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Games and L2 learning 
• meaningful attention to and appropriation of 

complex texts (Thorne, Fischer, & Lu, 2012; 
Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio, 2009) 

• construction of scientific discourse (Steinkuehler & 
Duncan, 2009) 

• high-stakes communicative activity with other 
players, often in plurilingual settings (Thorne, 2008; 
Zheng, Newgarden, & Young, 2012) 
 

• gaming correlates with measures of L2 proficiency 
(Kuppens, 2010; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012) 



non-linguistic goals 

meaningful use of language 

scenarios and mechanics 

interactivity 

feedback 

Games and L2 learning: task-based! 

Baltra, 1990; Cornillie, Thorne, & Desmet, 2012; García-Carbonell, Rising, Montero, & Watts, 
2001; Mawer & Stanley, 2011; Purushotma et al., 2009; … 



Games and L2 teaching ? 





Mindsnacks 



Verb Mayhem 



The evidence is IN: 

drills are OUT 

Wong, W., & VanPatten, B. (2003). The Evidence is IN: Drills are OUT. Foreign Language 
Annals, 36(3), 403–423. 

http://barrynabdahl.files.wordpress.com/2010/02/drill-kill.jpg 



mechanical 
drills 

meaningful 
drills 

communicative 
drills 

I dig, I dug, I have dug 
 

I                      , I … 

Yesterday, my dog … up  
a bunch of bones. 

Tell me what your dog found 
in the garden yesterday, and 

use the verb ‘to dig’. 

… 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=96gAHYQBV0c


TOWARDS MEANINGFUL 
CONTROLLED PRACTICE 















Research question 

What is the potential of these 
practice activities, embedded in 

meaningful reading, for 
performance on transfer tasks? 



Participants & research design 
• intermediate English L2 learners (~B1 CEFR) 
• Dutch L1 
• 16-18 years old 
• secondary education in Flanders 
• N = 186 

 
• experimental design 

o reading + practice with ‘knowledge of results’ 
feedback (KR) 

o reading + practice with metalinguistic feedback (ML) 
o control group (tests only) 

• practice behaviour logged 
• pre-, post-, delayed post-tests (+1M) 



Target structures 
• quantifiers (QNT) 

o Copies of Coca-Cola use fewer ingredients / less 
sugar / ?*less ingredients. 

o Kopieën van het Coca-Cola recept gebruiken 
minder ingrediënten/suiker. 
 

• verbs with two objects (V2O) 
o *Pemberton revealed me the secret formula. 
o Pemberton onthulde mij het geheime recept. 



Rule instruction for QNT 



 



Timed grammaticality judgment task 
(TGJT) 
• aim = measure 

implicit/automatized 
grammar knowledge 

• format cfr. Guttiérrez, 2013; 
Loewen, 2009 

• time limit: 3 - 7 sec 
• 54 items 

o 24 QNT 
o 24 V2O 
o 6 distractor items 

• Cronbach’s α  
o pre = .44 
o post = .89  
o delayed post = .88 
 



Written discourse completion task 
(WDCT) 

• aim = measure 
productive grammar 
knowledge in formal 
contexts of use 

• 7 items 
o 4 QNT 
o 3 V20 

• Cronbach’s α 
o pre = .52 
o post = .69 
o delayed post = .71 
 



Oral elicited imitation task (OEIT) 
• aim = measure grammar 

knowledge in “unplanned 
language use” (Ellis, 2006, 
p. 351) 

• format cfr. Erlam, 2009, 
with stronger meaning 
focus (roleplay) 

• N = 69 (selected on 
treatment type and time 
spent on practice) 

• 9 items 
o 5 QNT 
o 4 V20 

• Cronbach’s α = .81 



WDCT TGJT OEIT 

MODE 

SKILL 

L2  
KNOWLEDGE 

written written oral 

comprehension production production 

implicit explicit implicit 



Results (TGJT) 



Results (WDCT) 



Results (OEIT) 

practice ML CF 

not aware 

( N  = 2) 

practice KR CF 

not aware 

( N = 6) 

practice ML CF 

aware 

( N =  21) 

practice KR CF 

aware 

( N =  20) 

0.2 

0.4 

0.6 

0.8 

1.0 



WDCT TGJT OEIT 
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OF 

PRACTICE ? 
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LESSONS LEARNED FOR 
TASK-BASED PRACTICE 



Qualitative observations 
• mechanics of gaming (time pressure, competition) 

may have interfered with meaningful language 
processing 

• learners had little control 
• identification with the protagonist? 

 
• learners came up with alternative endings to the 

mystery story 
• elicited roleplay, even if not a good measure of 

implicit knowledge, was a really useful practice 
activity 



Objectives for task (re-)design 

1. increase agentive engagement with the text 
 

2. make controlled practice more meaningful 
(communicative?) 



Towards playful L2 tasks? 
• develop an interactive 

version of the text 
• design communicative 

tasks that exploit 
potential information 
gaps between different 
learners 

• automatize the OEIT 
for individual practice 

• let learners contribute 
to the text 
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