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Abstract

Vocabulary knowledge is significantly vital for English language communication. However,
research studies have reported that Thai employees have insufficient English words to use for
speaking and writing. The issue is currently being problematic for employees in many
international workplaces; they specialize in other skills rather than English, but require the
skill of English to use in their workplace. This study was designed to investigate the effects
of mobile games on Thai employees’ vocabulary knowledge, as well as to investigate
attitudes of Thai employees towards vocabulary acquisition through mobile games. The
participants were 25 Thai employees in an international workplace. The research instruments
employed in this study comprised of an English vocabulary test and a semi- structured
interview. The quantitative data from both pretest and posttest were analyzed using mean
scores, standard deviation, and #-test analyses. The qualitative data from the semi-structured
interview was analyzed using content analysis. The results from the posttest and interview
responses demonstrated that mobile games had positive potential in enhancing Thai
employees’ vocabulary knowledge. This suggested that they favored learning vocabulary
through mobile games. The results of this study pointed out that mobile games can be good
tools to engage players in learning the English language if the games are used properly.
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Introduction

English dominates the world as the international language for communication. It has
been reported that approximately 1.5 billion people speak English (Nordquist, 2019).
This is related to the fact that individuals use English to communicate with people of
different nationalities all around the world. Nishanthi (2018) pointed out that English
is an essential language that connects people at the international level. Moreover,
English has been the “main part in several sectors including medicine, engineering,
and education” (Nishanthi, 2018, p. 871). Therefore, it is important to learn English in
order to obtain advantages from people around the world.

In Thailand, people are more interested in learning English, especially those who
work in international companies. This is because Thai employees have to utilize
English to communicate with co-workers from different nationalities. Besides, Thai
employees are seeking for career development. As Rose of York Language School
(2016) stated that employees can also have a chance to be promoted if they have a
good knowledge of English language skills. Ultimately, Thai employees want to work
abroad. Hence, being competent in English can be beneficial for employees who
prefer to work overseas (Rose of York Language School, 2016).

Unfortunately, the English proficiency of Thai employees is not at a satisfactory level.
In general, they primarily specialize in occupational skills required in job descriptions.
According to the EF English Proficiency Index (2018), the English proficiency of
Thai people was ranked 64 out of 88 countries in the world which was far behind
China and Japan. Thus, Thai employees should enhance their English communication
skills to be competent in English.

To communicate in English, knowledge of vocabulary is essential. Without sufficient
knowledge of vocabulary, English language learners cannot have an effective verbal
communication (Min, 2013). For example, received messages with grammatical errors
are comprehensible whereas received messages with inadequate vocabulary
knowledge are incomprehensible (Wilkins, 1972, as cited in Caro & Mendinueta,
2017). For this reason, vocabulary knowledge is undoubtedly useful for language
learning.

Although the knowledge of vocabulary is significantly useful in English language
communication, the issue of how English language learners can learn English
vocabulary effectively is being problematic. Witchaiyutpong (2011) found that Thai
employees did not acquire sufficient English words to use for speaking and writing.
The major problems which affect the progress of Thai employees’ vocabulary
knowledge stem from insufficient knowledge of vocabulary and English vocabulary
retention (Saengpakdeejit, 2014). Therefore, Thai employees need a tool to support
their English vocabulary learning.

Much research claimed that digital games can support vocabulary learning (Ashraf,
Motlagh, & Salami, 2014; Méki-Kuutti, 2014; Vidlund, 2012; Yip & Kwan 20006).
First, digital games motivate players to learn vocabulary. Digital games have options
to interact with a variety of fun and challenging tasks unlike watching movies and
reading books (Ashraf et al., 2014; Lund, 2012). Beavis, Dezuanni, and O’Mara
(2017) noticed that digital games comprise of unique tools and techniques which can



draw engagement from players. The tools and techniques are rooted in game
mechanics such as competitive, narration, and quests. Digital games also encourage
players to find the meaning of a word to continue playing games (Vidlund, 2012).
Regarding game mechanics, players need to know English vocabulary to overcome
difficult challenges they have to conquer in digital games. Second, digital games can
help learners to memorize words. Digital games consist of pictures and texts. Players
can memorize and learn vocabulary by visualizing repeated pictures and texts on the
screen (Yip & Kwan, 2006). Third, players are allowed to communicate with others
by using voice chat or text messages (Méki-Kuutti, 2014; Vidlund, 2012). As a result,
they can learn unfamiliar words from other players.

However, the use of digital games as tools to improve vocabulary learning is being a
challenging task for educators. Currently, criticisms against gaming are still discussed
everywhere. Research studies claimed that playing digital games can only result in
less academic performance (Anad, 2007; Weis & Cerankosky, 2010). Moreover,
playing digital games is time-consuming, which could distract children from doing
other activities after school (Weis & Cerankosky, 2010). In the worst case, spending
excessive time playing digital games tends to cause a high tendency in digital game
addiction (Skoric, Teo, & Neo, 2013).

As discussed above, the use of digital games in enhancing vocabulary remains
questionable. Because there are two sides of perspectives of using digital games in
vocabulary learning as discussed above, this study aimed at examining whether digital
games enhance vocabulary learning. It focused on investigating the effects of mobile
games, digital games played on handheld devices, on vocabulary knowledge of
employees working in an international company in Thailand.

The purposes of this study are:

1. To investigate the effects of mobile games on Thai employees’ vocabulary
knowledge, including the knowledge of form, meaning, and use of vocabulary
appropriately.
2. To investigate the attitudes of Thai employees towards vocabulary learning through
mobile games.

Literature Review
Mobile Games

It is useful to provide some background knowledge of digital games—an umbrella
term used to cover mobile games.

The contemporary term has been defined by various authors in different ways.
According to Clark et al. (2016), the digital game is “a set of challenging and/or novel
experiences, scenarios, or decisions, structured by rules and/or goals, and mediated by
a digital electronic device.” Alternatively, Karasavvidis (2018) defined the terms of a
digital game as kind of games played on digital devices; “a game whose system is
(partly or wholly) implemented in a digital device such as a game console, a personal
computer, and a smartphone or tablet” (p. 3295). To simplify these definitions, digital



games are a kind of game played on electronic devices which comprise of stories or
stimulations for players to achieve their goals.

Generally, digital games include several types. First, action games refer to physically
challenging games, such as shooter games. Second, adventure games encompass
exploration and puzzle-solving. Third, puzzle games include games that attract
players with puzzles. Fourth, role-playing or long story games provide players with an
immersive experience as a character in a particular situation. Fifth, simulation games
are the type of games which mimics the real-world situation. Sixth, strategy games
refer to problem-solving games (Grace, 2005).

With the advance of technology, digital game resources are increasingly developed
for learning. The resources also include mobile games, which are small forms of
digital games. According to Pannu and Tomar (2010), mobile games refer to digital
games played by using technologies within mobile devices. A mobile game also
means “a video game played on a mobile phone” (Petrova, 2010). Therefore, mobile
games simply refer to any type of digital game which can be played on mobile
devices.

Mobile games differ from other platforms. Mobile games are with the characteristics
of “portability, accessibility, networkability, and simplicity” (Jeong & Kim, 2009, p.
186). Mobile game types and mechanics are similar to digital games played on
computers—regardless of the limited screen size and memory of mobile devices.

Digital Game-Based Learning and Vocabulary Learning

The Digital Game-Based Learning (DGBL) approach originally emerged in the last
decades of the 20th century (Prensky, 2001). Prensky (2001) claimed that the
approach has occurred when there was a global technology boom. He stated that
during the particular period, teenagers of the last 20th century were fascinated by
digital music and devices. He also asserted that digital game-based learning has
become one of the significant materials in learning, especially language learning.

There have been many academic educators who reviewed the effects of digital games
integrated into learning. For instance, Whitton (2009) pointed out that characteristics
of digital games could be underlying to good learning. In terms of digital game-based
pedagogy, the concept could be related to “active learning and constructivism,
experiential learning, collaborative learning, and problem-based learning” (Whitton,
2009). Moreover, Griffiths (2002) claimed that “video games can provide elements of
interactivity that may stimulate learning.” He also indicated that the outcomes of
games for educational purposes should be clarified to teachers and students.
Consequently, it is important to set the goal of gaming, otherwise playing games for
pleasure and educational purpose might not be different.

In recent years, many scholars have insisted that learning English vocabulary from digital
games results in positive effects. Digital games could be introduced as an alternative tool to
assist language learners in vocabulary learning for three main reasons: to encourage
vocabulary learning, to improve vocabulary knowledge, and to use vocabulary to
communicate.



First, digital games can encourage English language learners to learn vocabulary. Yip
and Kwan (2006) pointed out that learning vocabulary face-to-face in classrooms or
reading from textbooks may not engage student’s attention in the digital age. Instead,
people nowadays gradually prefer to play games as one of their recreational activities
to enhance their English skills. Unlike television, books and other media, games can
moderate players' intensity in learning by interaction (Lund, 2012). In other words,
television and books only engage audiences/readers' attention passively. On the other
hand, game players have options to interact with a variety of fun and challenging
tasks while playing digital games which could motivate learning. According to
Vidlund (2012), the perception of using digital games to encourage vocabulary
learning was a positive result. One respondent reported that unfamiliar words were
acquired from using digital games. Moreover, Ashraf et al. (2014) also claimed that
digital games can encourage learners with fun, interactive content which was suitable
for vocabulary acquisition.

Second, the features of mobile games help improve players’ knowledge of vocabulary.
Repeated words in digital games assist players in memorizing vocabulary. By
exposing to English vocabulary games online, Yip and Kwan (2006) reported that
ESL learners were able to memorize words in the long term. Schmidt (2010) also
claimed that “frequency of input is an important factor for language acquisition.” To
this extent, digital games facilitate players by frequent vocabulary input as the games
allow players to interact with each word repeatedly. Ranalli (2008) reported that every
time players press a scroll bar in the Sim 4, they will see a word such as ‘decorations'
that appear in a row. In this way, players can see the word repeatedly before start
looking for some desirable objects.

Besides, digital games promote communicative abilities in the target language.
Players need to use English vocabulary to communicate while gaming. Social
interaction is essential for students' language proficiency. It is noticeable that without
social interaction, players feel a lack of motivation, opportunities for practicing target
language skills, and immediate feedback; all three components are crucial if language
learners desire to increase their communicative abilities in the target language
(Cabraja, 2016; Méki-Kuutti, 2014; Rudis & Svetozar, 2016; Vidlund, 2012). By
doing so, language learners have an opportunity to acquire English vocabulary and
practice their English while gaming. For example, in role-playing games type called
Multiplayer Online Games (MMOs). MMOs are old text-based adventure games with
online environments where multiple players log on to participate and interact in real-
time (Saulter, 2007). This type of game contains various types of tree names, fictional
creature names, names of everyday life items, old proverbs, dialogues written in old
English for players to memorize and use them to communicate with their team during
gameplay.

Research methodology

The research study is a mixed-method—combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches to ensure the conclusion is accurate and reliable. The quantitative data
comprises of pretest and posttest scores while the qualitative data was obtained from a
semi-structured interview for information in depth.



The participants were 25 employees from a full-service animatic company located in
Bangkok, Thailand. They were 25-35 years of age. They were selected by purposive
sampling as a single group participant. The reason for choosing these participants for
the study was that they work for an international company but their English language
proficiency was not at a satisfactory level.

The research instruments used in this study were an English vocabulary test, three
mobile games with English voice announcer and subtitles, and a semi-structured
interview.

To compare the level of participants' vocabulary knowledge before and after the
treatment, an English vocabulary test was developed by the researcher to use for both
pretest and posttest. The test consists of 20 multiple choice items. Three types of
target vocabulary covered commanding, communication, and in-game objects
vocabulary. The questions included the definition of words, spelling, and using words
in context.

Three mobile games that were selected as a treatment of this study included Life is
Strange, Dead Island, and Iron Blade. The criteria for choosing the three mobile games
were: 1) the three mobile games are free to play; 2) the three games are categorized as top-
grossing games on smartphones; 3) English vocabulary in the three mobile games includes
commanding, communication, and in-game objects.

A semi-structured interview was employed to investigate the attitudes toward
vocabulary learning through mobile games. The interview included five open-ended
questions. The participants were able to express freely about their attitudes toward
learning English vocabulary through mobile games.

This research study lasted six weeks. At the beginning of the process, the participants
who agreed to participate were asked to sign a consent form. In the first week, the
researcher presented the plan for gaming for an educational purpose. After that, the
participants were asked to complete the English vocabulary pretest. In the second
week, they were asked to install Life is Strange in their smartphones at home and play
it after work for two times (30 minutes per day). To control the activity, the
participants were observed by the researcher while gaming. In the third and fourth
weeks, they did the same with the other two games, namely Dead Island, and Iron
Blade. In the fifth week, the participants were asked to take a posttest. Finally, five
participants were randomly selected for an interview after completing a posttest.

Data from the pretest and posttest were analyzed using mean scores, standard
deviations, and the #-test analysis. Dependent #-test analysis was used to determine
whether there were any differences between the vocabulary knowledge mean score of
the participants before and after the treatment. Besides, data from the semi-structured
interview was analyzed by content analysis.

Findings

The effect of using mobile games to enhance English vocabulary knowledge for Thai
employees in an international workplace



It was found that the use of mobile games was effective in enhancing Thai employees’
vocabulary knowledge. The analysis is shown in Table 1.

Experimental Group n M SD t p-value
Pretest 25 4.39 1.749 11.163* 0.000*
Posttest 25 7.39 1.524

*Significance at the 0.001 level (p <0.001)
Table 1: The Comparison of the Mean Scores of Pretest and Posttest

Table 1 shows that there were statistical differences between the mean scores of the
pretest and posttest (p < 0.01). The mean scores of the posttest (M = 7.39, SD = 1.524)
were higher than the mean scores of the pretest (M = 4.39, SD = 1.749), indicating
that the use of three mobile games had a positive impact on Thai employees’ English
vocabulary knowledge. The improvements in each aspect of vocabulary knowledge,
including spelling, meaning, and use are also shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The Overall Mean Scores and the Mean Scores of Vocabulary Knowledge
in Each Aspect
Thai Employees’ Attitudes toward Using Mobile Games to Enhance English
Vocabulary Knowledge

It was found that the data from the interview supported the result of the test. The
volunteered participants reported that they were satisfied with using mobile games to
enhance English vocabulary. Generally, all of the participants mentioned that the
three mobile games: Life is Strange, Iron Blade, and Dead Island equipped with
interesting content and challenging tasks which encourage them to continue playing.
Most of the participants stated that the three mobile games can motivate them to play
because of beautiful scenarios, especially Life is Strange.



To investigate the attitudes of using mobile games to enhance English vocabulary, the
semi-structured interview was collected. The result from a semi-structured interview
indicated that all interviewees (100%) agreed that mobile games supported English
vocabulary knowledge. Also, there were positive attitudes from the participants using
mobile games to support vocabulary knowledge of spelling, meaning, and use. First,
mobile games supported Thai employees in memorizing English words. All of the
interviewees (100%) asserted that they could remember and spell unfamiliar words
correctly from playing three sample mobile games. Second, mobile games assisted
Thai employees to understand the meaning of words in context. Four of the
interviewees (80%) claimed that the meaning of words was obtained from playing
these three mobile games. Two participants mentioned that “Mostly we can
understand the meaning of words by looking at images of objects on the screen
without using translating programs.” Third, mobile games aided Thai employees to
use words in context appropriately. Three of the interviewees (60%) reported that they
can learn how to use vocabulary in context properly. One interviewee stated that “I
learned new words by reading subtitles and descriptions provided in the three mobile
games.” Therefore, the use of mobile games in enhancing English vocabulary results
in various positive feedbacks from the participants.

Discussion

It was found that using mobile games to enhance Thai employees’ English vocabulary
was effective. After the experiment, the English vocabulary knowledge of the
participants was increased. Moreover, the knowledge of each aspect of vocabulary
knowledge: spelling, meaning, and use was found to be developed. In addition,
employees had highly positive attitudes toward using mobile games to improve
vocabulary knowledge.

By inspecting the insight effects of mobile games on English vocabulary knowledge,
there were several factors that helped to improve English vocabulary knowledge. First,
mobile games engaged players to acquire vocabulary knowledge. Similar to the idea
of Rudis & Svetozar (2016), the content and internal lore of three sample mobile
games stimulated interaction from players. Therefore, knowing English vocabulary
was useful for employees to interact with particular game content. Second, mobile
games supported employees to memorize English words and phrases. In agreement
with Vidlund (2012), the participants could retain words and phrases in a long period
of time. Third, mobile games encouraged players to communicate with peers in order
to develop their vocabulary knowledge. As stated by Méki-Kuutti (2014), digital
game players can discuss with other players to progress specific game tasks.

More importantly, mobile games had positive effects on the participants’ attitudes.
The reason is that the elements of sound, visual, and contents in mobile games
positively motivated players to learn new words. It is reported that employees were
stimulated by voiceover sounds during gameplay. In addition, employees asserted that
the narrative style of game content made vocabulary learning to be more interesting.
In accord with the idea of Rasti and Dehaan (2018), players felt more immersed in the
virtual world of fantasy settings. As a result, all of the elements in mobile games were
reported by employees that they helped to enhance vocabulary knowledge.



The findings of the study are in line with previous studies. It was found that using
mobile games could foster players to learn English vocabulary. This is similar to the
result of Huang, Chang, and Wu (2017) who conducted a study on using a mobile
game-based learning application in a bilingual setting that using mobile games could
motivate a group of people to learn new words. In addition, the result of this study is
also in line with Dore et al. (2019) who investigated the effects of how narrative
mobile games create an immersive experience and learned English vocabulary in a
meaningful context.

Overall, this study points out that using mobile games in a meaningful context builds
an ideal learning environment for language learners. Instead of solely playing mobile
games for enjoyment, employees can acquire useful knowledge of English vocabulary
to use in their workplace.

Suggestions

The study of using mobile games to enhance English vocabulary proved that using
mobile games was effective for Thai employees. It can be advantageous not only for
adults but also for students who learn the English language. In schools, using mobile
games to enhance language skills can be implemented as a teaching tool as well. The
findings suggested that mobile games can make language learners be more active.
Students can enjoy learning English vocabulary during the process of acquiring
vocabulary. Therefore, it can be an alternative way to enhance language learning in
classrooms.

It will be better if the treatment is examined through a longer period of time. In this
study, the duration of using mobile games to enhance English vocabulary was a short
period of time. By extending the duration of the study, it can be confirmed that
English language learners still use mobile games to enhance language learning.

Furthermore, it will be interesting to study the effects of using other categories of
mobile games to enhance other English language skills: reading, writing, speaking
and listening.

Limitations

The findings of the study may not confirm that all types of mobile games can support
English language learners on improving English vocabulary as it was conducted by
using only three sample mobile games.

Besides, the results of this study may not generalize to a large amount of people in
other companies. The participants were restricted in a group of 25 participants. It was
only a particular group of Thai employees who were willing to improve their English
vocabulary knowledge.
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