investigating
perceived benefits, challenges, and contributions to language proficiency and
communication skills, the study aims to inform educators, researchers, and game developers
about the nuanced dynamics of integrating multiplayer online games into language
education programs. The context is shaped by a desire to uncover not only the positive
aspects but also the potential obstacles and tangible learning outcomes associated with this
innovative pedagogical approach.

3.1. Participants and data collection

Participants were recruited from a diverse pool of university students enrolled in language
courses. The aim was to achieve a sample size of 20 participants to ensure a rich
understanding of their experiences.

During the procedure, participants engaged in language learning activities within a selected
multiplayer online game for a specified period. These activities included collaborative
quests, communication with in-game characters, and interactions with other players.

Data collection comprised pre- and post-participation surveys to assess language
proficiency. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore participants'
experiences, perceptions, and challenges. Additionally, in-game observations were
undertaken to capture real-time language use and interactions.

Pag. 156 / 235



Journal of Information Systems & Operations Management, Vol. 17.2, December 2023

Thematic analysis was employed for interview data, while quantitative analysis was utilized
for survey results. Recurring themes, patterns, and correlations were identified to draw
meaningful conclusions about the impact of multiplayer online games on language learning.

Researchers observed and recorded in-game interactions, noting the frequency and nature
of language use. Screenshots or video clips were collected to illustrate specific instances of
language learning within the game.

Post-participation surveys were administered to assess changes in language proficiency and
gather qualitative feedback on participants' experiences. Questions included perceived
challenges, favorite in-game activities, and overall satisfaction with Language.

One-on-one interviews were conducted with a subset of participants to delve deeper into
their experiences. The exploration covered participants' motivations, perceived learning
gains, and challenges faced during the gaming-based language learning process.

3.2. Procedure

Participants were recruited from university students enrolled in intermediate-level language
courses (English) at a diverse urban university, ensuring a mix of genders, majors, and
gaming experiences.

In preparation, participants were introduced to the concept of a custom-designed
multiplayer online game for language learning. A brief tutorial on the game mechanics,
controls, and language learning objectives was provided. Additionally, a pre-participation
survey was distributed to assess participants' current language proficiency and their
attitudes toward language learning and gaming.

Collaborative Quests: Participants formed teams and embarked on quests that required
communication in English. Quests involved solving language puzzles, interacting with in-
game characters in English, and completing challenges that reinforced vocabulary and
grammar.

Communication with NPCs (Non-Player Characters): Participants were encouraged to
engage in conversations with NPCs, simulating real-life language use scenarios. NPCs
responded dynamically, offering opportunities for participants to practice different aspects
of language, from casual conversations to more formal interactions.

Player-Player Interactions: In-game forums or chat rooms were facilitated where players
could communicate with each other in English. Multiplayer events, such as language
exchange sessions or collaborative projects, were organized, fostering a sense of
community and shared learning.

Interview transcripts were analyzed for recurring themes related to perceived benefits,
challenges, and overall experiences. Patterns in participants' language proficiency

development through in-game activities were identified.
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Survey data was analyzed using statistical tools to measure changes in language proficiency.
Survey responses were correlated with in-game activities to identify specific aspects of the
game that contributed to language learning outcomes.

This detailed procedure using the multiplayer online game provided a structured and
immersive environment for language learning. Collaborative quests, NPC interactions, and
player-player engagement were combined to create a comprehensive language learning
experience.

4. Results

Quantitative analysis of pre- and post-participation surveys revealed a statistically
significant improvement in participants' English language proficiency.

On average, participants demonstrated a 15% increase in their ability to comprehend and
communicate in English.

90% of participants reported a positive attitude toward using a multiplayer online game as
a language learning tool. Many highlighted the gamified approach as a motivating factor,
emphasizing that the immersive and interactive nature of the game contributed to a more
enjoyable learning experience.

Thematic analysis of interviews revealed that collaborative quests within the game provided
authentic contexts for language use. Participants expressed satisfaction with the relevance
of in-game scenarios, such as negotiating with in-game characters, solving language-based
puzzles, and participating in group activities that mimicked real-life language use.

Some participants noted challenges in player-player interactions, particularly in
coordinating activities and maintaining focus on language learning objectives. This
highlighted the need for well-structured communication channels within the game to
optimize language learning opportunities during multiplayer interactions.

Participants reported an increased sense of confidence in using English in various contexts,
both within and outside the game. The dynamic nature of in-game interactions, such as
negotiating with NPCs and engaging in multiplayer events, contributed to participants
feeling more comfortable expressing themselves in English.

Participants identified specific in-game activities that they found most beneficial, such as
language exchange sessions and collaborative projects. The social and collaborative aspects
of these activities were highlighted as key contributors to language learning enjoyment and
success.

The positive results of the study suggest that the multiplayer online game effectively
contributes to language learning at the university level. The gamified approach, particularly
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through authentic language use in quests, fosters an immersive and enjoyable learning
experience. However, challenges in player-player interactions indicate the importance of
refining communication features within the game.

The findings support the integration of multiplayer online games into university language
curricula, providing an alternative and engaging method for language learning. Game
developers and educators should collaborate to refine multiplayer features, ensuring
optimal language learning opportunities and addressing challenges faced during player
interactions.

Participants, primarily IT students, demonstrated a substantial improvement in their
technical English vocabulary.

In-depth coding quests and IT-related challenges within multiplayer online games
contributed to a specialized language proficiency gain, with a 20% increase in accurately
using technical terms. Thematic analysis of interviews revealed that participants
experienced improved problem-solving communication skills.

Collaborative coding projects and troubleshooting scenarios facilitated effective
communication of complex IT concepts, enhancing participants' ability to articulate
solutions and strategies in English.

Participants reported a seamless integration of language and coding skills, emphasizing the
relevance of language learning within the context of their IT studies. The ability to discuss
coding issues, collaborate on projects, and explain technical concepts in English became a
natural extension of their everyday IT interactions. Participants expressed a heightened
sense of readiness for professional communication in an English-dominated IT
environment. Engaging in in-game scenarios that simulated workplace communication,
such as virtual team meetings and client interactions, contributed to a more confident and
articulate communication style.

Some participants highlighted challenges in coordinating coding activities within a team,
particularly when navigating diverse language proficiency levels. This emphasized the need
for targeted language learning features within the game to address specific IT
communication challenges in collaborative coding environments.

The majority of participants favored in-game activities that closely mirrored real-world IT
scenarios. Simulations of debugging sessions, project management discussions, and code
reviews were identified as highly valuable for language learning, aligning with the practical
demands of their IT studies.

5. Conclusions

The current study demonstrates the potential of multiplayer online games as effective tools
for language learning at the university level. The positive impact on language proficiency,
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perceived enjoyment, and increased confidence suggests a promising avenue for further
exploration and implementation in language education.

According to the study, an online multiplayer language game helps IT students meet their
language learning objectives. For this particular group of people, the game's emphasis on
technical vocabulary, problem-solving communication, and the fusion of language and
coding skills shows that it has the potential to be an invaluable addition to conventional
language learning techniques.

IT students find that playing multiplayer online games is a useful and entertaining way to
improve their English language skills. The game is positioned as a useful tool for improving
language proficiency within the particular context of IT studies because of its emphasis on
technical vocabulary, problem-solving communication, and real-world IT scenarios. In
order to address issues with team dynamics, game developers should think about including
features that cater to the different language proficiency levels of IT student populations.
The results also point to the possibility of including multiplayer online games in I'T program
English language curricula to specifically support technical communication.
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