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ABSTRACT 

This chapter addresses the potential of educationally designed game environments and in 

particular that of game-generated feedback for encouraging, through purposeful instructional 

design, learners’ engagement in the process of developing skills in a second or foreign language 

(L2). By reviewing the existing research literature, it fleshes out the idea that gameful feedback 

may be a powerful design element for engendering participant engagement in instructed L2 

learning. We define ‘engagement in game-based CALL’ as learner behaviour that is typified by 

the following characteristics: 1) it is driven by intrinsic motivation; 2) it is focused primarily 

on language meaning and communicative use; and 3) it involves attention to linguistic form. 

The chapter reviews pioneer studies on gameful engagement in CALL, describes recent 

research that addresses the role of feedback in relation to designed engagement in CALL, and 

examines trends in work in progress such as gamification, as well as problems in current 

research. We conclude with challenges and directions for future research. 

 



INTRODUCTION 

Today, digital games keep a significant and increasingly diverse audience playfully engaged in 

activities that often involve interaction with and through language (e.g. Sykes, Oskoz, & 

Thorne, 2008). In recent years, applied linguists have documented language-mediated play in 

online, off-the-shelf games (i.e., games not designed for educational purposes) such as 

massively multiplayer online roleplaying games (MMORPGs) and other popular genres. 

Descriptive, predominantly qualitative studies have shown how such play induces language 

users and learners to meaningfully attend to and appropriate complex game texts in written 

interaction (e.g. Thorne, Fischer, & Lu, 2012) as well as in spoken interaction (e.g. Piirainen-

Marsh & Tainio, 2009), how play incentivizes the construction of scientific discourse 

(Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2008), and how it engages second language (L2) learners in high-

stakes communicative activity with other players, often in plurilingual settings (e.g. Thorne, 

2008; Zheng, Newgarden, & Young, 2012). Next to these descriptive studies, correlational 

empirical research shows that frequent gaming in an L2 is associated with (though not a proven 

catalyst for) L2 proficiency (Kuppens, 2010; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012). Thus, evidence is 

accumulating which suggests that engagement in an L2 in entertainment-focused, uninstructed 

digital game environments is a useful and potentially quite powerful avenue for naturalistic L2 

development. 

For language educators, a critical question is how the mechanics of digital games can be 

harnessed for inciting learner engagement in instructed L2 learning environments, particularly 

in institutionalized settings such as L2 classrooms, with a view to increasing the effectiveness 

of games for L2 learning. This question is in line with a rich tradition of research on 

instructional design in the field of Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL), which 

concentrates on “constructing environments purposefully such that learning does not occur by 

accident, but through an understanding of the key factors or variables that impact upon it” 



(Levy, Hubbard, Stockwell, & Colpaert, 2015, pp. 3–4). Similarly, design-oriented studies on 

game-based L2 learning (Holden & Sykes, 2011) focus on the purposeful and meticulous 

engineering and evaluation of playful spaces and conditions that are conducive to effective and 

efficient L2 learning. Inextricably bound to the effectiveness of games-based L2 environments 

is the question of how engagement can be heightened and/or sustained by careful instructional 

design. 

This chapter addresses the potential of educationally designed game environments and in 

particular that of game-generated feedback for encouraging, through purposeful instructional 

design, learners’ engagement in the process of developing skills in a second or foreign language 

(L2). The existing research literature fleshes out the idea that gameful feedback may be a 

powerful design element for engendering participant engagement in instructed L2 learning. We 

define ‘engagement in game-based CALL’ as learner behaviour that is typified by the following 

characteristics: 1) it is driven by intrinsic motivation in the broader game activity; 2) it is 

focused primarily on language meaning and communicative use; and 3) it involves attention to 

linguistic form. In the next section, we review pioneer studies on gameful engagement in 

CALL. Subsequently, we discuss more recent research that specifically addresses the role of 

feedback in relation to designed engagement in CALL. Next, we examine trends in work in 

progress, as well as problems in current research. We conclude with challenges and directions 

for future research. 

 

EARLY DEVELOPMENTS 

Over the past decade—especially due to the emergence of massively multiplayer online 

games—digital game-based language learning has received increasing interest in the CALL 

literature (e.g. Cornillie, Thorne, & Desmet, 2012; Peterson, 2010; Reinhardt & Sykes, 2014). 



Still the design of games for instructed language learning goes back to the early history of 

CALL. In 1987, for example, Phillips noted that the great majority of CALL programs 

developed at that time were designed according to a paradigm which he termed “the games 

model” (1987, pp. 276–280). According to Phillips, such CALL programs distinguish 

themselves from other language learning activities in that they are 1) intrinsically motivating 

or self-justifying (i.e. worth playing for their own sake, rather than for some external reason), 

2) involve some aspect of competition (leading to win or failure states), and 3) are driven by a 

system of rules that constitutes the activity as a particular type of game and that regulates (i.e. 

reinforces and penalizes) the possible interactions. Early developments of game-based CALL 

programs include text adventure games such as the British Council’s London Adventure 

(Phillips, 1986), mini-games for discrete practice of vocabulary and letter recognition skills, 

such as Hangman (Stevens, 1991), interactive participatory dramas like Traci Talk and Who is 

Oscar Lake? (Hubbard, 2002), and text-based, scripted multi-user environments known as 

MUDs and MOOs (Multi-User Dungeon and MUD Object-Oriented, respectively), the 

predecessors of 3D virtual multi-user environments like Second Life (see Peterson, 2010; 

Thorne, 2000). 

It is worth noting that in these early days of CALL games design, there was little empirical 

research that evaluated the usefulness of particular elements of gameful design, such as 

feedback, time pressure, or between-learner competition, in terms of language learning 

processes, outcomes, or levels of learner engagement. In relation to the research on interactive 

participatory dramas, Phil Hubbard, a pioneering theorist, researcher and practitioner in CALL, 

noted that the majority of studies from the mid-1980s until 2002 aimed at “demonstrating the 

validity of the general approach rather than specific elements of implementation” (Hubbard, 

2002, p. 211). Recent reviews of game-based CALL (Cornillie, Thorne, and Desmet, 2012; 

Peterson, 2010) indicate that this claim may be extended beyond interactive participatory 



dramas to the majority of research on digital games for language learning. As a consequence of 

the lack of empirical (in particular experimental) studies on design elements of games, 

researchers and instructional designers today have a limited number of empirically-based 

insights, guidelines, and principles specifically related to gaming environments that may inform 

the engineering of engaging spaces for language learning, instruction, and practice. Notable 

exceptions to this gap in the early empirical research on gameful engagement in CALL are three 

studies that focus on, respectively, learner control (Stevens, 1984a, 1984b), the negotiability of 

outcomes (Young, 1988), and incidental vocabulary learning (Cheung & Harrison, 1992). 

These three studies are worth examining more closely for insights they may offer for the design 

of game-mediated L2 learning spaces. 

In an experimental study, Stevens (1984a, 1984b) investigated the impact of learner 

control on learners’ engagement and on their learning of English verb complements (gerund vs. 

infinitive) in a CALL program designed for explicit language practice. One version of the 

system comprised game paddles, by which learners could vary the order of presentation of the 

practice materials, whereas the other version lacked this playful interface mechanic and in 

which the order of the materials was fixed. Thus, the version in which learners could control 

the presentation of the materials borrowed aspects of the design of “games and autotelic 

environments [i.e.] activities which contain their own goals and sources of motivation” 

(Stevens, 1984a, p. 30), where the lack of game paddles was thought to resemble the delivery 

mode of more typical computer-based instruction and practice. In an experiment with 24 

learners in which 35 minutes were spent on practice, this study found that control was 

beneficial: although no statistically significant differences were observed between the groups 

in terms of knowledge development (perhaps due to the short treatment period), the learners 

that had used the paddles were found to be engaged in more meaning-focused processing of the 

practice materials than the learners that had practised the materials in a fixed order. In addition 



to eliciting more meaning-focused engagement, the paddles also instilled more favourable 

attitudes towards the practice tasks (Stevens, 1984b). Although this was a small-scale study, its 

findings are noteworthy, as they are in keeping with a motivational model of video game 

engagement based on self-determination theory (Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006), in which 

the player’s perception of control (autonomy) is a key factor. 

Young (1988) examined the effects of the negotiability of outcomes in CALL materials. 

The starting point of this project was the observation that in computerized drill-and-practice, 

the outcomes of pedagogical activities are fixed (i.e. predetermined by the computer), whereas 

role-plays, simulations and games allow participants to negotiate the outcomes of the activities. 

Building on Wells’ (1981) interactionist perspective on SLA, the study hypothesized that 

activities which involved a more open-ended, negotiable outcomes design would yield L2 

discourse more relevant for L2 development. It compared the discourse of two classes of 

English L2 learners in, on the one hand, drill-and-practice activities, and, on the other hand, the 

computer games Fast Food and London Adventure (both developed by the British Council). 

Analyses of the transcripts showed that the discourse spawned by engagement with the games 

involved less reading aloud, was more creative, and resembled the complexity of routine 

informal conversation. 

A third empirical study relevant to the issue of gameful engagement in CALL is Cheung 

& Harrison’s (1992) examination of incidental vocabulary learning in the entertainment-

focused text adventure game Colossal Adventure. After playing the game in pairs for eight 

separate hours over a period of two weeks, 84 learners of English as an L2 filled out post-tests 

designed to measure gains in knowledge of vocabulary included in the game. Analyses 

indicated that the students improved significantly on “program-specific” lexical items (i.e. 

words highly relevant to the game’s narrative), but not on prepositions of place and 

conditionals, although the latter were frequent in the game text. In interpreting these results, the 



researchers surmised that “perhaps mastery of the definitions of lexical items, including 

program-specific lexical items, was a crucial vehicle for progressing in the game, while 

knowing prepositions and conditionals was not” (Cheung & Harrison, 1992, p. 169). Thus, 

engagement with these particular lexical items, induced by the game quests, may have 

contributed to the specific learning outcomes that were documented. 

From these early studies on gameful engagement in CALL, three lessons can be drawn 

for the design of instructed game-based language learning spaces. First, learner control enabled 

by playful interface mechanics may lead to more meaningful engagement with the L2 and more 

favourable attitudes to CALL. Second, open-ended, negotiable game outcomes may inspire 

more communicative engagement with the L2. And thirdly, instructional designers need to 

consider the relation of words that are to be taught with their function in a game’s narrative, as 

learners may be more engaged with vocabulary that is central to a game’s narrative, and as a 

result will acquire such words more rapidly. Thus, ludic engagement in the L2 may support 

effective instructed L2 learning. To our knowledge, however, it is not until recently that L2 

engagement has been examined in relation to the type of feedback provided in the learning 

environment. This is the subject of the next section. 

 

MAJOR CONTRIBUTIONS 

This section provides the rationale for focusing on feedback in the design of instructed game-

based L2 environments with a view to supporting learners’ engagement in the learning process, 

defined as intrinsically motivated behaviour in an L2 that primarily involves meaningful and 

communicative L2 use, but also attention to linguistic form. We first formulate design 

considerations and then review descriptive research contributions to game-based CALL. 



 

Design considerations and descriptive research 

In their influential paper on the design of digital games for L2 learning and teaching, 

Purushotma, Thorne, and Wheatley (2009) argue that feedback should be a primary locus of 

attention. They start from the observation that in well-designed off-the-shelf games, players are 

typically stimulated to fail rather than to find ‘correct answers.’ They further claim that 

spending thought on the design of such failure states in educational L2 games creates 

opportunities for providing developmentally useful as well as playful feedback that can support 

both learning and enjoyment. 

In line with this paper, we argue that, as a design mechanic, feedback merits special 

attention for three reasons. First, it is an indispensable feature of game design that is 

hypothesized to support both players’ cognitive development and their motivation or 

engagement (Becker, 2007). Secondly, numerous studies have shown that feedback can be 

developmentally useful, both in educational research (Hattie & Timperley, 2007) and in a wide 

range of research on L2 learning that focuses specifically on corrective feedback (for reviews 

see Li, 2010; Lyster & Saito, 2010; Mackey & Goo, 2007). Thirdly, in educational games for 

L2 learning—as in other designed L2 learning environments that involve human-computer 

interaction and are known as tutorial CALL (e.g., Heift & Schulze, 2015)—feedback can be 

provided much more systematically than is possible in classroom environments. This is 

promising for its effectiveness, as meta-analyses on L2 acquisition research have revealed 

significantly larger effect sizes for corrective feedback in more controlled environments (Li, 

2010; Mackey & Goo, 2007), of which human-computer interaction is an exemplary case. 

In L2 pedagogy, we often enter into lively debates on how corrective feedback should be 

given to learners, particularly because teachers have a plethora of feedback options available. 



One popular technique is known as recasting, and involves the (relatively implicit) 

reformulation of a learner’s sentence that is ungrammatical or otherwise deviant from the 

conventions of a target language. Recasting is frequent in naturalistic (largely implicit) 

language learning, for instance when parents correct children’s speech, as well as in 

communicative interaction in the L2 classroom. In these situations, language teachers often 

prefer recasts to more explicit feedback interventions, as they disrupt the communicative flow 

to a minimal extent and potentially correlate with less frustration on the part of learners. 

As a result of the predominance of recasting in communicative language learning 

situations, designers of instructed gameful L2 environments that aim to primarily engage 

learners in meaningful or communicative L2 use may be inclined to implement implicit 

corrective feedback strategies such as recasts, mimicking how feedback is typically given in 

naturalistic language learning environments. However, this tendency resembles what Larsen-

Freeman has called the reflex fallacy, i.e. “the assumption that it is our job to re-create in our 

classrooms the natural conditions of acquisition present in the external environment” (2003, p. 

20). While this design approach may protect gameful flow, the resulting problem is that the 

feedback may pass unnoticed, and that the opportunity to recruit language awareness in an 

otherwise meaning-focused context is lost. 

In a study with a game designed for the instruction of Spanish L2 pragmatics, Sykes 

(2009) found little improvement in learners’ use of pragmatic strategies on post-tests. One 

explanation given for this lack of significant improvement was that perhaps “the branching 

mechanism used to interact with NPCs [non-player characters] may not have been sufficiently 

explicit for the learners to notice pragmatic differences […]. Had they taken full advantage of 

the branching mechanism by experimenting with different pragmatic choices and receiving 

varied reactions from the NPCs, perhaps the results would have been different, indicating 

greater awareness and acquisition of the L2 pragmatic norms” (Sykes, 2009, p. 220). As an 



implication for design, Sykes further suggested that the integration of different types of 

feedback, ranging from implicit to explicit, is crucial for the effectiveness of CALL games, 

because such feedback can help learners to notice differences between their interlanguage and 

the L2. 

This research suggests that instead of engaging in the reflex fallacy, such as emulating 

the conditions of naturalistic (game-based) L2 learning in registers of the L2 that are more 

central in formal education, educators might want to re-appropriate game features so that their 

instructional designs can “accelerate the actual rate of acquisition beyond what students could 

achieve on their own … helping our students learn faster than they would on their own may 

well call for explicit teaching and learning to complement the implicit learning that they 

naturally do” (Larsen-Freeman, 2003, p. 20).  

One of the key mechanics by which acceleration of L2 learning may occur in 

educationally designed gaming environments is explicit corrective feedback, potentially 

accompanied by metalinguistic explanations. Although SLA research is not entirely conclusive 

on the effectiveness of explicit feedback, current findings suggest that explicit feedback, 

possibly accompanied by metalinguistic explanation, is likely to facilitate L2 development 

more than implicit corrective feedback (e.g., Ellis et al., 2006; Lyster & Saito, 2010). 

Instructional designers of ludic L2 spaces may thus want to utilize the power of explicit 

feedback to create conditions for effective learning. Providing explicit feedback—where 

necessary and if the learners are developmentally ready for it—during the course of otherwise 

meaning-focused play may well accelerate natural (implicit) L2 learning. 

Thorne (2008) and Cornillie, Clarebout, and Desmet (2012) provide empirical evidence 

that learners are willing to and do attend to explicit corrective feedback in game-based L2 

environments, and are at the same time playfully and meaningfully engaged. In a descriptive 



study on the MMORPG World of Warcraft, Thorne (2008) noted opportunities for L2 use and 

learning in communicative exchanges between a North American native speaker of English and 

a Ukrainian native speaker of Russian. He observed naturalistic in-game episodes of explicit 

feedback and instruction focused on problematic instances of L2 production, provided by the 

respective native speakers. These episodes show that explicit feedback may occur naturally in 

uninstructed contexts of game-based L2 learning when players take an interest in each other’s 

native language and need to resolve communicative issues in order to attain non-linguistic, task-

based outcomes (i.e. quest completion). 

Cornillie, Clarebout, and Desmet (2012) took a different approach to the examination of 

corrective feedback in relation to ludic engagement and implemented different computer-

generated feedback strategies in an educationally repurposed commercial role-playing game 

that takes place in the Divinity universe created by game developer Larian Studios. The 

feedback included more implicit comments given by non-player game characters (accompanied 

by character animations such as gestures and facial expressions), as well as correct responses 

and metalinguistic explanations on pragmatic issues in English as a L2. Analyses of interviews 

and questionnaires taken from 83 Dutch-speaking learners show that learners considered the 

feedback embedded in the game-mediated experience useful for learning, as well as for realising 

transfer to contexts outside of the game. Moreover, the explicit, meta-pragmatic explanations 

given immediately in the game dialogues were generally found more useful for learning than, 

and preferred to, more implicit and communicative instances of corrective feedback provided 

by the game characters. Lastly, learners’ perceptions of the explicit feedback were found to 

correlate with parameters related to learners’ gameful engagement as measured by the 

questionnaires, namely ‘game experience’ (defined as the degree to which learners were 

immersed in the experience, felt captivated by its vividness, and felt generally good as the result 

of playing) and perceived competence. While no such relation was found for implicit corrective 



feedback, learners commented in the interviews that the latter feedback type absorbed them in 

the virtual world represented in the game, showed them the impact of their actions, and that a 

combination of explicit and implicit corrective feedback seemed best to them. The researchers 

concluded that corrective feedback need not necessarily get in the way of gameful engagement, 

and that future studies “should distinguish by and large between, on the one hand, corrective 

feedback (and its different subcomponents) aimed at increasing a learner’s understanding and, 

on the other hand, more ‘game-like’ feedback elements that can contribute to intrinsic 

motivation, namely positive feedback (designed to increase a learner’s sense of competence) 

and situational feedback adapted to the game’s theme (which can increase a sense of 

immersion)” (Cornillie, Clarebout, and Desmet, 2012, p. 274). 

There is thus evidence that learners engaged in a game designed specifically for L2 

learning do not find explicit corrective feedback and instruction disturbing, useless, or not 

worthy of attention. The study also contributes to an empirical basis upon which to inform the 

design of playful feedback that is “both unabashfully explicit, yet humorous and playful enough 

to actually have a positive impact on the learner's experience when they 'make mistakes'” 

(Purushotma et al., 2009). 

 

Experimental research  

Informed by the design considerations and descriptive research discussed in the previous 

section, two experimental studies have been carried out that aimed to examine whether 

properties of game-generated feedback could also impact upon game-based engagement with 

an L2. The first of these studies addressed the effects of gameful feedback on intrinsic 

motivation; the second investigated the extent to which corrective feedback and focus on 

linguistic form provided in a meaning-focused mini-game aided L2 development. 



Cornillie and Desmet (2013) followed the suggestion of Purushotma et al. (2009) to focus 

on the design of failure states in the development of instructed game-based CALL and zeroed 

in on the affordances of a game design mechanic known as positive failure feedback for 

supporting learners’ intrinsic motivation in game-based L2 practice. Drawing on literature in 

game studies, they defined positive failure feedback as a design element that signals failure to 

learners, but does so in a vivid and engaging way so as to give learners the idea that they are 

agentively involved in the game environment. In a within-subjects experiment, 32 learners of 

English as a L2 played three different versions of a mini-game intended for explicit practice of 

dative alternation: one version comprised a game fantasy, namely that of a detective 

interrogating witnesses, as well as vivid corrective feedback that consisted of animations and 

sound effects; the second version included ‘plain’ corrective feedback (i.e. without these vivid 

characteristics); the third version lacked both vividness and the game narrative. All learners 

filled out questionnaires that were aimed at gauging intrinsic motivation in game-based 

environments, based on a model of video game engagement developed by Ryan et al. (2006). 

A selection of learners participated in follow-up group interviews. The results are somewhat 

inconsistent. On the one hand, statistical analyses of the questionnaire results indicated that the 

game fantasy and vivid feedback had increased the participants’ sense of immersion in the 

environment. Further, in the interviews, one learner confided that he had repeatedly tried to 

respond incorrectly because he was curious about the feedback that would follow. This is 

consistent with reports of players who actively seek out failure in off-the-shelf games, and can, 

in instructed contexts, create opportunities for learning from failing deliberately. On the other 

hand, learners commented that the feedback animations and sound effects distracted from the 

learning content—some even to the point of frustration. The researchers concluded that 

cognitive load needs to be considered in the design of positive failure feedback. 



In a follow-up experiment, Cornillie, Van den Branden, and Desmet (2015) utilized a 

redesigned version of the mini-games in order to examine the impact of practice with 

metalinguistic error explanation integrated into the feedback on L2 learning. The mini-games 

differed from those in the earlier study in two respects: first, less salient gameful feedback was 

implemented, and second, the games were embedded in meaning-focused reading of a mystery 

story in class. Acknowledging that mini-games designed for language learning—currently 

popular on mobile devices and elsewhere—may simply be revamped drill and practice activities 

that do little more than focus learners’ attention on linguistic forms, the design hypothesis was 

that “by interweaving the form-focused mini-games with meaning-focused reading and 

discussion activities, learners would be engaged in form-meaning processing during practice, 

promoting transfer of practice to more complex follow-up activities” (Cornillie et al., 2015, p. 

216). 125 Dutch-speaking learners of L2 English participated in the experiment, half of which 

were presented with metalinguistic information during computerized practice. Analyses of the 

data of various types of post-tests of L2 knowledge demonstrated that learners were able to 

transfer knowledge gained during practice to both immediate follow-up tests and tests 

completed one month after practice. The effects were stronger for learners who had received 

metalinguistic explanation, as well as on tasks in which learners could rely on explicit L2 

knowledge. Additionally, the effects were more durable for grammatical constructions that 

learners engaged with in more meaningful ways during practice and reading. This study 

suggests that form focus (through feedback) can accelerate implicit L2 learning when it is 

cleverly integrated with meaning focus in the design of game-based L2 practice tasks. 

 

WORK IN PROGRESS 



The preceding discussion of research on feedback design vis-à-vis ludic engagement in a L2 

reveals an emphasis on issues such as noticing, corrective feedback, and explicit and implicit 

L2 learning. As this research indicates, the majority of studies in this area are informed by a 

cognitive second language acquisition (SLA) perspective. Fewer studies have tackled feedback 

design in instructed L2 environments from a motivational point of view, utilizing the mechanics 

of games with a view toward (re-)engaging learners that suffer from low motivation. An 

exemplary study that focuses on motivation was carried out by Stanley (2014). Inspired by the 

literature on gamification, which refers to the use of game design techniques and elements to 

enhance non-game contexts such as L2 instruction, this case study used a combination of 

feedback strategies borrowed from game design such as experience points, badges, levels, and 

leader boards in an attempt to encourage young learners’ writing fluency and enjoyment in 

English as a L2. The gamified feedback system was implemented by means of an interactive 

whiteboard and an online behaviour management system called Class Dojo. In-class 

observations and interviews with teachers showed that the intervention stimulated the pupils to 

write more extensive texts and that they displayed more enthusiasm for the writing tasks. The 

researcher did observe that the effects were not equally strong for all learners and that overall 

the effects waned after a couple of months, which may potentially be due to a novelty effect. 

This finding suggests that (predominantly) extrinsic reward systems are no panacea for learners 

who suffer from amotivation. 

 

PROBLEMS AND DIFFICULTIES 

Research on feedback and learner engagement in instructed game-based CALL struggles with 

both conceptual and methodological issues. First, the constructs that researchers in this area 

work with, like ‘game’, ‘game-based feedback’, and ‘learner engagement’, are complex and 



often fuzzily defined. How, for instance, are game-based L2 environments different from L2 

environments that are not considered game-based? What is it that turns a playful language 

learning experience into a good language learning game? The challenge of clearly delineating 

the concept of ‘language learning game’ was noted in the literature more than two decades ago 

(for discussion see Cornillie, Thorne, and Desmet, 2012), but the massive diversification of 

gaming genres, technologies, and player audiences in recent years have only made this 

challenge more complex. 

On a more detailed level, the concept of game-based feedback also requires more 

thorough definition. Just as SLA researchers have managed to disentangle the different 

constituents of corrective feedback, thereby uncovering the over-simplification in the 

distinction between ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ feedback which was rather unproductive for the 

advancement of knowledge (Lyster & Saito, 2010), researchers working on game-based CALL 

will need to “recognize that feedback in CALL games is a multidimensional construct, which 

needs to be taken apart in order to experimentally examine the effects of its constituents on 

learners’ perceptions, motivation and learning outcomes” (Cornillie et al., 2012, p. 274). 

Considering the lack of conceptual clarity of terms such as ‘feedback’ or ‘engagement’, 

it is critical that researchers look at such complex and often elusive issues from the perspective 

of established theories, both in SLA and in related fields, while remaining sensitive to the 

specificities of gaming environments. In the field of SLA, candidate theories for investigating 

‘engagement’ include involvement load theory (Laufer & Hulstijn, 2001) and the willingness 

to communicate model (e.g. Reinders & Wattana, 2014). Outside of SLA, an intriguing model 

of game engagement is the needs satisfaction model (Ryan et al., 2006), based on the widely 

known motivation model of self-determination theory. 



A methodological problem inherent in the research on design elements in game-based 

CALL concerns the generalizability of experimental research. Hitherto, experimental studies 

have often involved prototypes of games rather than games that have proven their merit in 

ecologically valid settings. To the benefit of the ecological validity of research on design 

elements in game-based L2 learning, one approach is to use games that are based on theory, 

pedagogy, and thorough empirical research, and which have proven themselves by being 

adopted by target audiences and having passed the test of successful marketability. This would 

provide the best guarantees for the generalizability of research findings on game-based L2 

learning. 

A second methodological problem is that current studies have relied on self-report data 

such as interviews or questionnaires in order to examine engagement, which may be prone to 

memory bias or may simply be inaccurate—students, for instance, may respond overly 

positively to please the researcher. In contrast, behavioural data may yield a more accurate or 

even different picture of how design elements impact upon learner engagement. Behavioural 

data sources include the measurement of frequency of play over longer periods of time and in 

relatively uncontrolled settings, or perhaps psychophysiological indices of engagement such as 

blood -pressure, perspiration, and heart rate (e.g. Ravaja, Saari, Salminen, Laarni, & Kallinen, 

2006). 

 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

We expect that, despite currently being hyped in the media, games are here to stay in the field 

of language teaching and learning, and that language educators and innovators will continue to 

develop an ever diversifying range of gaming environments designed to incite learner 

engagement in processes leading to the development of L2 skills. These environments may 



include mini-games such as DuoLingo for focused practice, place-based games such as Mentira 

(Holden & Sykes, 2011) for situated language learning, text-only games for reading practice, 

and fully immersive games for niche markets such as Tactical Iraqi (discussed in Peterson, 

2010). For research and practice, it is crucial that the (instructional) design of games is assessed 

in the light of accepted theories of L2 learning and evidence based L2 pedagogy. Moreover, 

this assessment should be based on the collection of empirical data on learning processes and 

outcomes. This approach provides a strong foundation for the successful integration of games 

into the L2 classroom. 
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