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Abstract. This article examines the effectiveness of using gamification to enhance 

secondary school students’ vocabulary acquisition in English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL). Grounded in motivational and cognitive learning theories, gamification 

incorporates game elements—such as points, badges, leaderboards, and interactive 

tasks—into the learning process to increase engagement and improve retention. 

Drawing on previous research and classroom-based evidence, this study explores 

how gamified activities influence learners’ vocabulary mastery, motivation, and 

participation. Findings from recent studies indicate that gamification promotes 

active involvement, supports long-term memorization, and creates a more positive 

learning atmosphere for vocabulary development. However, the research also 

identifies a key gap: despite its growing popularity, there is limited practical 

guidance on designing structured gamified vocabulary tasks specifically for 

secondary school learners. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by 

providing pedagogically grounded insights into how gamification can be 

systematically applied to improve vocabulary learning outcomes. Overall, the study 

highlights the potential of gamification to create a more engaging, student-

centered EFL environment that supports effective vocabulary acquisition.  

Keywords: Gamification, vocabulary acquisition, motivation, learner engagement, 

game-based learning, EFL teaching, secondary school, digital pedagogy. 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Developing vocabulary knowledge in English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) remains a persistent challenge in secondary 

education. Many traditional instructional practices rely on 

memorization and teacher-centered explanation, which limit 

students’ engagement and reduce long-term retention of new 

words. Studies show that such approaches restrict learners’ 

motivation and offer few opportunities for meaningful lexical 

practice (Sadeghi et al., 2022; Kazazoğlu, 2023). As a result, 

secondary school learners often struggle to apply vocabulary 

in real contexts and experience declining interest in 
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vocabulary tasks. These challenges highlight the need for 

more interactive, student-centered methods that promote 

active participation and sustained vocabulary development. 

Gamification has emerged as a promising approach to 

address these issues by integrating game-based elements—such 

as points, badges, leaderboards, and interactive challenges—

into the learning process. Theoretical work emphasizes that 

game mechanics increase motivation, engagement, and 

attention, making learning more enjoyable and cognitively 

stimulating (Kapp, 2012; Lee & Hammer, 2011). Empirical 

studies further confirm that gamified activities can enhance 

vocabulary performance, encourage repeated practice, and 

support positive attitudes toward learning. Intriago-Cobeña 

et al. (2024) found that gamification improved vocabulary 

outcomes among secondary school students, while Fikri et al. 

(n.d.) reported that gamified Word Wall activities increased 

students’ participation and confidence during vocabulary 

learning. These findings suggest that gamification may 

provide a supportive environment for learners who need both 

structure and motivation in their vocabulary development. 

Despite these positive results, research on the 

systematic application of gamification for vocabulary 

instruction at the secondary school level remains limited. 

Existing studies often focus on general engagement or higher 

education contexts, leaving a gap in understanding how 

gamified tasks can be intentionally designed for younger 

learners’ vocabulary needs. Addressing this gap is essential 

for determining how gamification can be implemented 

effectively in secondary school EFL settings. 

The aim of this study is to investigate the effectiveness 

of the gamification method in improving vocabulary 

acquisition among secondary school EFL students. The 

objectives of the study are as follows: 

1. To analyze theoretical foundations and existing 

research on gamification in vocabulary learning for secondary 

school students; 

2. To design and implement gamified vocabulary activities 

for secondary school learners; 

3. To conduct an experimental study evaluating the 

effectiveness of gamification in improving vocabulary 

acquisition. 

Based on the aim and objectives, the study addresses the 

following research question: 

How does the gamification method improve vocabulary 
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acquisition among secondary school students in English as a 

Foreign Language? 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Gamification has become an increasingly influential 

approach in EFL instruction, especially for enhancing 

vocabulary learning in secondary school contexts. Kapp (2012) 

describes gamification as the use of game elements—such as 

points, rewards, and competition—to increase learner 

engagement and support deeper cognitive processing. This 

theoretical foundation suggests that game mechanics can 

transform traditional learning tasks into more motivating and 

interactive experiences. Similarly, Lee and Hammer (2011) 

argue that gamification promotes positive behavioral changes 

by increasing persistence, reducing classroom anxiety, and 

fostering active participation. Together, these theoretical 

perspectives demonstrate that gamified systems are well 

aligned with student-centered and motivational approaches to 

vocabulary instruction. 

Empirical research further supports the potential of 

gamification to enhance vocabulary development. Sadeghi et 

al. (2022) found that gamified instruction significantly 

improved learners’ vocabulary acquisition and motivation, 

with elements such as badges and challenges encouraging 

repeated practice. Kazazoğlu (2023) reported that the 

integration of gamification and storytelling helped students 

process vocabulary more deeply, improving retention and 

contextual understanding. Similarly, Intriago-Cobeña et 

al.(2024) demonstrated that secondary school students exposed 

to gamified vocabulary tasks showed higher engagement and 

better vocabulary performance compared to those taught 

through traditional methods. These studies highlight that 

gamification not only enhances interest but also strengthens 

learners’ lexical knowledge. 

Practical classroom applications also show promising 

results. Fikri et al. (n.d.) found that using Word Wall 

gamification increased students’ confidence and participation 

in vocabulary activities, making them more willing to interact 

with new words. Their findings indicate that even simple 

gamified tools can create a supportive environment that 

encourages learners to take risks and practice vocabulary 

more frequently. Across the reviewed studies, gamification 

consistently appears to promote learner motivation, 

engagement, and vocabulary growth. 

However, despite these positive outcomes, the research 
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still reveals a gap concerning the systematic design of 

gamified vocabulary instruction specifically for secondary 

school learners. Much of the existing work focuses broadly on 

gamification or examines university-level contexts, leaving 

limited guidance on practical models suited to younger 

learners’ needs. This gap highlights the importance of further 

research into structured, pedagogically grounded gamification 

methods for vocabulary acquisition in secondary EFL 

classrooms. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

This study employed a quantitative descriptive research 

design to examine how the gamification method enhances 

vocabulary acquisition among pre-service and in-service 

English teachers in Kazakhstan. The research explored 

participants’ perceptions of gamification, its effectiveness 

in teaching vocabulary, readiness to use game-based tasks, 

and perceived challenges in implementation. 

A total of 60 participants were involved in the study, 

including 34 pre-service teachers (56.7%) completing their 

practicum and 26 in-service teachers (43.3%) currently 

teaching English in secondary schools. The sample consisted 

of 41 females (68.3%) and 19 males (31.7%), aged 20–38 years. 

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. 

Data were collected through an online Google Forms 

questionnaire consisting of 20 Likert-scale items (from 

Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree) and two open-ended 

questions. The survey examined teachers’ familiarity with 

gamification, perceived impact on vocabulary retention, 

classroom engagement, suitability for different learner 

levels, and potential difficulties such as workload or 

technological limitations. Data were analyzed using 

descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means) in 

Microsoft Excel. Qualitative responses were reviewed 

thematically to support numerical findings with participant 

insights. 

As shown in Table 1, participants represented diverse 

demographic and professional backgrounds. 

 

Table 1 
Demographic characteristics of the study group 

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender Female 41 68.3 

 Male 19 31.7 

Age group 20–24 years 30 50.0 
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Table continuation 1 

 25–29 years 20 33.3 

 30–38 years 10 16.7 

Status Pre-service 

teachers 

(students) 

34 56.7 

 In-service 

teachers (1–10 

years) 

26 43.3 

Institution Pedagogical 

universities 

40 66.7 

 Secondary 

schools 

20 33.3 

Familiarity 

with 

Gamification 

Used regularly 12 20.0 

 Used 

occasionally 

25 41.7 

 Heard about it 17 28.3 

 Unfamiliar 6 10.0 

 

Note. Demographic information of study participants, 

including gender, age, teaching status, institution type, and 

familiarity with the gamification method. Percentages are 

rounded to one decimal place. The sample included 60 

participants, with 68.3% females and 31.7% males. Most 

respondents (50%) were aged 20–24 and represented primarily 

pre-service teachers (56.7%) from pedagogical universities. 

A smaller proportion (43.3%) were in-service teachers working 

in secondary schools. Overall, 61.7% of participants had prior 

knowledge or experience using gamification, confirming that 

the sample was appropriate for evaluating perceptions of game-

based vocabulary instruction. 

RESULTS 

The collected data were analyzed to examine participants’ 

perceptions, experiences, and attitudes toward the 

implementation of gamification in teaching English vocabulary 

in secondary education. Quantitative findings from the 

questionnaire are presented using descriptive statistics 

(percentages, means, and standard deviations), while 

qualitative comments from open-ended responses were 

thematically summarized to complement numerical data. 

Overall, the results indicate a generally positive 

orientation toward the use of gamification in vocabulary 

instruction. Participants highlighted that game-based 
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elements increase students’ motivation, participation, and 

vocabulary retention. At the same time, respondents 

identified several challenges, such as limited technological 

resources, insufficient teacher training, and increased 

preparation time. 

As shown in Table 1, a majority of respondents 

demonstrated familiarity with gamification and recognized its 

potential to enhance vocabulary acquisition. Approximately 

65% of participants agreed or strongly agreed that they 

understand the purpose and benefits of gamification, whereas 

30% remained neutral and only 5% disagreed. These findings 

show that awareness is relatively high among both pre-service 

and in-service teachers. 

Additionally, 45% of respondents believed that teachers 

in their institutions are sufficiently trained to use 

gamification, while 40% remained neutral and 15% disagreed, 

indicating a need for greater methodological support and 

professional development. 

 

Table 1 
Participants’ Understanding and Application of Gamification 

No. Statement SA A N D SD Total 

1 I understand the purpose of 

gamification in improving 

vocabulary learning. 

20% 45% 30% 5% 0% 100% 

2 Gamification is clearly 

implemented in my lessons or 

school observations. 

15% 40% 30% 10% 5% 100% 

3 Teachers in my institution are 

trained to use gamification 

effectively. 

10% 35% 40% 10% 5% 100% 

4 I feel confident using 

gamification for vocabulary 

lessons. 

15% 35% 30% 15% 5% 100% 

 

Note. Likert-scale ratings (1 = Strongly Disagree →  

5 = Strongly Agree). Results show generally positive awareness 

but moderate confidence in practical application. 

Table 2 demonstrates participants’ perceptions of the 

effectiveness of gamification in improving vocabulary 

retention and classroom engagement. Nearly 70% of respondents 
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agreed or strongly agreed that gamified tasks help students 

remember vocabulary more effectively. Only 8–10% disagreed, 

and around 25% remained neutral. 

The highest mean score (M = 4.20, SD = 0.67) was recorded 

for the statement, “Gamification increases students’ 

motivation to learn new vocabulary,” indicating strong belief 

in the motivational impact of game-based methods. 

 

Table 2 
Perceived Effectiveness of Gamification 

No.  Statement SA A N D SD Total 

 Gamification 

helps students 

remember 

vocabulary 

more 

effectively. 

25% 45% 20% 10% 0% 100% 

 Gamification 

increases 

students’ 

motivation to 

learn new 

vocabulary. 

30% 40% 20% 10% 0% 100% 

 Gamification 

increases 

students’ 

motivation to 

learn new 

vocabulary. 

30% 40% 20% 10% 0% 100% 

 Game-based 

tasks 

encourage 

active 

participation 

during 

lessons. 

20% 50% 20% 10% 0% 100% 

 Gamification 

develops 

student 

autonomy and 

responsibility 

for learning 

vocabulary. 

15% 40% 35% 10% 0% 100% 

 

Note. Mean values reflect strong perceived benefits for 

motivation and participation, with slightly lower agreement 
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regarding learner autonomy. 

As shown in Table 3, participants expressed positive 

attitudes toward student engagement and enjoyment when 

gamification is applied. Around 68% agreed or strongly agreed 

that learners become more active and show greater interest 

during gamified vocabulary lessons. However, approximately 

20–25% remained neutral, suggesting that engagement depends 

on task quality and student readiness. 

 

Table 3 
Student Engagement and Motivation 

No.  Statement SA A N D SD Total 

1 Gamification encourages 

students to actively 

participate in vocabulary 

activities. 

20% 48% 22% 10% 0% 100% 

2 Students are more motivated to 

learn vocabulary when game 

elements are used. 

25% 40% 25% 10% 0% 100% 

3 Gamified lessons create a more 

interactive classroom 

environment. 

18% 50% 22% 10% 0% 100% 

4 Gamification reduces students’ 

fear or anxiety when learning 

new vocabulary. 

10% 35% 40% 10% 5% 100% 

 

Note. Responses indicate increased participation and 

interest but only moderate influence on reducing anxiety. 

Table 4 presents participants’ perceptions of the 

adaptability of gamification to diverse learners. While 

approximately 62% agreed or strongly agreed that gamified 

vocabulary tasks suit different proficiency levels, 30–35% 

remained neutral. 

 

Table 4 
Adapting Gamification to Student Needs 

No.  Statement SA A N D SD Total 

1 Gamification can be adapted for 

students with varying English 

proficiency. 

15% 47% 30% 8% 0% 100% 
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Table continuation 4 

2 Gamified tasks are suitable 

even for students with limited 

digital skills. 

12% 38% 35% 10% 5% 100% 

3 Gamification helps address 

individual learning needs in 

mixed-ability classes. 

15% 40% 35% 10% 0% 100% 

 

Note. Neutral responses indicate that adaptability 

depends on the teacher’s experience and task complexity. 

Table 5 summarizes the barriers identified by 

respondents. Approximately 65% agreed or strongly agreed that 

gamification requires additional preparation time. Limited 

resources and inconsistent internet access were also noted by 

more than half of participants, especially those from rural 

schools. 

 

Table 5 
Challenges and Support in Implementing Gamification 

No.  Statement SA A N D SD Total 

1 Gamification requires extra 

preparation time. 

20% 45% 25% 10% 0% 100% 

2 Limited resources and internet 

access hinder implementation. 

18% 40% 30% 10% 2% 100% 

3 Teachers need more training to 

apply gamification effectively. 

25% 42% 25% 8% 0% 100% 

4 Technology tools (apps, 

platforms) enhance vocabulary 

learning. 

22% 48% 25% 5% 0% 100% 

 

Note. Means highlight strong agreement on the need for 

training and time investment to implement gamification 

effectively. 

Overall, the findings suggest that most participants 

perceive gamification as an effective, engaging, and student-

centered method for improving vocabulary acquisition. 

DISCUSSION 

Analysis of the findings revealed a generally positive 

perception of the gamification method for improving 
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vocabulary acquisition in secondary English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) setting. Both pre-service and in-service 

teachers agreed that gamification creates a more engaging, 

interactive, and student-centered environment for vocabulary 

learning. Participants emphasized that elements such as 

points, badges, and competitive tasks increased student 

motivation and participation, which is consistent with Kapp’s 

(2012) view that game mechanics enhance learners’ cognitive 

and emotional involvement. Likewise, Lee and Hammer (2011) 

argued that gamification supports positive behavioral 

engagement, encouraging students to persist and actively 

participate in learning tasks—an outcome reflected in the 

responses of the teachers in this study. 

Participants also noted that gamified vocabulary tasks 

help students retain lexical items more effectively and 

support autonomous learning behaviors. These findings align 

closely with Sadeghi et al. (2022), who reported that gamified 

tasks significantly improved vocabulary retention and 

increased learner motivation. Similarly, Kazazoğlu (2023) 

found that incorporating storytelling and game elements 

encouraged deeper processing of vocabulary, which strengthens 

long-term retention. The teachers in this study observed 

comparable patterns: students practiced new words repeatedly, 

interacted more with the target vocabulary, and demonstrated 

increased confidence during classroom activities. 

In addition, many respondents highlighted that 

gamification enhanced the classroom atmosphere, creating a 

supportive environment where students were more willing to 

participate. This aligns with the conclusions of Intriago-

Cobeña et al. (2024), who showed that secondary students 

engaged more actively in gamified lessons and displayed 

improved vocabulary performance. Fikri et al. (n.d.) 

similarly demonstrated that Word Wall gamification increased 

learners’ confidence and participation, especially among less 

motivated students. The positive responses gathered in this 

study reinforce these findings, suggesting that gamification 

can support students who typically struggle with vocabulary 

memorization or classroom engagement. 

Despite the overall positive perceptions, several 

challenges emerged. Participants acknowledged that 

implementing gamification requires additional preparation 

time, technological resources, and methodological knowledge. 

These concerns mirror the general caution noted in Sadeghi et 

al. (2022), who argued that insufficient teacher training can 
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limit the effectiveness of gamification. Respondents in this 

study emphasized the need for institutional support and 

professional development to ensure that game-based tasks are 

pedagogically sound and aligned with learning objectives. 

Overall, the findings indicate that gamification offers 

a valuable and adaptable approach to improving vocabulary 

acquisition in secondary EFL education. It enhances 

motivation, participation, and retention while fostering a 

more enjoyable learning atmosphere. Although challenges such 

as workload, technology access, and training remain, the 

enthusiasm expressed by teachers suggests a growing openness 

toward integrating gamified methods into regular vocabulary 

instruction. These results confirm the theoretical and 

empirical foundations discussed in the Literature Review and 

demonstrate that gamification holds strong potential for 

enriching vocabulary learning experiences in Kazakhstan’s 

English language classrooms. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the 

gamification method is an effective approach for enhancing 

vocabulary acquisition in secondary English language 

learning. By incorporating game elements such as points, 

badges, and interactive challenges, gamification transforms 

traditional vocabulary instruction into a more engaging, 

motivating, and student-centered process. Survey results from 

pre-service and in-service teachers indicate that gamified 

activities increase learner participation, improve word 

retention, and create a more positive classroom atmosphere. 

Participants also noted that gamification supports 

confidence, autonomy, and repeated practice—key factors for 

achieving meaningful vocabulary growth. 

Despite its strong potential, several challenges remain. 

Teachers emphasized that successful implementation requires 

adequate technological resources, time for preparation, and 

stronger methodological training. Without institutional 

support, the consistent application of gamification across 

lessons can be difficult to achieve. Therefore, to maximize 

its effectiveness, schools and teacher education programs 

should prioritize professional development and provide access 

to practical digital tools that facilitate gamified learning. 

Overall, when applied thoughtfully and supported by 

appropriate training, gamification offers a powerful and 

adaptable framework for improving vocabulary learning. It not 

only enhances students’ motivation and engagement but also 

supports active, independent, and sustainable language 
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development—making it a valuable component of modern EFL 

instruction. 
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