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Abstract

Limited opportunities are available for many English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners to
regularly access examples of 'real-life' English vocabulary through sources beyond classroom
walls. Digital game-based learning has been gaining popularity in academia, and the potential of
online Role-Playing Games (RPGs) as informal contexts for vocabulary growth and development
(especially in Higher Education) remains a relatively unexamined area. The purpose of this study
is to investigate the degree to which Turkish EFL university students utilise Online RPGs as a
‘foreign language incubator' to promote vocabulary and language use. Surveys were used to gather
data from 70 foreign language learners, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50
students who frequently played commercially produced RPGs. The findings suggest that continued
use of RPGs has a positive impact on vocabulary development. Repeated, increased exposure to
RPGs through play provides learners with opportunities to learn action- and object-related
vocabulary, with contextualisation within the gaming context. Most of the vocabulary being
learned in these contexts is being identified as derived from the RPGs. Additionally, the semi-
structured interviews revealed that foreign language learners are likely to use contextual inference
and visualisation techniques when faced with ambiguity in texts and graphics encountered during
gameplay of RPGs. In summary, a majority of respondents reported incidental vocabulary
acquisition while playing RPGs; participants also indicated that commercial RPGs do not provide
the necessary "pedagogical scaffolding” to enable "good language practice” while playing. It has
been determined that extramural digital contexts hold great potential for facilitating vocabulary
acquisition, and this research may yield pedagogical implications for incorporating informal
gaming into the formal EFL classroom.
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Introduction

In the past few decades, technology has advanced extremely quickly, and learners are
communicating, reading and writing in increasingly mediated ways. Digital entertainment and
digital technology for leisure activities are prevalent in learners’ daily lives. Students frequently
blend their leisure activities and study habits because there are many similarities between how one
studies and how one plays (e.g., video games) (Betz et al., 2023; Kane et al., 2014). Digital games
are an essential component of this digital world, as they are engaging and often very interactive.
Given the time students spend playing video games, these games offer a unique opportunity to
connect with learners in their everyday lives (Makransky & Petersen, 2021). From this perspective,
researchers in applied linguistics, language education, and related fields increasingly focus on
digital gaming as an informal or extramural context for language learning (Newcombe & Brick,
2017; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016). Some digital games expose players to considerable amounts of
language and ask them to interact with it through narrative, dialogue, and instruction. While
activities done in a traditional classroom setting provide opportunities for students to practice
vocabulary, games provide an opportunity to practice in a contextualised and realistic manner
based on game mechanics and the player's needs as they learn new terms in order to navigate
through and complete the tasks or objectives within the game world (Reynaldo et al., 2020). Based
on previous research, it appears that when students are engaged in something they enjoy (gaming)
and actively participate, there is ample incidental vocabulary learning in this environment (Laufer
& Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Reinders & Wattana, 2015).

Research on extramural English learning indicates that language-related out-of-class
activities, such as productivity in the digital gaming sphere, can encourage learners’ lexical
development and general language proficiency too (Puimége & Peters, 2019; Sundqvist & Sylveén,
2016). There are a number of processes that have been shown to help people learn foreign
languages in an EFL environment, such as vocabulary development and learner-centred,
innovative environments (Alhebshi & Gamlo, 2022; Alshabeb, 2024; Mohammed et al., 2024;
Tian and Umar, 2025). Online RPGs are one type of digital game in which players use the game
as a vehicle to build their understanding of the world. Players use complex stories, interact with
other characters in the game, and write and speak in English based on what they have learned from
it (Ng et al., 2022; Reinhardt, 2019). Players interpret dialogue, complete quests, and read text,
while at the same time using social interaction to play to solve problems, to create puzzles, and to
create learning content (Bytheway, 2015; Plass et al., 2020). The majority of research investigating
game-based learning has examined the overall impact of gaming or of genres with less linguistic
abundance; this is especially true when studying the role of role-playing in non-Western contexts
(Calafato & Clausen, 2025; DeHaan et al., 2010).

The research focuses on how Turkish EFL learners learn English in the context of studying
in Turkiye. Turkish learners of English learn English through classroom instruction. However, they
do not achieve the same level of success in developing a sufficiently broad, healthy, and active
receptive vocabulary. The classroom environment is not the only environment where learners learn
about the use of the target language; learners also interact with English-language digital media,
such as television shows, movies, and video games, that they participate in while they are away
from the classroom (Dewaele & Li, 2021; Peterson, 2010). To date, no qualitative research has
collected data from Turkish university students to determine how they perceive and use online
RPGs; more importantly, no qualitative study has examined the strategies these students
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deliberately used to learn new vocabulary. This research will address the aforementioned missing
pieces of the puzzle by detailing how EFL/K-12 university students in Turkiye perceive
"Vocabulary Development” in relation to their participation in online RPGs. Furthermore, this
research will detail what students use to learn new vocabulary through this method. A portion of
the research focuses on informal vocabulary learning through games without direct integration into
a curriculum.

Literature Review
Digital Games and Extramural Language Learning

In the last few years, there has been significant new research in applied linguistics
examining how the context in which language is learned can influence the progression of second-
language learning. For example, many researchers have used the concept of "extramural English”
as an approach towards studying language development outside of the traditional classroom
setting. This includes digital media and games, which can provide opportunities to engage with
English language learners in addition to formal English classes and often offer learners more
meaningful information and opportunities to practice their language skills than they would have
received through formal instructional opportunities.

In particular, researchers have identified that digital games are an excellent context for
learning English because they combine high levels of engagement and motivation with consistent
exposure to English. There are several characteristics of games that differentiate them from
traditional media. First, the game's active participation and comprehension require players to think
while playing and to use their cognitive skills to make decisions to win (Reynaldo et al., 2021). As
stated by Puimége and Peters (2019) and Reinders and Wattana (2015), incidental vocabulary
acquisition occurs when learners encounter vocabulary frequently in real-life situations. Therefore,
many educators have begun investigating how much gaming, as well as informal learning, can
enhance the impact of conventional methods used to teach English as a foreign language.

Webb and Nation (2017) emphasised that vocabulary is the foundation of language
proficiency and the importance of creating innovative, learner-centred environments that support
vocabulary growth. Other studies have examined the perceptions of EFL students toward digital
games and reported that EFL students have generally positive attitudes about using games and
using them to improve vocabulary knowledge and to become more engaged with vocabulary
learning (Alhebshi & Gamlo, 2022; Alshabeb, 2024; Mohammed et al., 2024; Tian & Umar, 2025).
Although a majority of these studies have used designs focused on either educational or mobile
games, they provide clear local evidence that informal and game-based engagement is a viable
area for study in EFL.

Role-Playing Games as Language-Rich Learning Environments

Digital games have a significant influence on student language learning; however, the
extent of their contribution depends entirely on the type of game and the mechanics and
interactions expected of the student. Online RPGs have been used to identify the greatest potential
for language acquisition because they employ complex narrative structures, dialogue, questing,
and a range of textual and oral input (Reinhardt, 2019). Players will frequently need to interpret
highly detailed storylines, follow written instructions, and interact with various characters, creating
multiple opportunities for vocabulary acquisition in context.
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The study of linguistic components in informal educational settings, particularly those in
RPGs, is expanding. A number of European and Scandinavian studies have indicated that RPG
users have a higher rate of vocabulary acquisition than users who do not use RPGs outside the
classroom, whether through independent study or in-class learning activities (DeHaan et al., 2010;
Puimeége & Peters, 2019). The structure of the RPG creates opportunities for continued focus on
meaning and for continual interaction across various contexts, which may be the reason for this
enhanced vocabulary acquisition.

The expansion of Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) has increased
opportunities for researchers to explore the relationship between types of out-of-school
(extramural) activities and types of language outcomes (Calafato & Clausen, 2025). The findings
of this study indicate that students engaged in video game-related activities had higher levels of
both receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge, and that students' vocabulary scores
increased most when they used strategies for understanding new words. The results presented
support existing arguments that the depth of the story and the high demands for player interaction
in online RPGS provide rich contexts for the incidental acquisition of vocabulary.

Despite these promising results, most published studies on this topic have been conducted
in Western/Northern European contexts, leaving a significant knowledge gap in other EFL
contexts. In Turkiye, for example, where many learners study EFL but have few opportunities for
authentic language use, the impact of online games as informal language-learning environments
has not been fully explored. Thus, there is a clear need for context-specific research to examine
learners' perceptions and experiences of using online RPGs to acquire vocabulary.

Vocabulary Learning Strategies in Gaming Contexts

Research into vocabulary learning suggests that learners can not only acquire vocabulary
through exposure alone but also need to utilise strategies during learning to mediate and facilitate
vocabulary retention. Instead of simply taking in new vocabulary passively through exposure,
learners actively manipulate their environment and use cognitive and metacognitive strategies,
e.g., inference, visualisation, and the dictionary, to acquire vocabulary (Laufer & Ravenhorst-
Kalovski, 2010).

Gaming environments afford the learner an avenue in which their use of contextualized
learning strategies (CLS) may be extremely heightened as the learner's ability to comprehend and
therefore play the game lies in their use of the same CLS types as the there are numerous graphics,
videos, and audio tracks/ recordings/ soundtracks in the game allowing for further embedded
visuals (E.V.) to help with retention of vocabulary. Therefore, it is reasonable to think that gaming
provides a unique opportunity to implement and practice CLS effectively, making it likely to be
valuable for vocabulary learning. Studies examining the use of CLS during gaming have shown
that learners regularly use contextual inference as a primary method to ascertain the meanings of
unfamiliar vocabulary or terms based on visual cues, narrative context, and task demands
(Bytheway, 2015; Ng et al., 2022). The multimodal nature of gaming has also been shown to be a
key mechanism for becoming familiarised with and retaining vocabulary through the usage of
visualisation techniques.

When learners come to realise that they have not been able to find, guess or locate the
meaning of the vocabulary they are referring to using the CLS / E.V. in the game, they search for
assistance or resources outside the game itself, for example, using online dictionaries and/or asking
friends for help. To support this, Calafato and Clausen (2025) stated that their findings show a
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strong correlation between students' use of inferencing, language references, and note-taking while
gaming and vocabulary knowledge. These findings reinforce that the effectiveness of gaming for
language acquisition depends on both the amount of exposure and the level of engagement a
learner has with the language while gaming. Peters (2019) found a direct relationship between a
student's favourable view of digital games as a vehicle for vocabulary acquisition and a student's
willingness to engage with, and experiment with, new vocabulary, again supporting the need to
address the E.S. (Emotional Support) and the S.S. (Strategic Support) in addition to the E. E
(Establish Exposure).

This study seeks to address the following research questions:

RQ1: How do Turkish university learners of English perceive vocabulary development
through their engagement in online role-playing games?

RQ2: What types of vocabulary do learners report encountering and learning while
participating in online role-playing games?

RQ3: What strategies do learners report using when encountering unfamiliar English
vocabulary during gameplay?

Methodology
Research Design

The current research utilised an exploratory, qualitative research approach. The exploratory
research was deemed appropriate, given that the goal was to examine learners’ perceptions,
experiences, and self-reported strategies for developing their vocabulary through online RPGs,
rather than testing causal relationships or measuring learning outcomes using statistical methods.
The qualitative aspect allowed for an in-depth review of participants' experiences, while the
questionnaire and interview provided context for gaming behaviour and self-reported vocabulary
use.

Participants

This research focused on university-level EFL students at a state university in Turkiye. The
researcher used convenience sampling to recruit student participants who regularly played online
RPGs. Eligible participants had to meet two requirements: they had to be taking an English-related
course at a university and to have played online RPGs regularly in English. One hundred students
initially signed up for the study. However, during data collection, 30 students dropped out of the
study due to issues with their availability or difficulties participating. Therefore, the survey was
completed by 70 students. Fifty of these students were frequent players of online RPGs, and
subsequently agreed to be interviewed using a semi-structured approach. Participants came from
across the country and included both men and women.

Instruments and Data Collection

Data was collected via two tools: questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The
questionnaire collected information on each participant's demographics, frequency of play,
involvement in RPGs, and personal views on the vocabulary they acquire while playing video
games. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50 participants after completing the
questionnaire to gather more in-depth information about their experiences. The interviews
consisted of three types of open-ended questions focusing on (1) what RPGs the participants had
played, (2) how they perceived vocabulary acquisition through playing RPGs, and (3) what
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strategies they had used upon encountering unknown English words while playing the RPGs. All
interviews were conducted in Turkish, the participants' first language, to promote the free
expression of their opinions and to elicit the most detailed responses possible. The interviews were
audio-recorded with participants’ permission and transcribed for analysis.

Data Analysis

To analyse the interview data, a thematic analysis approach was taken. This inductive
approach included several readings of each transcript to become very familiar with each piece of
data. From these readings, initial codes were applied to indicate the most meaningful units of data
related to participants’ gaming experiences and strategies for vocabulary learning. The initial codes
were eventually grouped and refined into larger themes based on the original research question.
Throughout the entire process, the initial codes, themes, and groupings were reviewed and
analysed for internal consistency and coherence with other codes, themes, and groupings within
the broader research study.

The descriptive questionnaire data collected from participants were analysed to create an
overall picture of participants’ gaming habits and their reported experiences with vocabulary
acquisition. Rather than using these descriptive data to draw statistical conclusions about the
research question, they were used as support and context for the qualitative findings from the
interview data.

Ethical Considerations

The study received ethical clearance from the university's ethics board/took place in
Turkiye; participants were informed of the study’s purpose and their right to participate voluntarily
and to withdraw from participation without penalty. All participants consented in writing;
participants maintained anonymity and confidentiality throughout their participation.

Results

The outcomes presented align with the three research objectives of the research project.
Quantitative questionnaire data will primarily provide descriptive information on the participants’
approaches to gaming, whilst the substantive themes derived from the semi-structured interview
data constitute the principal results of this research study through their thematic analysis.

First, by completing the questionnaire, the subjects provided data on their demographic
variables, as shown in Table 1, including gender and frequency of playing RPGs.

Table 1. Statistical analysis of the students' background information

Gender N Gaming frequency
on a daily basis
Female 30 5
Male 4 18

Since the subjects were university students, their ages were not a concern and were not
reported. Typically, because they are more problem-solving-oriented, men tend to play role-
playing video games more often (on a daily basis).

RQL. Learners’ Perceptions of Vocabulary Development through Online Role-Playing Games
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According to the analysis of the interviews, participants viewed online RPGs as supporting
their English vocabulary development, with three themes being identified: the perception that
playing online RPGs developed one's vocabulary; the perception that ready access to a game
encourages an individual to learn because they are interested in playing it; and some participants
expressed doubts about the educational value of using games to develop vocabulary.

Perceived Vocabulary Development through Gameplay

The vast majority of participants reported that playing RPGs regularly (i.e., as a hobby)
has significantly improved their vocabulary. The players repeatedly noted that, because they
played through dialogue, narrative, and quest content many times, they encountered many new
words, allowing them to begin storing them in long-term memory.

One participant described it best when she said, "I never started playing to learn English,
but eventually realised | had developed a vast vocabulary solely because of all the times | had seen
the same words used in the game."”

There were also many participants who stated that to play the game correctly, to follow a
storyline, complete quests, and interact with other digital characters, you must have a good
understanding of the vocabulary and the definitions associated with certain words; therefore, the
participants became more conscious about paying close attention to what they were reading in the
game.

Learning Driven by Engagement and Necessity

Players also reported that the full immersion and enjoyment of RPGs fostered an
atmosphere of continued engagement, thereby promoting vocabulary retention. When players saw
that video game vocabulary was meaningful for completing quests or achieving success, they were
more likely to remember those words than vocabulary learned through traditional classroom
activities. For example, one participant said:

"If 1 don't know the words, | won't be able to continue on in the quest. | really make an
effort to learn the words. Sometimes | don't have that sense of urgency in class.”

This feeling of urgency produced a higher level of motivation among the participants to
learn unfamiliar vocabulary and to continue working to resolve difficulties with vocabulary
comprehension,

Reservations Regarding Instructional Value

Participants in the RPGs clearly understand the vocabulary they have learned, but some
indicated they did not view RPGs as a primary source of vocabulary learning. "Many of the
participants viewed vocabulary acquisition as being more of an incidental outcome of gaming,
rather than being intended at all. They view RPGs as providing opportunities to expose oneself to
vocabulary, rather than learning the vocabulary,"” stated one participant.

Another participant commented, "I think video games help you learn words, but they aren't
very helpful in actually teaching them to you. If video games could give you direction and have
learning goals, then I'd think they would be much more useful for learning."”

While this theme suggests that learners perceive video games as advantageous for
vocabulary acquisition, not all participants believe that commercial RPGs can replace formal
language instruction as a means of language acquisition.
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RQ2. Types of Vocabulary Learners Report Encountering and Learning

In answering question 2, the players described the vocabulary they encountered while
playing the game using functional and contextual categorisation. The three main categories
identified by the players were action vocabulary, object/environment vocabulary, and interaction
vocabulary.

Results from the questionnaire indicated that participants acquired most of the vocabulary
through RPG participation, primarily nouns and verbs. Both genders demonstrated equal levels
of assessment across the components acquired. The components, how many times they were
referred to, appear in the table below:

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of vocabulary components and their occurrences in gameplay

Noun Adj Verb Pronoun
Male 27 7 18 2
Female 21 5 12 1

Action-Related Vocabulary

Often, participants stated that they learned new verbs related to actions and mechanics in
games, such as moving, fighting, making decisions, and completing tasks. They said that through
the repetition of these verbs across various missions and play types, they became more familiar
with them and could easily remember them.

One of the participants explained this with their own experience:

“I learned words like escape, attack, defend, collect, etc., from repeatedly doing those same
tasks over and over again.”

Object- and Environment-Related Vocabulary

Many students reported a second category of vocabulary they encountered was "noun"
related to objects, items, and the game world around them (weapons, tools, places, and in-game
resources). Students asserted that these visual images aided in their understanding and retention of
the words.

As one student put it:

"l can easily remember the word when | see the word and object together. | don't only read,;
I also see.”

Interactional Vocabulary

Those who participated mentioned the words they learned from talking with others about
how to communicate or interact with the world around them, especially in games that feature
conversations or messages between players, without any computerised characters (non-player
characters). This type of vocabulary includes things said during a chat, commands given to players,
and when players play together.

Some student participants mentioned that the vocabulary they learned in the games helped
them communicate outside of the video gaming environment: “I use some of the words | picked
up during my conversations with players even while | am talking to people outside the game.”

All of these findings suggest that learning through RPGs is more about how learners use
them in daily life than about memorising a list of words for an exam.
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RQ3. Vocabulary Learning Strategies Used during Gameplay

The third research question examined how players used unfamiliar words during play, as
reflected in their strategy choices. The themes from the interview data analysis showed us that
there were four major strategies used by the participants: (1) context clues, (2) imagery, (3)
dictionary use in selective areas, and (4) assistance from other players.

Contextual Inferencing

Each participant in this study reported relying heavily on context when inferring the
meanings of words encountered during gameplay. In other words, participants frequently
referenced other elements of the game, such as narrative context and the results of their gameplay,
to interpret unknown vocabulary, allowing them to continue playing without pause. One
participant put it this way: "I look for clues within the situation to formulate a guess about the
word's meaning, especially based on what happens afterwards."

Visualisation and Multimodal Support

The emergence of visualisation as a technique is the result of the use of multimodal
methods to convey meaning in RPGs, providing players with easier access to the meanings of new
words. Many participants reported a better understanding of unfamiliar words after watching
images or animations of characters performing actions associated with those words.

For example, one participant mentioned: "I can understand more about what is happening
in the game when | can see what the character is doing."”

Selective Dictionary Use

Contextual strategies were the participants’ preferred strategies, but when the game lacked
a clear meaning, participants had to consult a dictionary. However, while this was a common
expectation, the use of a dictionary was considered a form of selective reliance on a reference tool
to assist a player when they encountered an ongoing challenge or needed clarification or help
completing a task.

One participant said the following:

“l don’t often look at the dictionary, but if I’m stuck and have no idea what’s going on, |
do check the dictionary.”

Peer Assistance

Many players in multiplayer games have indicated that they often use other players as a
resource for understanding unfamiliar words or phrases. To obtain assistance, these learners may
either request an explanation from other players or monitor how those same words/phrases are
used when communicating with each other.

For example, one player noted:

"l sometimes just ask my friends or other players. That's much quicker than trying to look
up every word."
According to the findings, students view online RPGs as an informal way to develop vocabulary.
They feel that vocabulary learning occurs incidentally, is highly functional, and is guided by
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gameplay demands. Many of the strategies students use to deal with unfamiliar vocabulary include
using context to infer meaning, employing visual imagery, and consulting dictionaries or other
resources. While they indicate that they have developed vocabulary (as evidenced by their ability
to use it), participants were also cautious about how supportive commercial RPGs might have been
if explicit teaching had not been included in the game's design.

Discussion

The results of this study illustrate Turkish university students’ views on how they
developed their vocabulary through online RPGs, the types of vocabulary they acquired and
learned through these games, and how they learned unfamiliar vocabulary while playing. Overall,
it was found that online RPGs are likely an effective way to learn new vocabulary in an informal
setting. In contrast to formal instruction, online RPGs primarily create opportunities for incidental
and contextual vocabulary acquisition.

Regarding their views on online RPGs, the results show that students perceive these games
as helping them improve their English vocabulary. Participants stated that they were not
deliberately trying to learn vocabulary. However, after playing for a while, they became aware of
the number of new words they were encountering and learning. This aligns with previous research
on learning English outside the classroom (Puimege & Peters, 2019; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2016),
which suggests that when a student is highly engaged in informal learning, repeated exposure
increases vocabulary.

Another strong factor in students' perceptions was that, to complete missions, follow
storylines, and interact with Non-Player Characters (NPCs) in the game they were playing, they
had to understand the meanings of the vocabulary they encountered. Therefore, students were
likely to pay more attention to the meanings of vocabulary when they needed to use it than when
they did not. This finding supports earlier studies that identify only two important elements for
acquiring new vocabulary: engagement and task relevance (Calafato & Clausen, 2025; Laufer &
Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). The study participants stated they were doubtful that commercial
RPGs had any direct instructional value. Even though many participants believed that such games
would help develop their vocabulary, few believed they could be effective alternative instructional
methods unless there was a pedagogical guideline for the game. In alignment with earlier studies
by Alshabeb (2024) and Yaccob et al. (2022), this research indicates that learners use digital games
to either enhance their interest in the language or become familiar with it, but they also recognise
the importance of teacher-guided learning and well-defined targets. Learners in this case seem to
have been able to differentiate between their experiential learning through digital gameplay and
their more traditional, structured approach to instruction when considering vocabulary acquisition,
although both avenues appear to aid vocabulary development.

Two types of vocabulary encountered during role playing involve the functional and
contextual aspects of vocabulary learning. The unique nature of the vocabulary associated with
actions, objects, environments, and interactions is consistent with the requirements of RPGs, which
require players to comprehend actions, environments, and communication exchanges to advance
successfully. The results of this study are consistent with recent research showing that vocabulary
learned while playing video games tends to be more situationally relevant and therefore easier to
remember than vocabulary with no specific context (Bytheway, 2015; Ng et al., 2022). In fact, the
close association between vocabulary learning and visual representation supports Ng et al.’s (2022)
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findings that the multimodal design of RPGs provides opportunities to associate linguistic forms
with their real-world counterparts and actions (Reinhardt, 2019).

Additionally, participants stated that they had used some interaction vocabulary in contexts
outside of playing the game. This outcome aligns with previous research that found RPGs have
the potential to support not only receptive vocabulary knowledge but also the functional use of
vocabulary in more socially interactive contexts (DeHaan et al., 2010). Contextual inferencing was
identified as the most employed strategy for vocabulary learning in the context of the third research
question. Most learners utilised narrative context, visual cues, and the outcome of their gameplay
to determine the meaning of new vocabulary. This result concurs with previous research
suggesting that learners in gaming environments tend to prioritise maintaining game flow and
engagement and generally do not seek out supplemental information or resources during gameplay
(Bytheway, 2015).

Through visualisation, learners were able to create mental images associated with new
words, which aided their understanding of definitions and ultimately helped them form their own
definitions (Ng et al., 2022). In addition, when the context did not provide adequate information
about what their word(s) meant, participants used limited dictionary information to continue
creating new vocabulary, indicating that they had a flexible, goal-directed means of achieving their
goals. Through participating in multiplayer video gaming, participants identified a social factor
associated with their vocabulary development and validated the sociocultural concept of language
as being developed through social collaboration and interaction. When using the gaming medium
as a tool for developing vocabulary, it should be considered an active, self-determined and
continuous process of learning, rather than a passive response to exposure.

Conclusion

The current research examines the computerised Turkish university students’ perspectives
on learning vocabulary through online RPGs, as well as the vocabulary they reported finding and
learning. It also focused on the strategies students used while playing the game to deal with
unfamiliar vocabulary. The study used data from a questionnaire and in-depth interviews to
determine that playing online RPGs could be a very useful informal setting for students to learn
vocabulary, as they are exposed to English vocabulary for an extended period in a meaningful,
contextual way.

When asked about vocabulary knowledge development, the students consistently described
their experience as a natural outcome of playing games, rather than an intended goal of the game.
Students indicated that they had learned vocabulary as a direct result of their involvement in
playing the game, particularly in fulfilling its functional requirements. Functional requirements
included understanding actions, items, settings, and interactions necessary to achieve quests and
stories. Therefore, the findings of this research suggest that the immersive, goal-driven nature of
playing RPGs provides students with the opportunity to develop vocabulary understanding and
learn through repeated exposure to vocabulary in context.

Additionally, the study emphasises the importance of student agency in vocabulary
development while playing games. Participants reported using strategies, including contextual
inferences, visualisation, and selective dictionary use, to actively address unknown vocabulary.
These strategic actions indicate the students' desire to achieve comprehension while remaining
engaged in the game and show that, when learning vocabulary, especially within gaming contexts,
the process is not passive but rather requires active regulation on the part of learners.
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Students recognised that they had learned vocabulary, but they also remained cautious
about the potential of commercial video games for direct vocabulary instruction. While the
students viewed video games as effective sources of exposure and engagement, they suggested
that, before creating integrated courses that use video games as learning tools, educators would
need to structure explicit learning outcomes and facilitate their use in classrooms. This study makes
a significant contribution to extramural and informal language learning research by centring on
learners’ own experiences with vocabulary learning in RPG environments and providing
information about how RPGs may be used to promote learning English as a foreign language.

Pedagogical Implications

First, based on the results of this study, we can conclude that online RPGs can be used as
viable adjuncts to vocabulary instruction for learners, providing many opportunities for sustained,
contextualised exposure to the English language that extend beyond the classroom and into daily
life. In addition, many teachers will likely find that the virtual world where gamers interact with
other players offers opportunities for learners to work with and apply the new vocabulary they
learn in their gaming experience and therefore should encourage this interaction through their
classroom curriculum.

Second, the study results suggest that learners’ ability to develop a contextualised
understanding of new vocabulary will be enhanced by understanding their own processes for
developing such understanding. Teachers can develop classroom activities that encourage learners
to use strategies to develop a context-based understanding of new vocabulary in gaming
environments and then apply these strategies in academic language learning.

Third, learners’ perceptions that commercial games lack the instructional value of
pedagogically integrated games indicate that, for commercial games to support language learning
effectively, they need to be complemented with instructional methods that guide learners in
constructing new vocabulary. Instructors can design post-game activities, such as vocabulary logs,
reflective journals, and guided discussion boards, that require learners to review, record, and
consolidate new vocabulary encountered during the game. These methods will help learners
connect their informal gaming experiences to the formal objectives they are working on in their
language learning.

Finally, this study indicates that the collaborative aspect of multiplayer gaming has great
potential as a vehicle for learners to practice their academic language skills in a peer-supported
environment. Teachers should consider creating classroom-based assignments inspired by
multiplayer gaming that offer learners opportunities to work collaboratively, negotiate meaning,
and support one another through their shared classroom experiences.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

There are several limitations to be aware of in this research. The first limitation concerns
reliance on self-reported data, which may lead participants to view their vocabulary improvement
differently than they would an actual test score. To improve the findings of this research, future
research should collect both qualitative and quantitative data over a longer period.

The second limitation of this research concerned the use of convenience sampling and a
small sample size. Because of this limitation, it is unlikely that the results will be applicable to
other groups. If future studies were to use a larger, more diverse sample of participants at multiple
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institutions, with varying proficiency levels and in different contexts, this would provide stronger
support for the findings of this research.

The third limitation of this research was that, although it is being reviewed within the genre
of online RPGs, it does not provide a systematic comparative analysis of individual game titles or
sub-genres. Future research should examine how the mechanics and narrative features of games,
as well as gameplay, affect vocabulary acquisition and learning processes among players who
regularly engage with them.

The final limitation of this study was that the researchers gathered perceptions of their
learners at a specific point in time; therefore, future research should be conducted with participants
over a longer period to gain insight into how continued engagement with RPGs affects vocabulary
retention and development.
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