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Abstract 

This study examines the role of game-based learning (GBL) in supporting vocabulary retention among Vietnamese Grade 8 EFL 

students. The study was conducted within authentic lower secondary classroom settings where games were regularly integrated 

into vocabulary instruction. A mixed-methods design was employed to investigate both students’ vocabulary performance and 

teachers’ perceptions of game-based instruction. Quantitative data were collected through a vocabulary retention test 

administered to 100 Grade 8 students, assessing recognition, recall, and productive vocabulary use. In addition, semi-structured 

interviews with three English teachers explored perceptions of the effectiveness and challenges of implementing GBL in 

vocabulary teaching. The findings indicated relatively positive performance across all three dimensions of vocabulary retention, 

with recognition showing the strongest results and productive vocabulary use demonstrating substantial learner achievement. 

The results suggest that retrieval-oriented and communicative game activities may contribute to vocabulary retention through 

repeated exposure, active retrieval, and contextualized language use. The qualitative findings further indicated that teachers 

viewed GBL as an engaging and pedagogically valuable approach that increased student participation, interaction, and classroom 

engagement. Nevertheless, several implementation challenges were identified, including classroom management difficulties, 

time constraints, and technological limitations. Overall, the study highlights the pedagogical potential of game-based learning in 

promoting deeper vocabulary retention in Vietnamese lower secondary EFL classrooms. The findings also suggest that different 

game formats may support different dimensions of vocabulary learning unevenly, particularly receptive and productive 

vocabulary development. 
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1. Introduction 

Vocabulary knowledge is widely recognized as one of the 

most essential components of second language acquisition be-

cause it directly influences learners’ ability to comprehend and 

produce language effectively [1-3]. In English as a Foreign Lan-

guage (EFL) contexts, vocabulary plays a particularly important 

role since learners often have limited opportunities to encounter 
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and use English outside the classroom. Without sufficient vo-

cabulary knowledge, students may experience difficulties in 

reading comprehension, listening comprehension, spoken inter-

action, and written communication [4-7]. Consequently, vocab-

ulary instruction has become a major focus in English language 

teaching, especially at the lower secondary level, where learners 

are expected to develop foundational communicative compe-

tence. 

Despite the importance of vocabulary learning, vocabulary 

retention remains a persistent challenge for many EFL learn-

ers. Students frequently memorize new lexical items for short-

term classroom tasks or examinations but fail to retain and use 

them meaningfully over time. Traditional vocabulary instruc-

tion in many classrooms still relies heavily on memorization, 

repetition, and teacher-centered explanation, which may not 

sufficiently support long-term retention or meaningful vocab-

ulary use. As a result, language educators and researchers 

have increasingly sought instructional approaches that pro-

mote active engagement, repeated retrieval, and contextual-

ized language learning. 

In recent years, game-based learning (GBL) has attracted 

considerable attention as an innovative and engaging peda-

gogical approach in language education. GBL refers to the in-

tegration of game elements and game-oriented activities into 

instructional processes to enhance learning experiences and 

learner participation. In EFL classrooms, game-based activi-

ties are believed to increase students’ motivation, reduce anx-

iety, encourage interaction, and create enjoyable learning en-

vironments. Previous studies have suggested that games can 

facilitate vocabulary acquisition by promoting repeated expo-

sure to target lexical items, encouraging retrieval practice, and 

providing immediate feedback during learning activities. 

From a cognitive perspective, vocabulary retention requires 

more than simple exposure to new words. Effective retention 

involves repeated retrieval, meaningful processing, and op-

portunities to use vocabulary in authentic contexts. Cognitive 

theories of learning emphasize that active retrieval strengthens 

memory consolidation more effectively than passive review 

alone. Similarly, communicative approaches to language 

teaching suggest that vocabulary knowledge develops more 

deeply when learners use lexical items interactively and mean-

ingfully. In this regard, game-based learning may provide val-

uable opportunities for both receptive and productive vocabu-

lary development because many games require learners to rec-

ognize, retrieve, and apply vocabulary during communicative 

interaction. 

Nevertheless, despite the growing body of research support-

ing the pedagogical value of GBL, several important gaps re-

main in the existing literature. First, many previous studies 

have primarily focused on learners’ motivation, engagement, 

or general vocabulary improvement rather than examining vo-

cabulary retention in depth. Although increased engagement 

is often associated with game-based activities, engagement 

alone does not necessarily guarantee durable vocabulary 

learning. More research is therefore needed to investigate how 

game-based learning supports different dimensions of vocab-

ulary retention over time. 

Second, a large number of existing studies measure vocab-

ulary learning mainly at the recognition level through multi-

ple-choice tests or matching activities. Recognition-level 

knowledge, however, represents only one dimension of vo-

cabulary mastery. Learners may recognize the meaning of a 

word when provided with contextual or visual support, but 

still struggle to retrieve or use the word independently in com-

munication. Comparatively fewer studies have examined 

deeper levels of vocabulary retention, such as recall and pro-

ductive vocabulary use. As a result, important distinctions be-

tween receptive and productive vocabulary knowledge remain 

insufficiently explored within GBL research. 

Third, previous studies often treat game-based learning as a 

single instructional approach without considering how differ-

ent types of games may support different dimensions of vo-

cabulary knowledge. Recognition-based games, such as quiz-

zes, matching games, or visual identification activities, may 

primarily strengthen receptive vocabulary knowledge through 

repeated exposure and rapid lexical recognition. In contrast, 

communicative and collaborative games may contribute more 

effectively to productive vocabulary development by requir-

ing learners to retrieve and apply vocabulary actively during 

interaction. However, this distinction has received relatively 

limited attention in previous research. 

Another limitation in the existing literature concerns re-

search context. Many studies investigating GBL have been 

conducted in universities, private language centers, or highly 

controlled experimental settings. Comparatively fewer studies 

have examined game-based learning in authentic lower sec-

ondary school classrooms where games are integrated natu-

rally into regular teaching practices rather than implemented 

as isolated interventions. Consequently, further research is 

needed to understand how GBL functions within real-world 

classroom environments, particularly in underrepresented 

EFL contexts such as Vietnam. 

In the Vietnamese lower secondary context, vocabulary in-

struction continues to face several practical challenges. Stu-

dents often depend heavily on rote memorization and may 

quickly forget newly learned vocabulary after classroom in-

struction. In addition, teacher-centered teaching practices may 

limit opportunities for meaningful vocabulary retrieval and 

communicative language use. Although many English teach-

ers have increasingly incorporated games into vocabulary les-

sons, relatively little empirical research has examined how 

game-based activities influence different levels of vocabulary 

retention among Vietnamese lower secondary learners. 

To address these gaps, the present study investigates the 

role of game-based learning in supporting vocabulary reten-

tion among Grade 8 students in a Vietnamese lower secondary 

school. Specifically, the study examines vocabulary retention 

across three cognitive levels: recognition, recall, and produc-

tive vocabulary use. In addition, the study explores teachers’ 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll


International Journal of Language and Linguistics http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll 

 

129 

perceptions regarding the effectiveness and challenges of im-

plementing game-based learning in vocabulary instruction 

within authentic classroom settings. 

The study is significant for several reasons. Theoretically, 

it contributes to the growing body of literature on game-based 

learning by providing a more nuanced understanding of vo-

cabulary retention beyond recognition alone. By examining 

recognition, recall, and productive vocabulary use separately, 

the study highlights the multidimensional nature of lexical 

knowledge and retention. Furthermore, the study contributes 

to existing GBL research by suggesting that different game 

formats may support different dimensions of vocabulary 

learning unevenly. Pedagogically, the findings may help 

teachers design more effective game-based vocabulary activi-

ties that align with specific instructional objectives. Rather 

than assuming that all games contribute equally to vocabulary 

development, teachers may need to select game formats stra-

tegically depending on whether the instructional focus in-

volves vocabulary recognition, retrieval, or communicative 

application. Finally, by focusing on an authentic Vietnamese 

lower secondary classroom context, the study offers practical 

insights into the implementation of game-based learning in 

real-world EFL instruction. 

The study is guided by the following research questions: 

1) What levels of vocabulary retention do Grade 8 students 

demonstrate in game-based vocabulary learning contexts? 

2) What are teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of 

using games in teaching English vocabulary? 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Vocabulary Retention in EFL Learning 

Vocabulary knowledge is widely recognized as a funda-

mental component of second language proficiency because it 

enables learners to comprehend and produce meaning effec-

tively. In EFL contexts, vocabulary retention is particularly 

important since learners often have limited exposure to Eng-

lish outside the classroom. However, vocabulary learning 

does not necessarily guarantee long-term retention. Learners 

may recognize lexical items temporarily but struggle to re-

trieve or apply them meaningfully over time. 

Contemporary vocabulary research views vocabulary 

knowledge as a multidimensional construct involving recep-

tive and productive dimensions [7-11]. Receptive vocabulary 

refers to learners’ ability to recognize and understand lexical 

items, whereas productive vocabulary involves retrieving and 

using vocabulary appropriately in communication. Productive 

vocabulary knowledge is generally considered more cogni-

tively demanding because learners must actively recall lexical 

forms and apply them accurately in context. 

Building upon this distinction, the present study conceptu-

alizes vocabulary retention across three dimensions: recogni-

tion, recall, and productive use. Recognition refers to learners’ 

ability to identify lexical meanings with contextual support, 

recall involves retrieving vocabulary independently from 

memory, and productive use refers to the ability to apply vo-

cabulary meaningfully in communication. These dimensions 

reflect increasing levels of cognitive processing and lexical 

mastery. 

From a cognitive perspective, vocabulary retention is 

strongly associated with meaningful processing and retrieval 

practice. Research on memory suggests that repeated retrieval 

strengthens memory consolidation more effectively than pas-

sive review. Similarly, contextualized language use may facil-

itate stronger lexical associations and deeper semantic under-

standing. Consequently, vocabulary instruction should pro-

vide learners with opportunities not only to encounter vocab-

ulary repeatedly but also to retrieve and apply lexical items 

actively. 

Despite the importance of vocabulary retention, vocabulary 

instruction in many EFL classrooms continues to rely heavily 

on rote memorization and teacher-centered explanation. Alt-

hough such approaches may support short-term recognition, 

they often fail to promote durable retention or productive vo-

cabulary use. This limitation has encouraged researchers to 

explore more interactive instructional approaches capable of 

supporting meaningful vocabulary engagement and retrieval 

practice. 

2.2. Game-Based Learning in Vocabulary 

Instruction 

Game-based learning (GBL) has received increasing atten-

tion in language education because of its potential to enhance 

learner engagement, motivation, and participation [12]. 

Broadly defined, GBL refers to the integration of games or 

game-like activities into instructional processes to facilitate 

learning outcomes. Unlike traditional teacher-centered in-

struction, GBL encourages learners to participate actively 

through interaction, collaboration, competition, and problem-

solving. 

In vocabulary instruction, games may provide repeated ex-

posure to lexical items within meaningful and enjoyable con-

texts [9]. Such activities may reduce learner anxiety, increase 

classroom participation, and encourage learners to interact 

with vocabulary more actively. These features are particularly 

important in EFL settings where opportunities for authentic 

language exposure are often limited. 

Several theoretical perspectives support the pedagogical 

value of GBL. From a cognitive perspective, many games re-

quire learners to recognize, retrieve, and apply vocabulary re-

peatedly during classroom interaction. Repeated retrieval 

practice may strengthen memory consolidation and facilitate 

long-term retention. From a communicative perspective, 

games create opportunities for meaningful interaction and 

contextualized language use rather than isolated memorization. 

The affective dimension of learning also contributes to the 

effectiveness of GBL. According to [5] ’s Affective Filter Hy-

pothesis, learners acquire language more effectively in low-
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anxiety environments. Because games often create supportive 

and enjoyable classroom atmospheres, learners may feel more 

willing to participate and experiment with language use. 

However, the effectiveness of GBL may depend on the de-

sign and implementation of activities. Recognition-based 

games such as quizzes and matching tasks may primarily 

strengthen receptive vocabulary knowledge through repeated 

exposure and visual reinforcement, whereas communicative 

games involving collaboration and discussion may contribute 

more effectively to productive vocabulary use. Excessive 

competition or fast-paced gameplay may also encourage su-

perficial processing rather than deeper vocabulary learning. 

Therefore, although GBL appears to provide promising op-

portunities for vocabulary learning, its effectiveness depends 

largely on how game activities are integrated into instructional 

practice. 

2.3. Previous Studies on Game-Based Learning 

and Vocabulary Retention 

A growing body of research has investigated the relation-

ship between game-based learning and vocabulary develop-

ment in EFL contexts. Many studies report that game-based 

activities positively influence learner motivation, classroom 

participation, and vocabulary learning outcomes. 

Previous research has shown that quiz-based games, match-

ing activities, and digital vocabulary platforms may improve 

vocabulary recognition through repeated exposure and visual 

reinforcement. Other studies emphasize the importance of re-

trieval practice, suggesting that activities requiring learners to 

retrieve vocabulary actively from memory contribute more ef-

fectively to long-term retention than passive memorization. 

Some researchers also highlight the role of communicative 

games in supporting productive vocabulary development. 

Collaborative tasks, role-play activities, and information-gap 

games may encourage learners to use vocabulary meaning-

fully in interaction, thereby facilitating deeper lexical pro-

cessing and contextualized language use. 

Despite these positive findings, several important limita-

tions remain in the literature. First, many previous studies fo-

cus primarily on learner motivation or general vocabulary im-

provement rather than examining vocabulary retention across 

different cognitive dimensions. Comparatively fewer studies 

investigate recognition, recall, and productive vocabulary use 

separately. 

Second, much existing research relies heavily on recogni-

tion-based assessment tasks such as multiple-choice or match-

ing exercises. Consequently, receptive vocabulary knowledge 

is often emphasized more strongly than productive vocabulary 

ability. However, learners who can recognize vocabulary suc-

cessfully may still experience difficulty retrieving or applying 

lexical items independently in communication. 

Third, previous research frequently treats GBL as a single 

instructional approach without considering how different 

game formats may support different dimensions of vocabulary 

retention unevenly. Recognition-oriented games may 

strengthen receptive vocabulary familiarity, whereas commu-

nicative games may contribute more substantially to produc-

tive vocabulary use. 

Finally, many previous studies have been conducted in uni-

versities, language centers, or controlled experimental settings. 

Comparatively limited research has explored game-based vo-

cabulary instruction in authentic Vietnamese lower secondary 

EFL classrooms, where contextual factors such as large class 

sizes, exam-oriented curricula, and technological limitations 

may influence classroom implementation. 

These limitations reveal several important research gaps. 

First, there remains limited evidence regarding how GBL sup-

ports different dimensions of vocabulary retention, particu-

larly productive vocabulary use. Second, relatively few stud-

ies integrate quantitative evidence of vocabulary retention 

with qualitative insights from teachers’ classroom experiences. 

Third, research examining GBL in authentic Vietnamese 

lower secondary classrooms remains limited. 

Therefore, further research is needed to investigate how 

game-based learning supports recognition, recall, and produc-

tive vocabulary use in authentic Vietnamese EFL contexts. 

The present study addresses these gaps by examining multiple 

dimensions of vocabulary retention while also exploring 

teachers’ perceptions regarding the implementation of game-

based vocabulary instruction. 

2.4. Conceptual Framework 

The present study is grounded in the assumption that vocab-

ulary retention depends not only on repeated exposure to lex-

ical items but also on meaningful processing, retrieval practice, 

learner engagement, and communicative use. Within this 

framework, game-based learning is viewed as an instructional 

approach capable of supporting vocabulary retention through 

cognitive, social, and affective mechanisms. 

Specifically, GBL may enhance vocabulary retention by in-

creasing learner engagement, encouraging repeated retrieval 

practice, and promoting interaction during classroom activi-

ties. Through repeated exposure and meaningful language use, 

learners may gradually develop stronger vocabulary retention 

at the levels of recognition, recall, and productive use. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of the Study. 

The framework suggests that game-based learning activities 

may enhance learner motivation, interaction, and retrieval 

practice, which in turn contribute to vocabulary retention at 

the levels of recognition, recall, and productive use. 

Overall, the conceptual framework provides the theoretical 

foundation for the study and informs the development of re-

search instruments as well as the analysis of findings pre-

sented in subsequent chapters. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research Design 

This study employed a mixed-methods descriptive design 

to investigate the role of game-based learning (GBL) in sup-

porting vocabulary retention among Grade 8 students in a Vi-

etnamese lower secondary EFL context. A mixed-methods ap-

proach was considered appropriate because vocabulary reten-

tion involves both measurable learning outcomes and instruc-

tional experiences that cannot be fully captured through a sin-

gle method. 

The quantitative component examined students’ vocabulary 

retention through a vocabulary test measuring recognition, re-

call, and productive use. The qualitative component explored 

teachers’ perceptions of game-based vocabulary instruction 

through semi-structured interviews. The integration of quanti-

tative and qualitative findings enabled methodological trian-

gulation and provided a more comprehensive understanding 

of vocabulary retention within authentic classroom settings. 

The study adopted a descriptive rather than experimental 

design because game-based activities had already been inte-

grated into regular classroom instruction prior to the research. 

Consequently, the study focused on examining naturally oc-

curring instructional practices rather than implementing a con-

trolled intervention. 

3.2. Participants 

The participants consisted of 100 Grade 8 students and 

three English teachers from a lower secondary school in Vi-

etnam. The student participants had experienced regular expo-

sure to game-based vocabulary activities during English les-

sons, including quiz-based games, matching activities, guess-

ing games, collaborative competitions, and communicative 

tasks. Game-based vocabulary activities had been regularly 

integrated into English lessons for approximately one aca-

demic year prior to the study. According to school assessment 

standards, their English proficiency levels ranged from lower-

intermediate to intermediate. 

The teacher participants had practical experience imple-

menting game-based learning in vocabulary instruction. Their 

participation provided additional insights into the pedagogical 

effectiveness and classroom implementation of game-based 

activities. 
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Participation in the study was voluntary. All participants 

were informed of the purpose of the research, and confidenti-

ality and anonymity were maintained throughout the study. 

3.3. Research Instruments 

Two primary research instruments were employed in the 

study: (1) a vocabulary retention test and (2) semi-structured 

teacher interviews. 

The vocabulary retention test was designed to assess stu-

dents’ vocabulary knowledge across three cognitive dimen-

sions: recognition, recall, and productive use. The instrument 

consisted of 20 items with a total score of 32 points. 

Table 1. Structure of Vocabulary Retention Test. 

Dimension Description Number of Items Score per Item Total Score 

Recognition Identifying meanings of vocabulary items 8 1 8 

Recall Retrieving vocabulary based on cues or definitions 6 2 12 

Use Applying vocabulary appropriately in context 6 2 12 

Total  20  32 

 

The test structure reflected the multidimensional nature of 

vocabulary retention by assessing vocabulary knowledge pro-

gressively from receptive recognition to productive applica-

tion. 

The first section measured recognition-level retention 

through multiple-choice items requiring students to identify 

target vocabulary meanings with contextual or visual support. 

This section primarily assessed receptive vocabulary 

knowledge. 

The second section examined recall-level retention by re-

quiring students to retrieve vocabulary independently from 

memory based on definitions or contextual clues. This section 

assessed learners’ ability to reconstruct lexical knowledge 

without direct prompts. 

The third section evaluated productive vocabulary use 

through contextualized sentence completion and short written 

responses. Students were required to apply target vocabulary 

appropriately within meaningful contexts. This section meas-

ured learners’ productive vocabulary knowledge, including 

lexical accuracy and contextual appropriateness. 

The vocabulary items were selected from the Grade 8 Eng-

lish curriculum and reflected lexical items encountered during 

regular classroom instruction. By separating recognition, re-

call, and productive use, the instrument aimed to provide a 

more comprehensive assessment of vocabulary retention than 

recognition-based testing alone. 

To facilitate interpretation of students’ overall performance, 

total scores were categorized into three achievement levels: 

+ High achievement: 26–32 points 

+Moderate achievement: 13-25 points 

+Low achievement: 0-12 points 

The scoring criteria were designed to reflect varying de-

grees of vocabulary retention across receptive and productive 

dimensions of vocabulary knowledge. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the partic-

ipating English teachers to explore their perceptions of game-

based vocabulary instruction. The interviews focused on sev-

eral themes, including learner engagement, classroom partici-

pation, vocabulary retention, retrieval practice, productive vo-

cabulary use, and challenges associated with implementing 

game-based activities. 

The semi-structured format enabled consistency across in-

terviews while allowing participants to elaborate on their in-

structional experiences and classroom observations. 

3.4. Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection was conducted in two stages. 

First, the vocabulary retention test was administered to the 

participating students under regular classroom conditions. 

Students completed the test individually within the allocated 

time to ensure consistency across participants while maintain-

ing the authenticity of the classroom context. 

Following the quantitative phase, semi-structured inter-

views were conducted with the participating teachers. The in-

terviews took place in a quiet setting to facilitate open discus-

sion and reflective responses regarding classroom practices 

and vocabulary instruction. With participants’ consent, the in-

terviews were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed 

for analysis. 

The sequential collection of quantitative and qualitative 

data allowed the interview findings to complement and con-

textualize the vocabulary retention results obtained from the 

student test. 

3.5. Data Analysis 

Both quantitative and qualitative analytical procedures 

were employed in the study. 
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The quantitative data obtained from the vocabulary reten-

tion test were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including 

frequencies, percentages, and mean scores. The analysis fo-

cused on students’ performance across the three dimensions 

of vocabulary retention: recognition, recall, and productive 

use. Students’ overall scores were additionally categorized 

into high, moderate, and low achievement levels to provide a 

broader overview of vocabulary retention performance. 

The qualitative interview data were analyzed using the-

matic analysis. The interview transcripts were reviewed re-

peatedly to identify recurring themes and patterns related to 

learner engagement, retrieval practice, classroom interaction, 

vocabulary retention, and instructional challenges associated 

with game-based learning. 

The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings 

strengthened the interpretive validity of the study through 

methodological triangulation and enabled a more comprehen-

sive understanding of the role of game-based learning in vo-

cabulary instruction. 

3.6. Validity and Reliability 

Several measures were employed to enhance the validity 

and reliability of the study. 

First, the vocabulary retention test was developed based on 

the theoretical framework of recognition, recall, and produc-

tive vocabulary use, thereby supporting content validity. The 

test items were aligned with the Grade 8 English curriculum 

and reflected vocabulary encountered during classroom in-

struction, and were also reviewed by experienced English 

teachers to ensure clarity, appropriateness, and alignment with 

the research objectives. 

Second, the use of multiple data sources contributed to 

methodological triangulation. While the vocabulary test pro-

vided measurable evidence of students’ vocabulary retention, 

the teacher interviews offered additional insights into class-

room implementation and instructional experiences. 

Third, the study was conducted within an authentic class-

room environment where game-based learning had already 

been integrated into regular instructional practice. This natu-

ralistic context enhanced the ecological validity of the find-

ings and increased their relevance to real-world EFL teaching 

practices in Vietnamese lower secondary classrooms. 

Finally, clear scoring criteria were established for each sec-

tion of the vocabulary test to improve scoring consistency and 

reduce subjectivity in evaluating productive vocabulary re-

sponses. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

This section presents and discusses the findings regarding 

the role of game-based learning (GBL) in supporting vocabu-

lary retention among Grade 8 students at Phong Phu Second-

ary School. Quantitative findings from the vocabulary reten-

tion test are presented first, followed by qualitative findings 

from teacher interviews. The findings are interpreted in rela-

tion to previous research and theoretical perspectives on vo-

cabulary learning and game-based instruction. 

4.1. Quantitative Findings: Vocabulary 

Retention 

The vocabulary retention test assessed three dimensions of 

vocabulary knowledge: recognition, recall, and productive use. 

Overall, the findings indicate relatively positive levels of vo-

cabulary retention among the participants. 

4.1.1. Overall Vocabulary Retention Performance 

Table 2. Students’ Overall Vocabulary Retention Performance. 

Achievement 

Level 

Score 

Range 

Number of Stu-

dents 

Percent-

age 

High 26-32 55 55% 

Moderate 13-25 28 28% 

Low 0-12 17 17% 

Note. N = 100; Mean score = 23.51/32. 

As shown in Table 2, more than half of the students (55%) 

achieved scores within the high-achievement range, while 28% 

performed at the moderate level. Only 17% of students were 

categorized within the low-achievement group. The mean 

score of 23.51 out of 32 further suggests relatively positive 

vocabulary retention among the participants. 

These findings suggest that game-based vocabulary instruc-

tion may have created supportive learning conditions for vo-

cabulary retention. During classroom activities such as match-

ing games, team competitions, guessing games, and commu-

nicative tasks, students repeatedly encountered and used vo-

cabulary in meaningful contexts. Such repeated exposure may 

have strengthened lexical familiarity and supported memory 

retention over time. 

The findings are generally consistent with previous studies 

reporting that game-based learning increases learner motiva-

tion, classroom participation, and vocabulary development in 

EFL settings. Increased engagement during vocabulary activ-

ities may have encouraged students to pay greater attention to 

lexical items and interact more actively during classroom 

tasks. 

However, the presence of lower-performing students indi-

cates that GBL may not support all learners equally. Individ-

ual differences such as language proficiency, motivation, 

learning strategies, and opportunities for vocabulary review 

may continue to influence retention outcomes. Therefore, the 

findings should be interpreted within the broader classroom 
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context rather than viewed as evidence of direct causal effec-

tiveness. 

4.1.2. Vocabulary Recognition 

Table 3. Students’ Performance in Vocabulary Recognition. 

Performance 

Level 

Score 

Range 

Number of Stu-

dents 

Percent-

age 

High 7–8 63 63% 

Moderate 4–6 25 25% 

Low 0–3 12 12% 

Note. Maximum score for the recognition section = 8 points. 

Among the three dimensions of vocabulary retention, stu-

dents demonstrated the strongest performance in vocabulary 

recognition. As shown in Table 3, 63% of students achieved 

high scores, while only 12% performed at the low level. 

The relatively strong recognition performance may be ex-

plained by repeated vocabulary exposure during game-based 

activities. Games such as Quizizz, Kahoot!, picture associa-

tion tasks, and Slap the Board repeatedly exposed students to 

sounds, images, and contextual clues associated with target 

vocabulary. Such activities may have strengthened receptive 

vocabulary knowledge and facilitated faster recognition dur-

ing testing situations. 

The findings also reflect the lower cognitive demands of 

recognition tasks. Unlike recall or productive-use activities, 

recognition primarily requires learners to identify familiar vo-

cabulary rather than retrieve or produce lexical items inde-

pendently. Consequently, recognition represents the most ac-

cessible dimension of vocabulary retention for many EFL 

learners. 

The findings support theories emphasizing repeated expo-

sure and meaningful interaction in vocabulary learning. They 

are also consistent with previous research indicating that re-

peated lexical encounters within engaging learning environ-

ments contribute positively to receptive vocabulary develop-

ment. 

Nevertheless, recognition alone should not be interpreted as 

complete vocabulary mastery. Learners who recognize vocab-

ulary successfully may still experience difficulty retrieving or 

using lexical items appropriately in communication. 

4.1.3. Vocabulary Recall 

Table 4. Students’ Performance in Vocabulary Recall. 

Performance Level Score Range Number of Students Percentage 

High 10–12 46 46% 

Moderate 5–9 37 37% 

Low 0–4 17 17% 

Note. Maximum score for the recall section = 12 points. 

Students’ performance in the recall section was slightly 

lower than in the recognition section, indicating that retrieving 

vocabulary independently required greater cognitive effort. 

As shown in Table 4, 46% of students achieved high scores, 

while 37% performed at the moderate level. 

The findings suggest that game-based activities may have 

supported vocabulary recall through repeated retrieval prac-

tice. During classroom games, students frequently participated 

in guessing games, memory challenges, word races, and team 

competitions that required them to retrieve vocabulary quickly 

while interacting with classmates. Such repeated retrieval may 

have strengthened memory consolidation and long-term reten-

tion. 

From a cognitive perspective, retrieval practice plays an im-

portant role in vocabulary learning because actively recon-

structing lexical information strengthens memory more effec-

tively than passive review. This may explain why many stu-

dents demonstrated relatively positive recall performance. 

Another possible explanation is that games increased stu-

dents’ motivation and concentration during vocabulary activ-

ities. Competitive and collaborative tasks may have encour-

aged learners to pay closer attention to vocabulary items and 

participate more actively during classroom interaction. 

Despite these positive findings, recall remained difficult for 

some students. Unlike recognition tasks, recall activities re-

quire learners to retrieve vocabulary without direct prompts or 

answer choices. Students with weaker vocabulary knowledge 

or limited review habits may therefore experience greater dif-

ficulty in recall-based tasks. 

Overall, the findings suggest that game-based learning may 
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support vocabulary recall by encouraging repeated lexical re-

trieval and active learner participation. 

4.1.4. Vocabulary Use 

Table 5. Students’ Performance in Vocabulary Use. 

Performance 

Level 

Score 

Range 

Number of Stu-

dents 

Percent-

age 

High 10–12 41 41% 

Moderate 5–9 39 39% 

Low 0–4 20 20% 

Note. Maximum score for the use section = 12 points. 

The Use section represented the highest level of cognitive 

demand because students were required not only to remember 

vocabulary but also to apply it appropriately in context. Alt-

hough productive vocabulary use remained more challenging 

than recognition or recall, the findings still indicate relatively 

positive performance. 

Some game-based activities appeared to encourage students 

to construct sentences, respond to contextualized prompts, de-

scribe objects, or participate in communicative interaction. 

Such activities may have encouraged learners to move beyond 

passive recognition toward more meaningful vocabulary use. 

One notable finding is that a relatively large proportion of 

students demonstrated productive vocabulary knowledge. 

This is important because productive vocabulary is generally 

considered more difficult to develop than receptive vocabu-

lary knowledge. Students were not only able to recognize or 

recall vocabulary but also apply lexical items appropriately 

within communicative contexts. 

Several theoretical perspectives may explain this outcome. 

First, Swain’s Output Hypothesis suggests that language produc-

tion promotes deeper cognitive processing because learners be-

come aware of gaps in their knowledge while attempting to pro-

duce language. Many game-based activities required students to 

produce vocabulary under communicative or time-pressured con-

ditions, thereby encouraging deeper lexical processing. 

Second, [6] ’s Interaction Hypothesis may also help explain 

the findings. During collaborative games, students negotiated 

meaning, exchanged feedback, and refined language use 

through peer interaction. Such interactional processes may 

have contributed positively to vocabulary development. 

Third, repeated retrieval practice likely played a central role. 

Rather than memorizing vocabulary passively, students re-

peatedly retrieved and applied vocabulary during games, 

which may have strengthened long-term retention. 

The affective dimension of learning may also be important. 

Games often reduce anxiety and create a more relaxed class-

room atmosphere. According to [5] ’s Affective Filter Hy-

pothesis, lower anxiety levels facilitate language acquisition 

because learners become more willing to participate and take 

communicative risks. 

Despite these positive findings, productive vocabulary use 

remained challenging for some students because learners 

needed to apply vocabulary both grammatically and contextu-

ally. Some students may therefore recognize vocabulary suc-

cessfully while still struggling to use it accurately in commu-

nication. 

4.1.5. Interpretation of Quantitative Findings 

Overall, the quantitative findings suggest that game-based 

learning may support multiple dimensions of vocabulary re-

tention. Students demonstrated the strongest performance in 

recognition tasks, while recall and productive use required 

higher levels of cognitive processing and therefore showed 

slightly lower performance. 

A particularly important finding is that many students 

achieved moderate to high scores not only in recognition but 

also in productive vocabulary use. This suggests that vocabu-

lary learning extended beyond surface-level memorization 

and involved deeper lexical processing. 

The findings support previous research emphasizing the im-

portance of repeated exposure, retrieval practice, learner en-

gagement, and meaningful interaction in vocabulary learning. 

At the same time, variation in student performance indicates 

that not all learners benefited equally from game-based in-

struction, highlighting the importance of differentiated class-

room support. 

4.2. Qualitative Findings: Teachers’ 

Perceptions of Game-Based Learning 

4.2.1. Student Engagement and Classroom 

Participation 

All interviewed teachers reported that students responded 

more positively to vocabulary lessons when games were inte-

grated into classroom activities. According to the teachers, 

games created a more interactive and supportive learning en-

vironment in which students became more active and willing 

to participate. 

Teachers consistently emphasized that games encouraged 

participation from students who were normally less confident 

in English lessons. As Teacher A noted, games helped “quiet 

students … become more confident” by creating “a more com-

fortable learning atmosphere.” Similarly, Teacher B observed 

that students became “more active and more involved in the 

learning process” during game-based activities. 

Another recurring theme concerned peer collaboration. 

Teachers explained that group-based games encouraged 

stronger students to support weaker classmates because stu-

dents wanted “the whole team to succeed” (Teacher C). This 

finding suggests that game-based activities may promote both 
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individual participation and collaborative learning. 

These perceptions correspond closely with the quantitative 

findings. The relatively positive performance across the 

Recognition, Recall, and Use sections may partly reflect the 

increased participation and interaction observed during class-

room games. 

From a theoretical perspective, the findings support com-

municative and sociocultural approaches to language learning. 

Games created opportunities for interaction, negotiation of 

meaning, and peer support, all of which may facilitate vocab-

ulary learning through social participation. 

4.2.2. Teachers’ Perceptions of Vocabulary 

Retention 

The interviewed teachers generally believed that game-

based learning supported vocabulary retention more effec-

tively than traditional memorization-based instruction. Ac-

cording to the participants, games encouraged students to in-

teract with vocabulary repeatedly through retrieval, commu-

nication, and contextualized practice. 

A major theme emerging from the interviews involved re-

trieval practice. Teachers observed that many classroom 

games required students to recall vocabulary continuously 

during activities. Teacher C explained that games required 

students to “retrieve information continuously,” which may 

help strengthen long-term memory retention. 

The teachers also emphasized the importance of contextu-

alized language use. Rather than memorizing isolated words, 

students used vocabulary meaningfully during communica-

tion. Teacher B commented that games “not only help students 

know words but also help them use words.” This finding is 

particularly important because it suggests that games may sup-

port productive vocabulary development in addition to recep-

tive recognition. 

Interestingly, teachers perceived different game formats as 

contributing to different aspects of vocabulary learning. Quiz-

based games such as Kahoot! and Quizizz were viewed as es-

pecially effective for vocabulary recognition, whereas com-

municative games appeared more beneficial for productive 

vocabulary use. 

These qualitative findings align closely with the quantita-

tive results showing relatively positive performance across 

recognition, recall, and use. The findings also support theoret-

ical perspectives emphasizing retrieval practice, interaction, 

and meaningful output in vocabulary learning. 

However, teachers also acknowledged that vocabulary reten-

tion depended on factors beyond classroom games alone. Lim-

ited opportunities for English exposure outside the classroom 

may continue to affect long-term vocabulary development. 

4.2.3. Challenges in Implementing Game-Based 

Learning 

Although teachers expressed generally positive attitudes to-

ward game-based learning, they also identified several imple-

mentation challenges. 

One commonly reported issue involved classroom manage-

ment during competitive activities. Teachers explained that 

students sometimes became excessively excited during games, 

making classroom control more difficult. As Teacher A noted, 

students could become “too excited” during competitive ac-

tivities, particularly in crowded classrooms. 

Another challenge involved technological limitations dur-

ing online games. Unstable internet connections occasionally 

interrupt activities using platforms such as Kahoot! and Quiz-

izz, negatively affecting classroom continuity and student mo-

tivation. 

Importantly, teachers emphasized that games should not be 

treated merely as entertainment. According to Teacher B, 

games should remain connected to “the vocabulary or struc-

tures being taught,” while Teacher C highlighted the im-

portance of post-game review activities to reinforce learning. 

These findings suggest that the effectiveness of game-based 

learning depends not only on learner motivation but also on 

instructional design, classroom management, and pedagogical 

integration. 

4.3. Overall Discussion 

Overall, the findings of the present study suggest that game-

based learning may support vocabulary retention among 

Grade 8 students in Vietnamese lower secondary EFL class-

rooms. Students demonstrated relatively positive performance 

across recognition, recall, and productive vocabulary use, 

while teachers perceived games as beneficial for learner en-

gagement, repeated retrieval, and communicative language 

use. 

One important contribution of the study is the finding that 

game-based learning appeared to support not only receptive 

vocabulary knowledge but also productive vocabulary use. 

While many previous studies focus primarily on recognition-

based outcomes, the present findings suggest that communi-

cative and retrieval-oriented games may also facilitate deeper 

levels of lexical processing and productive vocabulary devel-

opment. 

The findings further highlight the multidimensional nature 

of vocabulary retention. Recognition emerged as the strongest 

area of performance because receptive tasks generally require 

lower levels of cognitive processing, whereas recall and pro-

ductive use required learners to retrieve and apply vocabulary 

independently. 

At the same time, the findings indicate that GBL should not 

be viewed as a universal solution benefiting all learners 

equally. Some students continued to experience difficulty, 

particularly in recall and productive tasks. This suggests that 

vocabulary retention remains influenced by multiple learner-

related and contextual factors, including language proficiency, 

learning habits, confidence, and opportunities for continued 

English exposure. 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll


International Journal of Language and Linguistics http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll 

 

137 

Several pedagogical implications may therefore be drawn 

from the findings. First, game-based learning should be inte-

grated strategically rather than used purely for entertainment. 

Games should remain closely connected to vocabulary objec-

tives and include opportunities for review and reflection. 

Second, teachers should balance different types of game 

formats according to instructional goals. Recognition-oriented 

games may strengthen receptive vocabulary familiarity, 

whereas communicative and collaborative games may con-

tribute more substantially to productive vocabulary use. 

Finally, the presence of lower-performing students high-

lights the importance of differentiated instruction within 

game-based learning environments. Teachers may need to 

combine competitive activities with collaborative and sup-

portive tasks to ensure that weaker students also receive suffi-

cient opportunities for meaningful vocabulary practice. 

In summary, the integration of quantitative and qualitative 

findings suggests that well-designed game-based instruction 

may contribute positively to both receptive and productive vo-

cabulary development by increasing learner engagement, re-

peated exposure, retrieval practice, and meaningful language 

use. 

5. Conclusion 

The present study investigated the role of game-based 

learning (GBL) in supporting vocabulary retention among 

Grade 8 students at Phong Phu Secondary School. The find-

ings indicate that students demonstrated relatively positive 

performance across the three dimensions of vocabulary reten-

tion, namely recognition, recall, and productive use. Among 

these dimensions, recognition showed the strongest perfor-

mance, while recall and productive use required greater cog-

nitive effort and therefore produced slightly lower results. 

Nevertheless, many students were still able to achieve moder-

ate to high scores in productive vocabulary use, suggesting 

that vocabulary learning extended beyond surface-level mem-

orization. 

The qualitative findings further supported the quantitative 

results. Teachers generally perceived game-based learning as 

an effective approach for increasing student engagement, 

classroom interaction, and vocabulary practice. According to 

the participants, games created opportunities for repeated vo-

cabulary exposure, retrieval practice, and contextualized lan-

guage use, all of which may contribute positively to vocabu-

lary retention. At the same time, the teachers emphasized that 

the effectiveness of games depended largely on instructional 

design, classroom management, and alignment with lesson 

objectives. 

Taken together, the findings suggest that game-based learn-

ing may provide supportive conditions for vocabulary learn-

ing in lower secondary EFL classrooms. The results are also 

consistent with theoretical perspectives emphasizing the im-

portance of repeated retrieval, meaningful interaction, and 

learner engagement in vocabulary acquisition. In particular, 

the findings support the view that communicative and re-

trieval-oriented games may facilitate not only receptive vo-

cabulary knowledge but also productive vocabulary develop-

ment. 

Several pedagogical implications can be drawn from the 

study. First, vocabulary instruction should incorporate more 

interactive and meaningful learning activities rather than rely-

ing primarily on rote memorization. Carefully designed games 

may encourage students to engage with vocabulary more ac-

tively and confidently during classroom interaction. Second, 

teachers should select and adapt game formats according to 

instructional objectives. Recognition-based games may 

strengthen receptive vocabulary familiarity, whereas commu-

nicative and collaborative games may better support produc-

tive vocabulary use. Third, post-game review activities should 

be included to reinforce vocabulary learning and consolidate 

students’ understanding after gameplay. 

Despite these contributions, several limitations should be 

acknowledged. The study was conducted in a single lower sec-

ondary school with a relatively limited number of participants, 

which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. In ad-

dition, because the study did not employ an experimental de-

sign with control groups or pre-test/post-test procedures, the 

findings should not be interpreted as evidence of direct causal 

relationships. Future studies are therefore encouraged to in-

volve larger participant groups, adopt experimental research 

designs, and examine the long-term effects of game-based 

learning on vocabulary retention across different educational 

contexts. 
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