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Digital games and foreign language 
learning

Context and future development

Mark Peterson and Nasser Jabbari

1.1 Introduction

The spread of digital gaming as a global phenomenon continues to accelerate. As is emphasized 
in the literature, the gaming industry is expanding at an unprecedented rate and its in!uence 
is increasingly felt not only in youth culture but also in the social, economic, and educational 
realms (Reinhardt & Sykes, 2014). In the sphere of education, digital games in their many man-
ifestations are being increasingly deployed as a means to facilitate learning across a wide range 
of domains (Connolly et al., 2012). In!uenced by this trend, in the "eld of CALL, researchers 
have highlighted the opportunities for language learning provided by digital games (Reinhardt 
& Sykes, 2012). These include extensive exposure to target language (TL) input, meaningful, 
challenging and motivating interaction involving languaging, problem solving, and participa-
tion in diverse and multinational game-focused online communities (Peterson, 2013). In this 
context, educators have explored the potential of a variety of digital games for language learning 
in a diverse and growing body of work. This e#ort incorporates two main approaches. One 
strand of research involves the implementation of learner-based studies that adopt qualitative, 
quantitative, and mixed methods. Moreover, in an e#ort to be better comprehend this complex 
phenomenon, researchers have also produced increasing numbers of reviews, meta-analyses, 
and theoretically informed position papers that draw on developments in contemporary second 
language acquisition (SLA) research. The emergence of this body of research in a relatively short 
period of time is testament to the growing interest in, and in!uence of, work in this area on the 
wider CALL research community.

As research in all its forms continues to expand, there is a need for publications that provide 
a window into developments in contemporary work and pedagogy, involving both the theory 
and application of contemporary digital games in second and foreign language learning. In this 
context, the current volume aims, in part, to enhance understanding of this promising "eld. 
Although no single publication can fully incorporate the broad range of work currently being 
undertaken, it is the authors’ hope that this volume may assist in this important task. In addition, 
this publication is further designed to provide insights that may, going forward, support innova-
tive and principled development in the future. The discussion in the following section focuses on 
providing an overview of the studies incorporated in this edited volume and will also examine 
some of their signi"cant "ndings.

BK-TandF-PETERSON_9781032145969-220242-Chp01.indd   1 23/04/22   4:21 PM



2 Mark Peterson and Nasser Jabbari

1.2 An overview of this volume

As researchers emphasize, there is a pressing need for rigorous evaluative work in the "eld of 
CALL (Plonsky & Ziegler, 2016) and, in particular, expanding areas such as digital game-based 
language learning (henceforth DGBLL) (Xu et al., 2020). Moreover, a common theme in the 
research literature is the need for expansion in the types of review work that plays a central 
role in shaping the future research agenda (Peterson, 2021). The second chapter of this volume 
entitled A Systematic Review of Theory-Informed Design and Implementation of Digital Game-Based 
Language Learning by Rui Huang and Matthew Schmidt marks a signi"cant contribution to 
work in this area. The authors acknowledge that review work is increasing. However, they draw 
attention to a research gap in the literature concerning the limited number of systematic reviews 
that focus on exploring the theoretical groundings that in!uence the design, implementation, 
and evaluation of empirical research. In an e#ort to address this issue, the authors of this chapter 
conduct a rigorous systematic review of 65 theory-informed studies involving both serious and 
commercial o#-the-shelf (COTS) digital games undertaken during the period 2011–2020. The 
analysis of this peer-reviewed work reveals that the most frequently referenced body of theory 
was sociocultural research, followed by various cognitive theories. It was further found that in 
the majority of studies, theory was utilized to inform the research design. Research projects 
where theory in!uenced evaluation and implementation were less frequent. The authors draw 
attention to the limited number of theory-informed studies in the current research base and 
argue that going forward, there is a need for additional learner-based work in which SLA theory 
places a central role in informing design, evaluation, and implementation.

A growing trend in contemporary CALL research is the attempt to maximize the potential 
for learning provided by many COTS digital games by adapting them to better meet the needs 
of the language classroom. Work in this area has focused primarily on the adaption of mas-
sively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) and has produced some encouraging 
results (Chotipaktanasook & Reinders, 2018). In this context, recent developments in end-user 
authoring tools have made it feasible for CALL practitioners to create digital games speci"cally 
designed to facilitate foreign language learning. Research in this area is therefore set to expand. 
However, to date, no reviews have been reported in the literature that could contribute to 
principled development work in this area. The third chapter of this volume Use of Digital Game 
Creation Tools in Computer Assisted Language Learning: A Systematic Literature Review by Anke Berns 
and Iván Ruiz-Rube addresses this issue. The authors report on the "ndings of a systematic 
review that investigated 12 peer- reviewed research studies on the application of these tools. The 
analysis shows that research focused on the use of three authoring tools: Scratch (https://scratch.
mit.edu), App Inventor (http://appinventor.mit.edu), and CoSpaces (https://cospaces.io/edu/). It 
was found that Scratch was the most frequently implemented tool and that the majority of stud-
ies were carried out in primary education contexts. The authors further note that the majority of 
the research focused on designing games that enhance oral skills. Other areas of interest included 
writing and vocabulary learning. Although the studies reported positive learning outcomes, the 
discussion in this chapter draws attention to limitations including the small number of partici-
pants and relatively brief durations of the majority of the projects. Based on the results of their 
analysis, the authors note the need for more research and highlight the importance of teacher 
training in this area.

An important area of interest in current research on DGBLL concerns analysis of the particu-
lar linguistic environments provided (Thorne et al., 2012). This is clearly a signi"cant issue, as a 
major motivation for projects that seek to engage learners with various genres of digital games is 
the potentially valuable exposure provided to the TL. However, there is a tendency to generalize 
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claims regarding learning outcomes to speci"c genres. This may be problematic, as is noted 
in the literature, there can be considerable variation in game mechanics and features within 
speci"c game genres (Reinhardt, 2021). The fourth chapter by Daniel Dixon A Methodological 
Framework for Analyzing the Language in Digital Games addresses this issue. In an attempt to better 
understand the speci"c linguistic environments presented by one class of digital game, namely, 
single-player role-playing games the author draws on two sources. Reinhardt’s (2019) design 
informed approach to research in DGBLL and also the model of register analysis proposed by 
Biber and Conrad (2019). These approaches are incorporated into a comprehensive framework 
designed to facilitate the description, categorization, and analysis of the TL found in digital 
games. Analyzing the TL from four games of the above genre that share similar designs and 
mechanics, the author identi"es six unique register categories speci"c to these games including 
two spoken and four written registers. This chapter concludes by noting the potential of this 
approach in identifying the speci"c nature of the linguistic input learners receive in di#erent 
types of digital game. Moreover, the author further highlights the possibilities presented to 
evaluate the e#ectiveness of particular digital games for language learning and also the potential 
for enhancing the credibility of the generalizations made regarding the bene"ts of participating 
in DGBLL.

One of the hypothesized bene"ts of utilizing digital games lies in the opportunities they 
may provide for learners to engage in authentic, meaningful, and goal-directed interaction in 
the TL (Pas"eld-Neo"tou, 2014). As  noted in the literature, many well-designed digital games 
incorporate these features that are a major element in task-based approaches to language learn-
ing that seek to facilitate language development (Reinhardt & Thorne, 2020). The "fth chapter 
in this volume Direct Qualitative Assessment of Language Learning Outcomes in Digital Game-Based 
Interaction: An Exploratory Case Study by Michael Hofmeyr, reports on research that investigated 
the use of the cooperative puzzle game, Keep Talking and Nobody Explodes by a group of EFL 
learners based at a university in Japan. In this research, the learners were required to cooperate 
in completing meaning-focused information gap tasks embedded in the game, such as, sharing 
information in the TL to defuse a simulated bomb before the timer reaches zero. The researcher 
focused on analyzing the TL output produced by the participants over four game sessions that 
were conducted over a one-month period. Discourse analysis of the data revealed that the above 
game’s particular information gap format elicited the production of authentic and meaning-fo-
cused TL output. Data further showed preliminary evidence suggesting that participation in 
the research appeared to facilitate L2 vocabulary learning and grammatical knowledge. The 
researcher argues that the promising "ndings of this study highlight the potential of this type of 
game and draw attention to the need for further research.

A noteworthy strand of research on the use of digital games in foreign language education 
concerns the investigation of the informal online communities and interactive media associated 
with many of these games (Ryu, 2013). Researchers have drawn attention to the potential of 
game-focused communities, networks, and spaces that frequently operate outside the con"nes 
of traditional educational institutions (Reinhardt & Thorne, 2016). It is claimed that in these 
environments, users are not only exposed to TL rich contexts but are also provided with oppor-
tunities to engage in authentic TL use and to experience language socialization (Thorne et al., 
2009). Due to these conditions, researchers assert that many online game-related communi-
ties provide access to contexts that may be conducive to aspects of second language learning 
(Vazquez-Calvo et al., 2019). Anecdotal evidence suggests that game-related online media and 
communities are very popular with players (SuperData, 2020) and given the global reach of dig-
ital gaming, it is reasonable to assume a considerable number of language learners participating 
in these online ecologies. However, research in this area is still in its infancy, and to date, few 
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learner-based studies have been implemented that investigate the potential of exposure to partici-
pation in these highly diverse internet-based online groups in language learning. The sixth chapter 
in this volume entitled, Let’s Play Videos and L2 Academic Vocabulary, by Liss Kerstin Sylvén and 
John Löwenadler, explores one aspect of this intriguing phenomenon, namely, web-based video 
game playthroughs. In order to explore the potential of these media, the authors utilized mixed 
methods to analyze the nature of TL produced by three of the most popular content creators in the 
well-known playthrough YouTube channel, Let’s Play (https://www.youtube.com/user/LetsPlay). 
Data analysis revealed that Let’s Play provides extensive exposure to TL of both an academic 
and colloquial nature. Findings further suggest that the genre o#ers contextual, text, visual, and 
explanatory support providing plentiful opportunities for vocabulary learning. The researchers 
concluded that the promising "ndings of their preliminary research indicate that further empirical 
work is needed in order to con"rm the bene"ts of learner exposure to game playthroughs.

Immersive virtual reality technologies have long been of interest to CALL practitioners (Sadler 
& Dooly, 2013; Schwienhorst, 2002). Research work in this area has primarily focused on the 
investigation of desktop 3D virtual worlds such as the well-known Active Worlds and Second Life 
(Lan et al., 2016; Toyoda & Harrison, 2002). Although not conclusive, research studies involving 
diverse learner groups and conducted in a variety of contexts have produced "ndings indicating 
that these technologies may be employed to the bene"t of language learners (Peterson et al., 
2019). However, research that explores the use of digital games in combination with immersive 
virtual reality technologies in learner-based projects is limited. The seventh chapter in this vol-
ume, Exploring ESL Students’ Perceived Engagement in and Experience of Content Vocabulary Learning 
Through Virtual Reality Games by Muleyke Sahinler Albayrak, Julian Chen, and P. John Williams, 
adds to the literature in this area. In this exploratory case study, the authors implemented a suite 
of digital games, focusing on a variety of content areas using a Google headset at a school in 
Australia. Participant feedback data indicated that playing the VR-based games was enjoyable, 
and the immersion provided enhanced engagement with the content and motivation to learn. 
Although technical factors were highlighted as limitations, the learners further claimed that play-
ing the games enabled them to acquire and retain signi"cant amounts of content-based vocabulary.

As was noted at an earlier stage of this discussion, research on aspects of contemporary 
DGBLL is expanding. However, there are many areas that remain under-researched (Peterson 
et al., 2020). One area of promise where there is limited research at present concerns the imple-
mentation of digital games in combination with websites and social media to create distributed 
online learning environments (Cui et al., 2021). In the eighth chapter of this volume entitled 
Becoming a Resourceful Language Learner in a Narrative-Driven Participatory Game by Zeyu Cui, Jin 
Dong, Yang Liu, Michaela Nuesser, Huaiqing Zhang, Dongping Zheng and Yuanqing Zuo 
report on the "ndings of a pilot study that investigated the above area. In this exploratory mixed 
methods research, the researchers implemented an original bilingual interactive digital book 
(Bizhuwanshang) that incorporates game features and a theme that is set in China (environ-
mental degradation). This digital book was implemented in combination with relevant websites, 
videoconferencing (Zoom), and social media (Facebook and Web Chat) to investigate relational 
dynamics between learners. The participants were Chinese EFL learners based at a university in 
the Paci"c. The researchers found that the interactive narrative-driven features of the game and 
use of the online communication resources elicited the use of the TL as a resource and mediating 
tool. Moreover, the analysis further revealed that the a#ordances provided fostered participation, 
translanguaging, role play, linguistic embodiment, and cross-cultural collaboration.

One signi"cant area of research on the application of digital games in CALL concerns the role 
of e#ective factors. Studies have been undertaken that examine areas such as learner beliefs, anx-
iety, willingness to communicate and motivation (Peterson et al., 2020). An examination of the 
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research carried out to date shows that although the majority of studies are small scale in nature 
and scope, they suggest that participation in gameplay involving a variety of game genres elicits 
positive learner feedback in the above areas (Lee, 2019; Liu & Chu, 2010; Reinders & Wattana, 
2015). However, few studies have attempted to explore these a#ective variables in the context 
of large-scale projects that combine the use of digital games with online communication tools 
and that are intercultural in nature. The ninth chapter in this volume entitled Interaction Games 
to Boost Intercultural Communication in Virtual Worlds and Video-Communication: A Case Study by 
Kristi Jauregi-Ondarra and Silvia Canto attempts to "ll this gap in the literature by examining 
the application of three games in the above context. This large-scale research involved a total of 
80 learners of Spanish based in two universities in the Netherlands and United Kingdom. The 
researchers utilized mixed methods including analysis of recordings of learner gameplay, dairies, 
and semi-structured interviews. The "ndings of this project indicate that participation elicited 
positive learner feedback indicating that motivation and engagement were enhanced by playing 
digital games in a multimodal intercultural communication context.

1.3 Future implications

The chapters in this volume highlight a number of important "ndings and in!uential areas 
in contemporary research on the use of digital games in language learning. The "ndings 
further raise a number of important issues relevant to the nature, scope, and conduct of 
future research studies. The remainder of this chapter will now focus on providing a dis-
cussion of these areas.

1.3.1 The role of theory

One area of importance relevant to future research highlighted in this volume concerns the role of 
theory. As has been observed in the literature on CALL, the implementation of theory-informed 
studies that draw on developments in SLA research is of central importance (Chapelle, 2009; 
Chun, 2016). Although researchers acknowledged that there is no generally accepted theoretical 
framework for pursuing research, they nonetheless emphasize that such work contributes to the 
conduct of credible and productive development work in the "eld (Huh & Hu, 2005; Levy, 2000). 
However, in the context of DGBLL, it is noteworthy that while learner-based research work is 
increasing, theoretically informed studies are limited. In this context, researchers assert that there 
appears to be a need for further work that draws on SLA research both at the conceptual level and 
also in terms of implementation ( Jabbari & Eslami, 2019; Jabbari, 2021). As the second chapter in 
this volume shows, of the SLA theories currently employed in research, work in!uenced by soci-
ocultural conceptions of SLA predominates. This "nding is unsurprising, given that the bulk of 
theory-informed research to date has involved role-playing games that are frequently designed to 
facilitate real-time social interaction and the development of online communities. Although such 
work predominates, it is clear the research base as a whole would bene"t from the perspectives 
provided by studies that draw on alternative strands of SLA theory. The recent study by Scholz and 
Schulze (2017) provides a useful exemplar of this type of approach.

1.3.2 Research foci

A noteworthy feature of the current research base is its emphasis on particular areas of foreign lan-
guage development. An examination of the literature reveals that there is a preponderance of stud-
ies that explore vocabulary learning and a#ective factors (Peterson et al., 2020). These areas have 
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attracted considerable attention, as research to date has shown that participation in DGBLL involving 
commercial role-playing and simulation games has produced broadly positive "ndings in regard 
to these areas. However, in addition to these areas, as research continues to expand, there is a need 
for more work that investigates other aspects of L2 learning with digital games. At present, work 
in this area is limited. In this context, learner-based studies focusing on the role of gaming in the 
development of the four skills would represent a welcome addition to the research base. Moreover, 
work focusing on the role of participation in digital gaming on pragmatic and syntactic development 
would also enrich understanding of how language development may be facilitated. Furthermore, as 
contributions to this volume show, the impact of gaming on learners’ intercultural knowledge and 
skills represents another promising area for investigation in future research projects.

A noteworthy aspect of contemporary research is that the majority of studies focus on two par-
ticular game genres, namely, simulation and role-playing games. Although research involving these 
games has produced some positive "ndings, studies have also produced evidence indicating that 
other game genres are also worthy of investigation. Recent technological advances have witnessed 
the emergence of a new generation of virtual reality-based games and tools that o#er a higher degree 
of player immersion than is possible with conventional desktop environments (Godwin-Jones, 2016). 
In an example of this approach, researchers have implemented location-based augmented reality 
games in a number of exploratory learner-based studies. The promising reported results suggest that 
these games, if implemented carefully, and in consideration of learner needs, may provide access to 
conditions in which learning can occur (Sydorenko et al., 2019; Zheng et al., 2018). These encour-
aging "ndings suggest that additional work involving this type of game is justi"ed. A further applica-
tion of recent VR technologies with potential in future research concerns the use of head mounded 
VR headsets such as Oculus Rift in gaming. Although work in this area is preliminary in nature, 
studies have produced evidence indicating that immersion and engagement are supported by the 
technology. There is also evidence that vocabulary learning, enjoyment, and intercultural knowl-
edge can be enhanced by the use of this technology (Cheng et al., 2017; Lai & Chen, 2021).

1.3.3 Methodology

In a related area, the "ndings reported in this volume draw attention to the important role 
that developments in methodology play in advancing research. Early work on DGBLL tended 
to re!ect the quantitative research paradigms that predominated at the time (Peterson, 2013). 
However, as studies in this volume demonstrate, the expansion of SLA research that incorpo-
rates qualitative approaches to data analysis has increasingly in!uenced contemporary work in 
DGBLL. The learner-focused studies in this volume mirror this trend. As these studies show, 
researchers are increasingly employing innovative qualitative research approaches and the use 
of mixed methods in an e#ort to better understand the complex nature of learning with digital 
games. In the authors’ view, this trend represents a positive development as it provides a wel-
come means to broaden the research base. Although it should be acknowledged that work in this 
area presents a number of challenges relating to, for example, data collection and observation 
(Reinders, 2017), it is also signi"cant in that it o#ers the prospect of obtaining potentially valu-
able insights into the nature of language learning with digital games.

1.3.4 Evaluation

A further area that will likely be of interest in future research concerns the evaluation of primary 
studies. Re!ecting an in!uential trend in SLA research in recent years, CALL researchers have 
increasingly carried out review and analysis work (Boulton, 2015). Reviews, research synthesis, 
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and meta-analysis studies have been carried out into learning outcomes in expanding areas of 
CALL research with relevance to DGBL including computer-mediated communication (Lin, 
2014; Sauro, 2011) and virtual worlds (Peterson et al., 2019). As has been observed in this vol-
ume, an increasing number of studies have also analyzed the results of learner-based DGBLL 
research. Although subject to limitations, this body of work has reported broadly positive results 
across studies (Thompson & von Gillern, 2020; Tsai & Tsai, 2018). In terms of evaluation, the 
pursuit of further meta-analysis studies into the application of speci"c game genres in DGBLL 
o#ers the prospect of providing potentially valuable insights into e#ectiveness. Moreover, as 
work continues to advance, there remains a need for the pursuit of not only meta-analysis but 
also a wide range of rigorous evaluative work including narrative reviews and research synthesis. 
Research of this nature will play an important role in raising awareness of signi"cant issues in 
the "eld, drawing attention to areas with potential for future investigation.

1.3.5 Replication

Replication is another avenue of research on DGBLL that would appear to be ripe for inves-
tigation in future work. The need for more replication studies is a long-running theme in the 
CALL literature (Bikowski & Schulze, 2015; Porte, 2013). The considerable constraints facing 
researchers in the educational sciences dictate that exact replication is, in most cases, not feasible 
(Chun, 2012). Nonetheless, possibilities exist to conduct conceptual replication studies relating 
to many areas of CALL. In the context of DGBLL research, a number of small-scale conceptual 
replication studies have been reported involving the use of role-playing and simulation games. 
This research has reported some positive "ndings related to the areas of vocabulary learning and 
the role of a#ective in!uences on language development such as willingness to communicate 
(Ranalli, 2008; Reinders & Wattana, 2015). In an e#ort to enhance the validity and generaliz-
ability of research and facilitate systematic development of the "eld, the conduct of additional 
conceptional replication studies in these and other areas appears to be warranted.

1.3.6 Educator roles

As research advances, a further area of interest in future studies lies in the role of the teacher. A 
great deal of the current literature on DGBLL focuses on conceptional issues and speculation, 
but it is striking that there are far fewer studies concerned with teacher roles. This is a somewhat 
surprising as early work highlighted the bene"ts of combining gameplay with teacher-designed 
supplementary materials and sca#olds (Miller & Hegelheimer, 2006; Ranalli, 2008). However, 
relatively few recent studies that have followed up on this promising line of research (for a note-
worthy recent exception, see Wang, 2019). This situation has led to calls for a move away from 
research that focuses primarily on games themselves to studies that place a greater emphasis on 
investigating the role of the teacher in facilitating learning outcomes (deHaan, 2021). Areas 
of possible investigation relating to pedagogy-orientated work are numerous. For example, in 
addition to the area noted above, studies that carry out an in-depth exploration into the nature 
of active teacher intervention in learner-based projects and the role of debrief in supporting 
learning could be of particular value, as may research that investigates teacher attitudes and the 
many factors that in!uence selection of particular game genres for classroom use. The e#ort 
to better understand teacher roles in learning with digital games has clear implications for the 
future of the "eld. If DGBLL is to move from the margins to the mainstream of language educa-
tion, in other words, to become normalized (Bax, 2003), then there is a pressing need for more 
research that demonstrates its bene"ts in terms of praxis.
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1.3.7 Curricular integration

Future research that focuses on teacher roles may also encompass studies that examine the role 
of e#ective curricular integration. This is an important issue, as many educators must work 
within established curricula and institutional constraints (Ott et al., 2013). Recent quantita-
tive and mixed methods studies involving role-playing and simulation games have produced 
"ndings indicating that when these games types are carefully integrated into the regular 
curriculum positive learning outcomes related to vocabulary learning and learner attitudes 
can be achieved (Franciosi et al., 2016; Hitosugi et al., 2014; Reinders & Wattana, 2015). 
Although this work represents a step forward, the limited number of current studies in this 
area highlight that these "ndings are not de"nitive. At present, many aspects of this complex 
phenomenon remain under-researched. In this context, there is still considerable scope for 
additional studies to explore this issue (Godwin-Jones, 2014). One approach to the study of 
game integration involving learners of advanced levels of language pro"ciency that appears of 
particular promise is the pedagogical framework proposed by Thorne and Reinhardt (2008), 
known as bridging activities. This is designed to enhance learning and critical awareness through 
facilitating the analysis of learner texts produced in new digital media such as multiplayer 
games. In this framework, the instructor plays a central role as learners experience guided 
exploration focusing on the areas of interactional features, genre, and grammar. The ultimate 
aim of this model is to assist learners in bridging their in-class and technology-mediated lan-
guage use and literacy practices.

1.3.8 Game creation

In the view of the editors, authoring represents an area of great promise and is likely to be 
the subject of increasing attention in future research. In an e#ort to better meet the needs 
of their learners, practitioners have long engaged in the creation of CALL software using 
authoring tools (Otto & Pusack, 2009). However, in the past, this e#ort was hampered 
somewhat by the limitations of the available content creation tools. As the discussion in 
this volume shows, the emergence of a new generation of powerful, highly accessible, and 
scalable authoring tools provides language educators with unprecedented opportunities to 
design learning activities that better meet the needs of their learners, overcoming many 
of the limitations of generic commercial software packages. The "ndings of learner-based 
studies have demonstrated that many COTS games have great potential as learning environ-
ments in CALL, particularly for learners of advanced levels of language pro"ciency (Thorne 
et al., 2009). However, research shows that some COTS games may also have limitations, 
including a steep learning curve, complex in-game cultures, and the prevalence of TL reg-
isters that are of limited application outside the game context. These factors coupled with 
the cognitively demanding nature of the gameplay may make such games unsuitable for 
certain learner groups (deHaan et al., 2010). In this context, contemporary game authoring 
tools o#er new opportunities to overcome these limitations, providing access to tailor-made 
games that are designed to focus on meeting speci"c learner needs. The application of user-
end development tools to design engaging, motivating, and e#ective educational games 
remains a challenging endeavour that involves careful consideration of an interplay of fac-
tors including pro"ciency levels, task design, feedback, and curricular goals (Purushotma 
et al., 2009). Although these factors require acknowledgement, there can be little doubt that 
the current generation of tools open up new avenues for research with the potential for a 
wider application than has been the case in the past.
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1.3.9 Gaming in informal contexts

Contemporary digital games form part of a spectrum of continuously evolving digitally medi-
ated activity that has now penetrated many spheres of everyday life (Reinhardt & Thorne, 2016). 
A great deal of this online activity is informal in nature and occurs in the digital wilds, that is, 
outside the con"nes of formal educational institutions (Sauro & Zourou, 2019). Researchers note 
that digital games, particularly those that are designed to support social interaction such as many 
role-playing games, have elicited the creation of extensive online ecologies that are frequently 
international in nature and incorporate game-related texts, fan sites, strategy guides, gameplay 
videos, and discussion boards (Thorne et al., 2012). The discussion in this volume emphasizes 
that these online resources and forums have the potential to support foreign language learning as 
they provide extensive exposure to authentic TL and opportunities for purposeful social inter-
action. As this area remains under-researched, there is considerable scope for future studies to 
investigate the potential of these resources. Areas of possible interest could include vocabulary 
learning and the development of intercultural knowledge and skills. Furthermore, the online 
communities that have evolved in and around social games represent another area that would 
bene"t from the conduct of additional learner-based studies. There is speculation in the CALL 
literature that the in-game social groups that are found in some role-playing games represent 
arenas where learners encounter TL rich contexts for intercultural interaction and language 
development (Sykes et al., 2010). It is further asserted that in these online groups language learn-
ers may engage in bene"cial forms of peer-based interaction and participate in communities of 
practice that provide opportunities for language socialization (Thorne et al., 2009). Although 
research in this area remains at an emergent stage, a number of learner-based studies have pro-
duced "ndings suggesting that participation in out-of-school gaming and associated online 
game communities may lead to positive learning outcomes, particularly in terms of vocabulary 
acquisition, the development of intercultural skills, and learner attitudes (Ryu, 2013; Sundqvist, 
2019). These promising "ndings indicate that more research in this area can shed new light on 
language learning in online game communities.

1.4 Conclusions

The contributions to this volume re!ect broader developments in the "eld of CALL and at the 
same time highlight some of the strengths of current research on the use of digital games. As 
research continues to expand, it appears likely that theoretically informed studies and replication 
work will become increasingly in!uential in shaping the future research agenda in this area. In 
this context, the increase in analysis and evaluative work o#ers potentially valuable insights that 
may positively inform many aspects of future work. Moreover, the growing use of case stud-
ies and other forms of qualitative research methodologies will contribute to supplying deeper 
insights into the nature of individual language development in and around games. At the same 
time, the "ndings reported in this volume draw attention to gaps and limitations in the current 
research base. The majority of current studies have focused on the activities of small groups of 
intermediate and advanced level EFL learners located in universities. As research e#orts continue, 
it will become increasingly important to overcome the many challenges of conducting work in 
this area and broaden the research base to include additional large-scale longitudinal projects 
that involve more diverse theoretical approaches, learner groups, and contexts. As a great deal of 
recent work has focused primarily on role-playing and simulation games, there is clearly scope 
for more research that investigates the potential of other game genres. Moreover, as gaming 
in informal contexts continues to rapidly expand further research conducted in out-of-school 
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contexts will enhance understanding of this phenomenon. As noted at a previous stage of this 
discussion, current work remains limited in scope and is heavily focused on certain areas such 
as vocabulary acquisition and learner attitudes leaving other areas of potential interest under- 
researched. However, in the authors’ view, studies that involve other areas of investigation such 
as curricular integration, game creation, and teacher roles will likely prove valuable in both 
broadening and deepening understanding of the nature of language learning with digital games.
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