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Abstract 
In Iran, learning vocabulary has been considered a boring subject for a long time and the traditional way of learning 
vocabulary by mere copying and remembering has shown to be less than effective. Meanwhile, games are also seen as a 
time-filling activity in most English classrooms. The current research sought to explore the effectiveness of using word 
games on Iranian EFL intermediate students’ application of the words in writing one paragraph essay. It was carried out 
at Jahad Sharif English Institute among 60 intermediate male and female learners with the age range of 17-30 through a 
quasi-experimental research design. The researcher administered a PET test to determine the homogeneity of the 
participants regarding their general English language proficiency level. Participants were randomly assigned into two 
groups. After coming up with the conclusion that the two groups were homogeneous, during 16 sessions of treatment, 
the experimental group was taught using different techniques of word games while the control group received no special 
treatment. At the end of the treatment, both groups participated in the word game writing test of the word game 
questions available in Top Notch series the post-test. A t-test was used to compare the mean scores of the two groups, 
the result of which showed that the learners’ mean score in the experimental group was significantly higher than the 
learners’ mean score in the control group. In conclusion, the result of this study suggests that foreign language 
pedagogy, especially for young adult English learners, would benefit from applying word games in their vocabulary 
instruction and writing.  
Key words: Word games, Iranian EFL learners, application of words, writing paragraph essays 
1. Introduction  
Psychologists, linguists, and language teachers have been interested in vocabulary learning strategies for a long time. 
Numerous studies have been conducted comparing the retention effects of different vocabulary presentation strategies. 
Vocabulary as a major component of language learning has been the object of many studies. Vocabulary is more than a 
list of words, knowing how to use it matters more. The goal of vocabulary instruction should be to make the learner 
aware of word meaning and importantly word use in writing. Writing has always been regarded as an important skill in 
the teaching and learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and one big problem for EFL learners is how to recall 
the learned words and use them in paragraph writing.   
This study will investigate one of the most important issues in EFL instruction, i.e., vocabulary development and use in 
writing one paragraph essay. One of the most difficult aspects of learning a foreign language, particularly in an EFL 
context, is the retention and use of vocabulary in writing. To prevail this problem teacher can teach vocabulary through 
activities like word games, reinforcing the teaching points without boring the students. Traditional techniques for 
teaching vocabulary to intermediate and advanced learners might not be so effective.  Also word games might be good 
tools for improving the ability to recall meaning and help them to learn how to use vocabularies in context.  One way to 
see the overall task of vocabulary learning is through the distinction between knowing a word and using a word. In 
other words, the purpose of vocabulary learning should include both remembering words and the ability to use them 
automatically in a wide range of language contexts when the need arises (McCarthy, 1984). One of the important things 
is that this instruction can be integrated with other methods and may help students’ learning to be increased specifically 
with regard to vocabulary achievement, that is using a method which not only helps the students to remember or know a 
word but also use it whenever necessary. 
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2. Review of the related literature 
2.1 Some Definitions of Games 
A single definition of the word ‘game’ is difficult to find. All available definitions seem to be descriptions of the most 
common characteristics of games. It seems that as long as a certain activity is felt to be interesting, amusing, or 
entertaining, it is likely to be referred to as a game. Griffiths and Clyne (1995) state that the word diversion implies that 
a game is to be enjoyed. A game may be defined as an enjoyable diversion in which we test our skill, strength or 
chance, according to a set of rules. Allery (2004) defined a game as “a competitive activity with a prescribed setting, 
constrained by rules and procedures. The learning results from playing the game (for example, interactions and 
behaviours exhibited) and not from the academic content or specialist subject matter” (p. 504). 
According to Hunt and Cain (1950) a game is: 

• A way of behaving in play which tends to conform to a pattern that is generally formed and shared by 
several individuals; 

• The game pattern is emphasized by the elements of organization which bring about a definite and often 
repeated climax; 

• In a game, individuals do not lose their identity, for the game itself is a situation in which the elements 
of success and failure are so equally balanced that only players by their own efforts, practice, and 
application of self can swing the balance to succeed (pp. 31-32). 
Harvey and Bright (1985) define an instructional game by the following characteristics: 

• A game involves a challenge against either a task or an opponent; 
• A game is governed by a definite set of rules; 
• A game is freely engaged in; 
• Psychologically, a game is an arbitrary situation clearly separate from real-life; 
• Socially, the events of a game situation are considered, in and of themselves, to be of minimal 

importance; 
• A game has a definite number of possible solutions; that is, only a finite number of things can 

happen during play; 
The perception of what constitutes a ‘language game’ is that it shares some common aspects with games in general, but 
also has specific traits.‘Language games’ is a general term used to cover a variety of language activities. Language 
games are used for practicing specific language items such as grammar, sentence structures, vocabulary, and spelling; 
and for developing language skills, such as listening, speaking, writing and reading. 
2.2 Conceptual Framework and Characteristics of Games 
The use of games as a teaching strategy has been widely adopted in different subject areas of the curriculum, such as 
mathematics (Downton, 2004; Markey, 1997), physics (Chandler, 1996), biology (Nemerow, 1996) and medicine and 
nursing (Anderson, 1998; Ogershok & Cottrell, 2004).There has also been a tendency toward a greater use of games in 
the language classroom. Many innovative language teaching methods, such as the Natural Approach (Terell, 1977), and 
Suggestopedia (Lozanov, 1979), - make use of language games.  
Much has been written on the use of language games (Hong, 2002; Macedonia, 2005; Shie, 2003). Despite the growing 
interest in, and increasingly common use of games, relatively few empirical studies on the educational effectiveness of 
games have been conducted. Cortez (1974) and Gardner (1987), and Shie (2003) point out that most of the literature 
which discusses the value of using games in language classrooms has not been based on empirical research.  
Generally, though, it can be argued that there is a gap in the research in this important area. Most of the studies on 
games have come out in favour of the usefulness of games. Among the very few to find no significant differences in the 
students’ performance were those by Gardner (1987) and Miller (1992). Thus, it seems beneficial to test the widely 
accepted, but mainly untested, belief in the usefulness of games, also because it seems widely accepted that games 
increase the level of student motivation in the language classroom.  
2.3 Types of Language Games 
In the field of language teaching, the word ‘game’ has been a rather vague umbrella term for all kinds of activities 
considered to be fun. Research conducted by Shie (2003) confirms that it is difficult to group language games. Every 
author or practitioner classifies games according to different aspects, such as functions, language skills, techniques and 
organization. Littlewood (1981) and Hadfield (1996) divided language games in two main types: communicative and 
pre-communicative games. Below comes a definition of each. Communication games are those where the emphasis is 
on successful communication, rather than on grammatical correctness. Communication games cover such 
communicative functions as greeting, invitation, request, description, and narration, where the output is open-ended, un-
prescribed, or unpredictable.  
Games that stress accuracy of language use are called pre-communicative games. As this type of games emphasize 
accuracy of language use, they have explicit definitions, such as “structural games” (Hadfield, 1996), or more direct 
“grammar games” (Ur, 1988; Steinberg, 1992). The aim of structure-aimed games is to foster the linguistic ability for 
certain syntactic patterns, some vocabulary areas and idiomatic expressions, spelling and pronunciation skills and new 
vocabulary. In pre-communicative games, the participants’ output is close-ended to ensure the correctness of language 
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use. A further subdivision of language games, both communicative and pre-communicative, can be made on the basis of 
specific aspects such as (a) cooperation and competitiveness (b) techniques. 
2.4 Learning through Games in Language Classrooms 
While acknowledging the risks associated with the use of games, such as noise and lack of discipline (Kuo, 1990), 
Richard-Amato (1996) advises teachers not to lose sight of the pedagogical value of games, particularly in second 
language teaching. Games are effective for helping students learn. Games make practice more effective as students 
become active participants in the learning process (Allery, 2004; Ruben, 1999; & Thatcher, 1990). In addition to the 
improvement of learning outcomes, games are effective because they can lower students’ stress, increase students’ 
interest and motivation and give them the opportunity for effective communication (Allery, 2004; Ruben, 1999). These 
are all very positive reasons for playing games in the language classroom. This section presents the advantages of 
games, as they have been pointed out in the literature on their usefulness: active learning, improvement in retention, 
interaction, flexibility, motivation and supportive atmosphere. 
2.5 Games and Active Learning 
Games provide unique learning opportunities to meet students’ needs while engaging in an active learning process 
(Allery, 2004; Anderson, 1998; Thatcher, 1990). Thatcher (1990) promotes games as a significant form of experiential 
learning. Allery (2004) also states that games “ensure all participants are winners in that all have the opportunity for 
involvement and to engage with experiential learning … the role of the participant as an active processor of 
information” (p. 504). During a game, the learner is actually engaged in an experience in which resolutions or decisions 
must be made. Evaluation, discussion, reflection, and application all occur during playing games and all promote 
learning. Ruben (1999) states that active participation is the chief advantage of games. Games “accommodated more 
complex and divers approaches to the learning processes and outcomes; allowed for interactivity; … perhaps most 
important, fostered active learning” (p. 500). Games allow the students to have active control of the learning process 
and also promote prompt feedback from their peers (Allery, 2004). Reinforcing and augmenting prior knowledge, while 
obtaining new information for basic problem solving, allows students the opportunity to use and apply newly acquired 
course material (Jones, Mungai & Wong, 2002). 
Also Holler (1996) explored the relation between retention and learning method. His findings agreed with the above 
writers. He also found that games are a valuable tool for enhancing learning. He stated that we remember only 10% of 
what we read, 20% of what we hear, 30% of what we see, 50% of what we both hear and see, 70% of what we say, but 
90% of what we do. Traditionally, students have listened to explanations from their teachers and have completed 
homework exercises. If Hollers’ work is taken seriously, it is possible to conclude that students cannot retain grammar 
rules for a long time, and so learning outcomes will be limited. Games provide more opportunities for students to 
practise in a meaningful linguistic situation. This contributes to greater retention and more satisfactory learning 
outcomes.There is some evidence that games may improve the retention of what is learned (Pierfy, 1977; Jacobs & 
Dempsey, 1993). Pierfy (1977) reviewed twenty-two comparative studies of simulation games. On the basis of this 
work, Pierfy concluded that games encouraged greater retention over time than conventional classroom instruction, with 
students reporting more interest in the game activities. In their research, Cortez (1974), Issacs (1979) and Wrucke-
Nelson (1992) also confirmed the effectiveness of the use of games on their students’ language skills. 
2.6 Motivation and Games 
A widely perceived advantage of language games is also their ability to improve student motivation (Deesri, 2002; 
Gaudart, 1999; Nemerow, 1996;). Researchers in social psychology and education have recognized the importance of 
motivation for successful L2 learning (Gardner, 1985; Gardner & Clement, 1990; Nemerow, 1996). Nemerow (1996) 
points out the role of motivation by saying that “lack of motivation is probably the greatest obstacle to learning” (p. 3). 
Gardner’s (1985) socio-educational model of second language acquisition focuses on language learning taking place in 
the classroom and stresses that motivation is one important variable important in second language acquisition. 
Language games can promote the learners' motivation not only through their changeable forms of activity and 
kaleidoscopic nature of engagement, but also through their positive effect on the level of anxiety. Games can lower 
learners’ anxiety in the classroom and thus improve their learning. In conventional classrooms, there is a lot of stress 
put on students trying to master the target language. Schultz and Fischer (1988) argue that  

Stress is a major hindrance in language learning process. This process [Learning language in 
traditional way] is by its nature time consuming and stress provoking…raises the stress level to a 
point at which it interferes with student attention and efficiency and undermines motivation. … 
[The use of games] has been developed to make students forget that they are in class… they relax 
students by engaging them in stress-reducing task. (p. 7) 

2.7 Statement of the Problem 
The motivation for this study derived from observations made in various EFL teaching and learning situations in which 
new strategies for application of the learned words in paragraph writing need to be developed. One useful strategy for 
the application of words in writing is using games. Since the practicality of the learned words in the course is open to 
question, the researcher decided to do the research. 
2.8 Research Question  
In order to achieve the end of this study, the researcher proposes the following question and null hypothesis:  
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Do word games have any significant impact on Iranian EFL intermediate students' application of the words in writing 
one paragraph essay?  
2.9 Research Null Hypothesis 
Word games do not have any significant impact on Iranian EFL intermediate students' application of the words in 
writing one paragraph essay. 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Participants 
The participants were male and female intermediate level students from Jihad Sharif Institute in Tehran. In order to 
conduct the research the researcher invited 60 students to participate in this experiment. They formed 4 classes of 15 
students on average, which made out for 60 learners in total. The students were at an intermediate level studying Top 
Notch series, book 3 part A, by Joan Saslow & Allen Ascher (2006) which were taught in 16 sessions from Jihad Sharif 
Institute in Tehran in which the researcher has been teaching for two years. 
3.2 Instrumentation 
To achieve the purpose of the study, the researcher utilized certain instruments to measure the participants' abilities in 
terms of language proficiency, knowledge of vocabulary, and some instructional materials. 
PET Test 
The first testing instrument was Preliminary English Test (PET) consisting of different sections aimed at controlling the 
proficiency level of the subjects. The allotted time for this test was an hour and thirty minutes. This version of PET 
(2004) was used in order to select a homogeneous group of participants. The test includes skills of grammar and 
structure, reading and vocabulary, and writing. PET test was administered in order to obtain the subjects' proficiency 
level of writing and also the degree of homogeneity or equality existed between the two samples. Out of the test takers 
two homogeneous groups of intermediate level students were selected as control and experimental groups. 
Test of Vocabulary 
Before exposing the subjects to treatment, a list including 60 words of those words they were going to learn, was given 
to ensure they did not know the words in advance. Those rare words which were answered by one-fourth of the 
participants were either omitted or replaced by some other new words. Learners were asked to write their synonyms, 
antonyms or Persian equivalent of each word.  
The Writing Post-test 
A post-test of paragraph writing was given to compare the learners' performance in both the experimental and the 
control group. The learners were asked to write five paragraphs on five topics of "Importance of Etiquette"," Kinds of 
Health Care You Use", "Write a Story of a Man's Day, Based on a Complex Illustration"," Recount the Work and Life 
Decisions You Have Made and Explain Any Regrets"," Describe a Holiday Tradition in Your Country" each in one 
paragraph.  
The Writing Rating Scale 
The writings were measured based on PET rating scale from 0-5 which checked paragraphs in content, grammar and 
vocabulary use. Since our focus was on the application of words in writing, the words accuracy of application was 
measured based on their correct parts of speech and correct use of the collocations.   
3.3 Procedure 
The study followed a quasi-experimental design and the two homogeneous groups of intermediate level students were 
selected by intact group design (convenient sampling). Prior to the main study is pilot study. The test was administered 
to pilot group to measure item analysis.   Thirty participants with the same characteristics of our participants were 
selected to standardize the homogenization test (PET) and malfunctioning items that were the most difficult and easiest 
items were discarded and the reliability of the test before and after discarding malfunctioning items would was 
calculated. Then the Preliminary English Test was employed to homogenize participants regarding their proficiency in 
English. The scores which are +1 and -1 standard deviation above and below the mean were considered as intermediate. 
Those who met the criteria were divided into two equal groups: experimental and control. Before exposing the subjects 
to treatment, a list of those words they were going to learn, was given to make sure they did not know the words in 
advance. During the term, the teacher taught the words to both experimental and control groups. Through a regular 
teaching procedure, the words of five units of Top Notch 3 were taught to control group traditionally by giving teacher's 
definition of the words, synonyms and antonyms and repetition, as placebo. The experimental group received the 
treatment, which was the word game. Word games were used to reinforce what had already been taught.  The 
experimental group received the word games at the end of each session about 30 minutes to reinforce learning. After 16 
educational sessions a writing test of five single paragraph essays according to the topics of five units of Top Notch 3 as 
posttest was administered in each group. The purpose of the present study was to investigate the impact of the 
application of vocabulary language games on using the learned words in writing one paragraph essay. 
The PET test was administered in order to homogenize the participants. The writings were measured according to PET 
rating scale from 0-5 that checked paragraphs in content, grammar and vocabulary use. Then word games were offered 
as treatment to experimental group, a placebo was offered to control group. Finally after 16 educational sessions a test 
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of writing as posttest was administered in each group. Instructional material were a set of word games and the course 
book used in this study was Top Notch, book 3 part A by Joan Saslow & Allen Ascher (2006). Out of the test takers two 
homogeneous groups of intermediate level students were selected as control and experimental.  
4. Results and Discussions  
The statistical analyses conducted in the present study were specified based on the nature of the study, which was quasi-
experimental research. The researcher used the following data analyses. 
4.1 Data Analysis for the PET (2004) as the homogeneity test 
To make sure that the participants of both groups were homogenous regarding their general English language 
proficiency, a PET test was administered to the participants of both groups. 
The descriptive statistics for the two groups are displayed in following tables (see appendix A for further information). 
Table 4.1. The Descriptive statistics of the PET test by the two groups 

 
N Range Min Max Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic 
Std. 

Error Statistic Statistic 
PET Cont 
Proficiency 

30 16.00 56.00 72.00 64.50 .73461 4.02364 16.190 

PET Exp 
Proficiency 

30 18.00 55.00 73.00 64.20 .82962 4.54404 20.648 

 
                Table 4.2. The Descriptive statistics of the PET test by the two groups 

 PET Cont Proficiency PET Exp Proficiency 
N Valid 30 30 

Missing 0 0 
Mean 64.5000 64.2000 
Median 65.0000 64.5000 
Mode 60.00a 65.00 
Std. Deviation 4.02364 4.54404 
Variance 16.190 20.648 
Minimum 56.00 55.00 
Maximum 72.00 73.00 
Sum 1935.00 1926.00 
a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown 

 
As seen in tables 4.1 and 4.2 above, the mean scores for the PET proficiency test are 64.50 and 64.20 for the control and 
experimental groups respectively, with the standard deviation of 4.02 and 4.54. 

 

                          Figure 4.1. The histogram of the PET test by the control group 
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Figure 4.2. The histogram of the PET test by the experimental group 

4.2 Inter-rater reliability of the post-test 
Two different raters rated the students’ performance on the posttest of writing in terms of its accuracy of application of 
vocabulary (collocation and part of speech). The following tables show the inter-rater reliability. 
There is a significant agreement between the two raters who rated the students’ performance. 
 
  Table 4.3. Post-test of writing (R = .83; P = .000 < .05) 

 POSTWRITINGRATER2 

 
POSTWRITINGRATER1 

Pearson Correlation .838** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

N 68 

 
As it can be seen in table 4.3 above, the probability value is .000 and the reliability is .83 which shows a good reliability 
between the two raters.  
4.3. Data Analysis for the game word writing section as the Post-test 
 
Table 4.4. Descriptive statistics for the writing post-test 

Group 
N Min Max Mean 

Std. 
Deviation Variance Skewness Kurtosis 

Statistic Statistic Statistic 
Statisti

c Statistic Statistic Statistic 
Std. 

Error Statistic 
Std. 

Error 

Experimental 30 73.00 84.00 79.800 3.22062 10.372 -.079 .427 -.851 .833 
Control 30 61.00 78.00 71.300 4.29233 18.424 -.305 .427 -.740 .833 

 
In order to run a t-test, the researcher had to meet the two assumptions of normal distribution of scores and homogeneity 
of variances. As shown in table 4.6 above, the two groups were normally distributed because the ratios of skewness 
statistic over standard error were within the range of plus and minus 1.96. So, the first assumption was met. 
 It should be noted that the two groups were also homogenous in terms of their variances. As displayed in Table 4.7, the 
Levene F of 3.384 had a probability of .071. Since the probability associated with the Levene F was higher than the 
significance level of .05, it could be concluded that the two groups enjoyed homogenous variances on the post-test of 
word game writing.  
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Table 4.5. Independent t-test for the experimental and control groups of word game writing 

 

Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 
Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Mean 
Dif. 

Std. Error 
Dif. 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

Post-test 
Writing 

Equal variances 
assumed 

3.384 .071 -8.676 58 .000 -8.500 .979 -10.46116 -6.53884 

Equal variances 
not assumed   -8.676 53.794 .000 -8.500 .979 -10.46443 -6.53557 

 
4.4 Testing the null hypothesis  
The mean scores for the experimental and control groups were 79.80 and 71.30, respectively. The P value = .000 < 
.05). Based on the results, it could be concluded that there was a significant difference between the mean scores of the 
two groups on the posttest of word game writing test. The experimental group scored higher marks than the control 
group. According to the statistics, the mean difference was significant, therefore, it can be concluded that our null 
hypothesis which was “word games do not have any significant impact on Iranian EFL intermediate students' 
application of the words in writing one paragraph essay” has been rejected.  
5. Conclusions and Implications  
As it was mentioned earlier, the motivation for this study derived from observations made in various EFL teaching and 
learning situations in which new strategies for application of the learned words in paragraph writing need to be 
developed. One useful strategy for the application of words in writing is using games. There are different methods used 
for teaching a language as well as its vocabulary to EFL learners; one such way is using word games which may have 
deficiencies in teaching grammar or communicative skills but can be really helpful in teaching vocabulary of other 
subject matters to students. Therefore, this study aimed to find an answer to the following research question and null 
hypothesis: 
Q: Do word games have any significant impact on Iranian EFL intermediate students' application of the words in 
writing one paragraph essay?  
HO: Word games do not have any significant impact on Iranian EFL intermediate students' application of the words in 
writing one paragraph essay. 
The research results rejected the stated  hypothesis meaning  that there actually is a significant difference between those 
students who work with word games and those who do not and unprecedentedly exceeded the researcher’ expectations. 
But surprisingly the author found that not all the participants were in fact in favor of the word games. The reason might 
be the students were not used to being taught under this situation. This study investigated one of the most important 
issues in EFL instruction, i.e., vocabulary development and use in writing one paragraph essay. One of the most 
difficult aspects of learning a foreign language, particularly in an EFL context, is the retention and use of vocabulary in 
writing. To prevail this problem teacher can teach vocabulary through activities like word games, reinforcing the 
teaching points without boring the students. Traditional techniques for teaching vocabulary to intermediate and 
advanced learners might not be so effective.   
In Iran, learning vocabulary has been considered a boring subject for a long time and the traditional way of learning 
vocabulary by mere copying and remembering has shown to be less than effective. Meanwhile, games are also seen as a 
time-filling activity in most English classrooms. It is believed that games are just for fun and they have very little effect 
in teaching and learning. However, this research revealed that games contribute to vocabulary learning if they give 
students a chance to learn, practice and to review the English language in a pleasant atmosphere. From the research, it 
was found that students were demanding new ways of learning vocabulary, and they themselves are in search of new 
ways of learning this subject as well. 
Interpretations of the findings of this research also led to several suggestions for further research. 
1. It is recommended that this study be replicated with a larger sample or number of participants from the same 
background. This study considered around sixty people which is not a large sample. 
2. The present study may be replicated having native speakers as the participants, so that the efficacy of using word 
games would be explored on the native speakers as well. 
3. It is recommended that a concept mapping or a visual map study be conducted on the effect of vocabulary learning of 
Iranian EFL learners. 
4. It would be interesting to compare the results across levels of proficiency. 
5. It is recommended that the picture-based vocabulary teaching study be conducted in order to investigate the possible 
effect of pictures on the retention of vocabularies as well.  
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