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ABSTRACT

Learning English language through game-based method is beneficial, particularly for beginners.
Game-based learning techniques, like gamification, serious games, and mobile games, can
enhance language proficiency in areas like grammar, vocabulary, and reading comprehension.
This systematic literature review critically synthesizes past literature to create an understanding
of the application and effectiveness of GBL strategies for English language learning. Criteria
were proposed in the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) declaration and guidelines, and after final scrutiny, 5 articles were shortlisted for
review. The findings shown that GBL techniques, like gamification, serious games, and mobile
games, can enhance language proficiency in areas like grammar, vocabulary, and reading
comprehension. The findings of this systematic review can help language instructing
institutions to emphasize game-based learning to enhance the motivation, students’
personalized learning experiences, and achievement in the learning process. Furthermore, it
can be helpful for instructors of the English language, and they can realize the importance of
GBL in for Primary English Language Education.

Keywords: Game-based learning, English Language, Primary education, Systematic literature
review

INTRODUCTION

Game-based learning is one of the most popular interactive learning techniques. It also
provides engaging approaches for cultivating the skills that students require to thrive in today's
dynamic society (Han et al., 2027). The incorporation of game-based learning (GBL) into
educational settings marks a substantial departure from traditional teaching methods, especially
in the context for young learners. Incorporating game elements, like challenges, leaderboards,
levels, and rewards, gives students a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction and encourages
them to keep going with their studies.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that interactive learning, in which students
actively participate in the process of learning, is more successful in reaching the desired
learning outcome, especially in topics centered on developing specific skills (Tangkui & Keong,
2020; Mustapha & Mohamad, 2024). These qualities facilitate the integration of game-based
learning across a range of educational contexts and academic levels, such as primary education.
By incorporating elements of games, such as challenge and feedback, GBL creates engaging
and interactive learning experiences for primary school students, making learning more
enjoyable, fun, and effective (Gounaridou et al., 2021; Hanna et al., 2021; Fraga-Varela et al.,
2021). Thus, it will be essential to determine whether prevailing gamification techniques can
meet the specific learning requirements of primary education (PE).
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In order to obtain evidence of the impact of the game-based approach for PE, a lot of
research was conducted. In recent years, several literature review studies have sought to
approach GBL from different perspectives or with different focuses (Fernando & Premadasa,
2024; Guan et al., 2024; Sun et al., 2024; Videnoik et al., 2023; Vankus, 2021; Tokac et al.,
2019; Fotaris et al., 2017; Hanei et al., 2016; Hung et al., 2016). Some reviews highlight
concerning the positive impacts and outcomes of computer games at PE level (i.e. Hanei et al.,
2016), some focus on macro trends and micro development of GBL studies (i.e., Guan et al.,
2024; Videnoik et al., 2023), some reported findings on a teacher’ scaffolding strategies used
within game-based (i.e., Sun et al., 2024), some reported findings on a particular subject (i.e.,
Fernando & Premadasa 2024; Vankus, 2021; Tokac et al., 2019; Fotaris et al., 2017; Hung et
al., 2016). However, there is a notable lack of studies focusing on the analysis of the systematic
reviews regarding the game-based learning influence on learning activities and the role of
students in PE and also the most popular GBL studies. To create pedagogical interventions that
truly increase students' academic performance while simultaneously capturing their interest, a
detailed analysis of the impact of gamification in educational contexts is necessary. This gap
in literature underscores the need for rigorous and systematic research that not only explains
the extent of the learning activities and the role of students in PE but also identifies what games
are used to learn English in PE studies during the past decade and explains the advantages and
disadvantages of those game.

This literature review combines the findings from papers published during the period
from 2015 to 2024 (10 years). The objective of the study was to provide insight into current
research concerning the game-based approach, focusing on games used to learn English in PE,
learning activities, and the role of students, as well as implementing GBL to identify current
trends and define future research. Starting from this, the research questions are:

RQ1: What games used to learn English in Primary Education?
RQ2: How does GBL improve learning activities and the role of students during the game?

METHOD

To provide a solid foundation for our research on GBL to teaching ESL in primary
education, we conducted a systematic literature review to identify, analyze, and evaluate all
relevant materials. In order to guarantee the validity of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR),
criteria were proposed in the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) declaration (Page et al., 2021), and guidelines were supplied by Sinoara
et al. (2016). Following the guidelines provided in (Torres-Carrion et al., 2018), a systematic
literature review was conducted. The three main steps of the initial process are planning,
carrying out, and reporting the findings. The main steps in the review process include creating
research questions, determining which research projects require evaluation, developing
inclusion and exclusion standards, and scanning the literature for answers to the research
questions.
Literature Selection

In order to fulfill the research objective, an exclusive selection of articles linked to
articles in the GBL for teaching ESL in primary education was chosen. For this purpose,
inclusion and exclusion criteria were established, which are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review

Criteria Inclusion Exclusion
Years 2015-2024 Outside range
Subject Area Social Sciences & Art and Other’s subject area
Humanities
Document Type Article Other’s publications
Area of the study Game-based learning for Other’s area
English Language
Population Primary school students Students from other educational
levels
Type of research Empirical studies, experimental Other’s type of research
study, and findings.
Language English Publications in other languages.
Accessibility Open Access Restricted or paywalled

The selection of studies for the current study was made according to a set of inclusion
and exclusion criteria. The number of articles that were included and excluded during the
screening and review processes is shown in Figure 1. During the full-text screening, articles
that did not meet the inclusionary and exclusionary criteria were further excluded. For articles
that met criteria, specific information was collated from each selected article, including the year
of publication, study objectives, study design, participants’ backgrounds, materials and
procedures, and study limitations. Similar to the initial screening phase, discrepancies between
the authors were resolved through discussions and consensus. The accumulated evidence was
synthesized qualitatively. In addition to providing an overview, this review will assess the
extent of the learning activities and the role of students at PE but also identifies what games
are used to learn English in PE studies during the past decade and critically assess the
advantages and disadvantages of those game.

Data collection and filtering

The studies published in Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) journals are extensively
and rigorously peer-reviewed based on strict academic criteria, which often results in achieving
higher impacts in the field (Duman et al., 2015). A comprehensive search was conducted from
2015 until 2024 for original research studies that report game-based learning for teaching ESL
or EFL in primary education. These searches were used in the Scopus database to identify
potential sources and restricted on the basis of the language the articles were written in. Each
article was screened based on its title and abstract. Articles not meeting the inclusion and
exclusion requirements were excluded during full-text screening.

The specific information of each article selected to meet the criteria included the year
of publication, purpose of the study, design, background of participants, materials and
procedures, and study limitations. In the collected evidence, the data was qualitatively
synthesized to determine the effects of game-based learning on student engagement and the
most popular game-based learning in primary education. The Boolean phrases used are: "game-
based learning" OR "digital game-based learning" AND "primary education" OR "elementary
education" OR "grade school" AND "english language" OR “ESL” OR “EFL” AND “empirical
studies” OR “experimental study” OR “findings”.
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Figure 1. The screening and filtering process GBL studies

In total, 316 articles were collected and based on the PRISMA flow chart (Page et al., 2021),
presented in Figure 1. Three phases were developed: identification, screening, and inclusion.
Of'these, 331 references were removed as they did not match the inclusion criteria. This process
resulted in 126 items for closer inspection. Reasons for that were publishing outside the range
(n = 14), other subject areas (n = 105), not article type (n = 24), not English language (n = 3),
and not open access (n = 133). After accessing the full texts of these items, another 81 items
were removed because there were no reasons for that; they were not the right target population,
not the correct study area for English learning, and not about GBL. Final synthesis and analysis
included forty-five (n = 45) that were assessed based on the research questions. After the above-
mentioned process and as a result of reviewing studies for eligibility, there finally remained a
total of six (n=6) studies to be reviewed.

Results and Discussion

The review aimed to create insights into the utilization of game-based learning for
English language learning in primary education. Therefore, the emphasis was mainly paid to
literature focusing on GBL in learning the English language. The results highlighted that two
focused on learning activities and the role of students and games used to learn English for
primary education. This literature review analyzed different studies on game-based learning in
primary English language education. Table 2 summarizes key characteristics of these studies,
such as year of publication, research design, main findings, limitations, and inference. The
purpose of this review was to identify effective practices and inform future research in game-
based language learning. Table 2 shows a summary of the study characteristics and key findings.
Year published

Among the 5 articles considered for the review, one articles were published in 2019
(Oct), one in 2020(May), one in 2021 (May/11), one in 2022 (Aug/6), and on in 2024 (Jan/17).
Most of the studies did not focus on any single country; thus, the review has not classified the
country of origin.
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Focus, aim, and approach

All five studies focused on game-based English language learning in primary education,
but the research design of the studies was different depending on the nature. They followed
pre-test/post-test design (i.e., 5/5) (Chowdhury, M., et al., 2024; Li, X., et al., 2022; Serra, J.,
& Gilabert, R. 2021; Idris, M. L, et al., 2020; Ongoro, C. A., & Mwangoka, J. W. 2019), mix
method (i.e., 1/5) (Chowdhury, M., et al., 2024, experimental study (i.e., 1/5) (Ongoro, C. A.,
& Mwangoka, J. W. 2019), quasi-experiment (i.e., 1/5) (Li, X., et al., 2022), pre-experimental
(i.e., 1/5) (Idris, M. L., et al., 2020). One out of 5 focused on English vocabulary and reading
comprehension (Chowdhury, M., et al., 2024). Others focused on English reading Skill (Li, X.,
et al., 2022; Serra, J., & Gilabert, R. 2021), grammar learning (Idris, M. 1., et al., 2020), and
English language learning (Ongoro, C. A., & Mwangoka, J. W. 2019).

Study design and sample

Among the 5 studies considered for review, one was Quasi-experimental, one mix-
method with Quantitative (Pre-test—post-test) and Qualitative (semi-structured interviews), one
pre-experinmental, one experimental, and one focused on pre-post testing. The number of
participants (i.e., students of primary education) ranged from 8 to 13 years old.

Outcomes

The outcomes of the studies revealed that game-based learning can accelerate the
language learning process. Both teachers and students can benefit from it. Furthermore, the
outcomes highlighted that it positively impacted students' learning experience, increased
students’ engagement and motivation, leading to better learning outcomes (Ongoro &
Mwangoka, 2019), provided an interactive and engaging learning experience and improved
students’ ability to learn language skills (Li, X., et al., 2022), and students also were engaged
in creating their own games (Chowdhury, et al., 2024). Furthermore, research showed that
educational gaming among younger generations incorporated into classroom instruction could
enhance students' language reading skills (Chowdhury, 2024; Li et al., 2022; Serra & Gilabert,
2021). The game can motivate struggling English learners by requiring them to complete
language tasks that improve their grammar (Idris et al., 2020; Chowdhury et al., 2024).

Moreover, the results demonstrated that incorporating educational gaming into
classroom instruction for younger generations could enhance students' language reading skills
(Chowdhury, 2024; Li et al., 2022; Serra & Gilabert, 2021) and educational digital games
increase students’ learning motivation (Chowdhury, 2024; Li et al., 2022; Serra; Li et al., 2022).
In addition, the studies also reported that using games in language learning makes it easy for
beginners to access and learn, especially for English language skills (Chowdhury et al., 2024;
Lietal., 2022; Serra & Gilabert, 2021; Idris et al., 2020; Ongoro & Mwangoka, 2019).
Discussion

In primary education, there aren't many empirical studies on GBL research, to start.
This is consistent with Zainuddin et al.'s (2020) discovery that, of the 45 gamification studies
they reviewed, only five were directed towards elementary school students; the majority,
however, were directed towards adults or students pursuing higher education. Play, however,
is fundamental to children's education regardless of how technology advances. Teachers,
educational experts, and scientists must set standards for the constructive integration of games
in addition to modeling positive and meaningful use of games, given that children today spend
a lot of time on various digital devices and experience both increased sleep problems and fewer
sleep hours.

It was also found that language subjects, especially English language, were much less
attended compared with other subjects, such as science, astronomy, visual literacy, social
science, or math and geometry. Such a finding resonated with Fernando & Premadasa (2024),
which reported that 82% out of 34 studies focused on GBL’s impact on multiple disciplines
reported positive results in implementing gamification and GBL in the learning process, which
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includes increased motivation, engagement, and student performance. They also highlight the
great potential of gamification and game-based learning in educating Generation Alpha, who
are very familiar with technology. It is needed to explore the full potential of gamification in
meeting the learning needs of this digital generation, particularly in terms of developing
innovative game mechanics and more adaptive learning environments.

Various gamified techniques have been introduced into the educational process more
frequently to help students learn languages. In order to teach languages in the classroom,
educators have looked into using 3D game simulations, phone games, and serious games. In
this sense, the review shared three ideas. Gamification is the process of integrating games into
a learning environment that isn't already gamified, like a classroom (Li et al., 2022; Idris et al.,
2020; Ongoro & Mwangoka, 2019). Game-based learning is the process of incorporating
computer or mobile games into the educational process (Chowdhury et al., 2024). In order to
facilitate simulations during the learning process, serious games aimed to integrate real games
into the classroom (Serra & Gilabert, 2021).

In learning the English language, games afford strong motivation for student
engagement in learning, thus affecting their emotional, social, and cognitive development
(Bang et al., 2023; Sun et al., 2023). Incorporating various games or phone-based games into
the classroom enhances students' grammar learning, articulates alphabetical sounds, and other
English language skills in the learning process (Chowdhury et al., 2024; Serra & Gilabert, 2021;

Ongoro & Mwangoka, 2019).

Table 2. Summary of included studies

No. Autors Title Research Main findings | Limitati Inference
design ons

1 Chowdh | Digital Mix There were Only Students
ury et al. | game-based | method: significant small experienced
(2024) language Quantitativ | improvements in | sample | notable

learning for | e (Pre-test— | vocabulary and | size was | improvements in

vocabular post-test) reading selected | their language

developme | and comprehension skills and also

nt Qualitative | and fostering highlighted the
(semi- intrinsic importance of
structured | motivation engagement and
interviews) | students. creativity in

learning.

2 Lietal. | Using Quasi- Active users Time Gamified e-quizzes
(2022) gamificatio | experiment | showed and can be effective in

nto with a pre- | significant devices. | enhancing
facilitate test—post- improvement in students' self-
students’ test design. | their English regulated learning
self- reading scores (SRL) skills,
regulation and significantly particularly for
in e- improved the those with lower
learning: A self-regulated SRL levels

case study learning (SRL)

on students’ interest and self-

L2 English efficacy of

learning. student.

3 Serra & | Algorithmi | Pre-test— All learners Lack of | Content in serious
Gilabert. | ¢ versus post-test made progress a control | games can be
(2021) teacher-led | design. in reading skills, | group delivered by both

sequencing but no algorithms and
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in a digital significant teacher
serious differences were interventions and
game and found between by a combination
the the two or alternative use
developme sequences in of the two
nt of relation to the
second development of
language reading skills.
reading
fluency and
accuracy.
4 Idris et Game- Pre- Statistically None Kahoot! is an
al. based experiment | significant noted effective tool for
(2020) learning al (one- improvement enhancing
platform group pre- | and increased grammar learning,
and its test—post- number of specifically present
effects on test design) | students tense verbs, for
present achieving high young ESL
tense scores learners
mastery:
Evidence
from an
ESL
classroom.
5 Ongoro | Effects of Experiment | Gamified None The research
& digital al study language noted supports the
Mwango | games on (control learning integration of
ka. enhancing | group and | prototype was gamified learning
(2019) language experiment | effective in systems in
learning in | al group) improving Tanzanian
Tanzanian | and closed- | preschoolers' preschools to
preschools | ended ability to enhance language
questionnai | articulate acquisition
re alphabetical outcomes.
sounds.

RQ1: What game are used to learning English in Primary Education?

Various types of games used to learn English in primary education, such as Scratch (a
programming platform), Oxford Achiever (a gamified e-learning system), iRead, Kahoot!, and
TALSQ. For the first, Chowdhury et al. (2024) studies reported programming platform, Scratch.
Scratch is a programming platform developed by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Media Lab that allows users to create interactive stories, digital games, and animations using a
block-based programming language. It provides a development environment where users can
host their projects, play games, and share ideas with others in the community. Scratch is
designed to be accessible and engaging, making it a valuable tool for fostering creativity and
digital literacy among learners. Scratch offers several advantages as a learning tool, including
free accessibility, support for creative learning, development of digital skills, and flexibility in
accommodating various learning styles. However, this platform also has some drawbacks.
Technical challenges, time and instruction limitations, as well as the lack of standardized
assessment tools, can hinder the learning process.

Li et al. (2022) reported on a gamified e-learning system, Oxford Achiever (OA).
Oxford Achiever (OA) is designed for L2 English learning and incorporates various gaming
elements such as challenges, level-ups, points systems, leaderboards, dashboards, trophies, and
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avatars. Oxford Achiever (OA) is an e-learning system that combines gamification elements to
enhance student motivation and engagement in English language learning. The system also
provides targeted practice and personalized feedback, allowing students to track their progress
through a range of exercises in reading, writing, listening, speaking, grammar, and vocabulary
across different levels of difficulty. Research results show that OA successfully improved
academic performance, particularly in reading skills, and developed better independent
learning strategies among students. However, this system also has several challenges, such as
the lack of engagement from inactive users and the potential dependency on game elements.

Serra & Gilabert. (2021) reported on a digital learning tool, iRead. The iRead system is
a digital learning tool designed to develop language skills through game-based activities. With
various features such as games, an e-reader, and teacher tools, iRead offers a personalized
learning experience for each student. This system automatically adjusts the difficulty level of
the learning materials based on the students' performance. One example of an interesting game
is "Navigo: The Pyramid of the Lost Words," which invites students to solve puzzles to improve
their reading skills. Although iRead has advantages such as personalized learning, interactivity,
and the ability to track student progress, this system also has some drawbacks. Dependence on
technology, lack of social interaction, and the effectiveness of adaptive methods that still need
further research are some important considerations in the implementation of this system.

Idris et al. (2020) reported on the game-based learning platform Kahoot!. Kahoot! is a
game-based learning platform designed to make the learning process more enjoyable and
interactive. Launched in 2006, this platform has proven effective in increasing student
motivation and engagement, especially in language learning. With gamification features such
as leaderboards and points, Kahoot! encourages active student participation and creates a more
engaging learning experience. The flexibility and accessibility of this platform also make it a
versatile tool in various learning contexts. However, the dependence on internet connectivity
and the potential limitations in generalizing research findings are important considerations.

Ongoro & Mwangoka. (2019) reported on a gamified language learning prototype
designed for Tanzanian Preschoolers Alphabetical Listening Sound Quiz (TALSQ). The
Tanzanian Preschoolers Alphabetical Listening Sound Quiz (TALSQ) is a gamified language
learning prototype designed to enhance language learning among Tanzanian preschoolers. It
incorporates game dynamics and mechanics to make learning more engaging and fun. The
application includes features such as multiple-choice questions, audio pronunciations of
alphabetical sounds, and supportive feedback mechanisms to aid in the articulation of sounds.
With an engaging gamification approach and a child-friendly interface, this application
successfully enhances children's motivation and involvement in learning. In addition, the app's
content that is relevant to the local culture also adds value. However, TALSQ still faces several
challenges, such as children's difficulty in articulating English sounds and the lack of adequate
feedback.

RQ2: How does GBL improve learning activities and the role of students during the game?

All studies have reported how that game can improve learning activities and the role of
students. First, the use of Scratch in Digital Game-Based Language Learning (DGBLL)
improves students' learning activities and the roles in several ways. The game-based learning
approach fosters active student engagement, promoting ownership and autonomy in the
learning process. Collaborative efforts among students enhance communication skills and
teamwork. The creative and critical thinking involved in game design deepens students'
understanding of vocabulary and reading comprehension. By contextualizing learning and
embracing an iterative process, students develop a growth mindset and resilience. These
combined factors contribute to a more dynamic and interactive learning environment,
empowering students to take an active role in their education.
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The second is a gamified e-learning system, Oxford Achiever, which transforms
students' learning experiences by actively engaging them through game elements like
challenges and leaderboards. It promotes self-regulated learning by encouraging goal setting
and self-monitoring. Additionally, the system motivates students and fosters a sense of
community through social interaction and personalized feedback. By shifting the focus from
passive learning to active engagement, Oxford Achiever empowers students to take ownership
of their learning journey, leading to improved academic outcomes.

The third is the iRead system, which improves students' learning activities and the roles
during the game by providing an interactive and engaging environment that promotes active
participation. Students are involved in various game-based activities that require them to solve
puzzles and complete challenges related to language skills, which enhances their engagement
and motivation to learn. The system's adaptive nature allows it to adjust the difficulty of tasks
based on individual performance, ensuring that students are appropriately challenged and
supported. Additionally, the use of multimedia elements, such as auditory feedback, helps
students improve their pronunciation and listening skills, further enriching their learning
experience. This combination of interactivity, personalization, and multimedia support fosters
a more effective learning environment, allowing students to take on active roles as they
navigate through the game and apply their language skills in context.

The fourth is Kahoot! improves students' learning activities and roles during the game
by engaging them in a dynamic and interactive environment that promotes motivation and
attention. The platform allows learners to participate actively in the learning process, making
grammar learning entertaining and enjoyable. This engagement helps to lower their affective
filters, enhancing their overall learning experience. Additionally, Kahoot! provides a
meaningful context for communicative grammar practice, encouraging students to focus on the
game as an activity rather than the language itself, which can lead to unconscious language
acquisition.

The fifth is the Tanzanian Preschoolers Alphabetical Listening Sound Quiz (TALSQ),
which improves students' learning activities and roles during the game by providing multiple
opportunities for engagement through a gamified approach. The program allows children to
hear sounds, see pictures, and interact with letters simultaneously, which enhances their
learning experience. This aligns with Piaget’s preoperational cognitive theory, facilitating a
more effective learning environment. Additionally, the use of multiple-choice questions in the
quiz format allows children to demonstrate their understanding and skills more effectively than
open-ended questions. The interactive nature of the game encourages children to participate
actively, fostering a sense of confidence as they continue to try and master the concepts
presented.

CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review identifies high-quality studies in the area of GBL in
PE over a 10-year period from 2015 to 2024. Initially, 459 papers were identified, but after
applying the Boolean and screening by the abstract, this was reduced to 5 high-quality
empirical papers. All the papers explore the learning activities and the role of students at PE
but also identifiy what games are used to learn English in PE studies during the past decade
and critically assess the advantages and disadvantages of those games.

Literature evidence suggests that game-based learning (GBL) can improve learning
outcomes, motivation, and student engagement in primary English language instruction.
Numerous studies have shown that GBL techniques, like gamification, serious games, and
mobile games, can enhance language proficiency in areas like grammar, vocabulary, and
reading comprehension. The review also examined various game-based platforms and tools,
such as Scratch, Oxford Achiever, iRead, Kahoot!, and TALSQ. All of these games enhance
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learning activities by promoting active participantion, collaboration, personalized learning
experiences, and achievement in the learning process, empowering students to take charge of
their education. Each offering unique strengths and limitations. These approaches frequently
result in students demonstrating a high level of ambition and success in learning English
grammar and vocabulary. Including games in the educational process is a good way to
capitalize on this competitive urge. Students are inspired to pursue excellence when they
participate in game-based activities that promote healthy peer competition.

This review is not without its limitations. Firstly, because the language restriction may
have led to the exclusion of relevant studies that are not published in English or are listed in
indices other than those included in the search; and secondly, because the review focused on
primary education, when there may be equally significant experiments in the use of GBL in
other grades of education. Not only focusing on English language learning, it can use different
topics, for example using Mandarin language. It would be better to use more than one data-
base to get more data.

Furthermore, this review identified several opportunities for future research on the GBL.
First of all, future studies should concentrate on creating more creative GBL techniques for
beginners in language learning. Secondly, given its richness, maybe it should be conducted to
investigate and provide crucial information on the effectiveness and effect sizes of GBL.
Thirdly, it would be interesting to examine the most popular GBL studies for language learning
over the last ten years and summarize their advantages and disadvantages in order to inform
upcoming GBL teaching practitioners and researchers.
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