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Abstract—Former literature reviews or research 

syntheses on digital game-based learning have provided 

important results, but little is known about the use of digital 

games in specific learning domains, with language education 

being one fertile area for additional research. While the use of 

digital games for educational purposes varies in different 

contexts, understanding the emerging trends of how digital 

games are currently implemented in language learning can 

inform both language educators and researchers of game use 

for learning, and thus help to improve their professional 

practices. Accordingly, the current review aims to identify 

emerging trends of digital game-based language learning 

(DGBLL) articles published during years 2010 to 2014. Major 

findings of this review indicate that: 1) Only 4% of the articles 

are identified as related to DGBLL within the reviewed corpus, 

2) most DGBLL researchers employed mixed methods, 3) 

higher education learners were the most frequently examined 

group of participants in DGBLL studies, 4) English was the 

target language studied by the majority of DGBLL 

researchers, and 5) Off-the-shelf digital games, particularly 

the type of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 

(MMORPG), are the most commonly implemented games in 

the DGBLL literature. This review provides a panoramic 

overview of the trends in DGBLL research and draws 

attention to areas where there are prominent gaps within the 

literature. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Advances in technology have given educators many 

new resources to enhance their educational environments, 

and among which digital games are one promising form. As 

argued by [1], digital games possess goals that players are 

required to achieve, and which give the players motivation 

to spend time using them. This claim has been supported by 

some research showing that digital games may increase the 

motivation of learners to greater extent than is possible in 

traditional, non-gaming classrooms, which may lead to 

better learning outcomes [2]; [3]; [4]. In recent years, a 

growing number of researchers have been investigating the 

effectiveness of digital games in relation to various subjects, 

such as science [5], engineering [6], history [7], geography 

[3], nutrition [8], and language education [9]. These 

pioneering studies on digital games in educational settings 

contribute to an emerging field of study, digital game-based 

learning (DGBL). Reference [10] stated that DGBL is 

“putting games and learning together” (p. 97) and described 

DGBL research as able to create new learning opportunities, 

using games as a medium.  

As DGBL has grown in popularity, many scholars 

have been reviewing the related studies to identify research 

trends in the literature. Reference [11] reviewed 137 articles 

published in SSCI-indexed journals to analyze the trends 

seen in DGBL research from 2001 to 2010. It was observed 

that the number of articles published on DGBL from 2006 

to 2010 was four times the number published from 2001 to 

2005. This trend clearly indicates the fast increasing interest 

of researchers in this topic since 2006. They also found that 

students from higher education were the most frequently 

selected sample group. This is because most DGBL 

researchers considered young adults to be the major players 

of digital games. In terms of the trend on major learning 

domains related to DGBL, it was found that most studies 

mainly investigated affective impacts of digital games (e.g., 

motivations, perceptions, and attitudes) without aligning 

with a specific learning domain.  

Likewise, [12] reviewed 24 studies on using digital 

games to enhance student learning that were published in 

SSCI-indexed journals from 2003 to 2012. Their review 

results generally confirm the trends identified by [11] with 

respect to the rising status of DGBL research, the major 

sample groups, and the primary learning domains. 

According to [12], while many studies did not specify what 

subject matters were involved, science and social studies 

appeared to be the major learning domains in recent years, 

with a limited amount of DGBL studies examining 

language learning. This trend implies the need for more 

language educators and researchers to probe into the 

promising field of DGBL.  

While the use of digital games for educational 

purposes varies in different contexts, understanding the 

emerging trends of how digital games are currently 

implemented in language learning can inform both language 

educators and researchers of game use for learning, and 

thus help to improve their professional practices. As a 



subset of DGBL, digital game-based language learning 

(DGBLL) refers to “the design and use of a diverse array of 

digital games for the purpose of learning or teaching a 

second or foreign language” [13]. Adopting this operational 

definition, the current review aims to identify the emerging 

trends of DGBLL articles published in four influential 

journals in the field of computer-assisted language learning 

(CALL) during years 2010 to 2014. The following research 

questions are addressed in this review.  

1) What is the percentage of published articles related to 

DGBLL in the selected journals? 

2) What research methods are employed in the selected 

DGBLL studies? 

3) What target languages are studied in the selected 

DGBLL studies? 

4) What language learners are investigated in the selected 

DGBLL studies? 

5) What digital games are used for second or foreign 

language learning in the selected DGBLL studies? 

 

II. METHOD 

The corpus to be searched for relevant articles in this 

review includes four selected journals: Language Learning 

& Technology (LLT), Computer Assisted Language 

Learning (CALL), the ReCALL journal, and the CALICO 

journal. These journals were chosen because they are key 

journals in the field of CALL, as suggested in [14] and [15], 

who conducted influential literature reviews in CALL 

contexts.  

Within this corpus, a total of 589 articles from 2010 

to 2014 were screened, using search terms related to ludic 

activities, such as “game-based learning,” “game play,” 

“gaming,” “games,” “digital games,” “computer games,” 

“online games,” “video games,” “serious games,” and 

“educational games” (adapted from [16]; [17]). The 

articles included in the current review were limited to 

studies that empirically investigated the effectiveness of 

digital games for students’ learning of second language (L2) 

or foreign language (FL).  

After the screening process, 23 relevant articles met 

the inclusion criteria, and thus were subject to later analysis. 

In the coding process, two researchers of the research team 

reviewed all the identified DGBLL studies at least three 

times. First, each researcher read the full text of the studies 

independently to further screen for relevance. Next, reading 

logs for each of the studies were created individually and 

then reviewed collaboratively by the two researchers, based 

on a coding scheme developed for this work. Finally, all the 

studies were reviewed again and crossed-referenced with 

their associated reading logs, with an Excel file 

documenting the holistic coding results of the 23 DGBLL 

studies included in this review. 

The two researchers played the role of inter-raters in 

the current review. In terms of the screening of study 

identification, the initial agreement level was 97%. As for 

the coding results, the initial agreement level was 85%. 

Throughout the screening and coding processes, any 

inconsistency was first resolved by re-examination of the 

raw data, and then finalized thorough discussions that were 

held in weekly meetings, in order to reach full agreement 

(100%) of the research team, and thus enhance the 

reliability of this work.  

 

III. RESULTS 

The DGBLL research trends emerging from the 

current review with regard to the five research questions are 

discussed in this section.  

 

A. Articles Published 

A low percentage of DGBLL studies (4%) was 

identified in the total pool, as shown in Table 1. It is found 

that ReCALL contributed the most articles, with 9 DGBLL 

studies, and it even produced a special issue on DGBLL in 

2012. This is then followed by LLT, which also had a 

special issue on DGBLL in 2014, and published 7 related 

articles, and then CALL, which published 5 DGBLL articles, 

and lastly, only 2 DGBLL articles were published in 

CALICO. Former review attempts on DGBLL also 

identified a small amount of empirical studies on this topic 

(for example, see a review of 14 DGBLL studies in [18]). 

Taken together, although in recent years there has seen an 

increasing attention to DGBL research (see [11]; [12]), the 

results of this review still suggest that more studies on using 

digital games for language learning are needed to provide 

more empirical evidence for the emerging line of research 

on DGBLL. 

TABLE I.  RELEVANT DGBLL ARTICLES PUBLISHED IN EACH 

OF THE SELECTED JOURNALS DURING 2010-2014 

Selected 

Journals 

Total number of 

articles published 

Frequency of 

DGBLL articles 

Percentage of 

DGBLL 

articles (%) 

LLT 162 7 4 

CALL 134 5 4 

ReCALL 117 9 8 

CALICO 176 2 1 

    

Total 589 23 4 

 

 

B. Research Methods Employed 

Among the 23 reviewed DGBLL studies, mixed 

methods (52%) were most frequently used, followed by 

qualitative methods (26%), and quantitative methods (22%), 

as shown in Table 2. The results for this trend indicate that 

even though a small percentage of DGBLL studies have 

been published in the selected journals during the focal time 

period, these researchers most often conduct in-depth and 

comprehensive studies using mixed methods. It is also 

found that most DGBLL researchers conducted short-term 

studies rather than longitudinal ones. Accordingly, the 



current review suggests that a mixed-method design to be 

employed and more longitudinal studies to be conducted by 

future DGBLL researchers. 

TABLE II.  FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF RESEARCH 

TYPES IDENTIFIED IN THE REVIEWED STUDIES 

 Number of studies Percentage (%) 

Quantitative Method 5 22 

Qualitative Method 6 26 

Mixed Method 12 52 

 

 

C. Target Languages Studied 

With regard to the frequencies and percentages of 

target languages identified in the reviewed DGBLL studies, 

Table 3 shows that English (74%) was the most commonly 

studied target language, followed by Spanish (18%), with 

both Japanese and Chinese accounting for only 4%. The 

results of this trend suggest that more work in DGBLL 

research is needed on less commonly studied languages 

(e.g., Japanese, Chinese, German, French, and among many 

others).  

TABLE III.  FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF TARGET 

LANGUAGES IDENTIFIED IN THE REVIEWED STUDIES 

 Number of studies Percentage (%) 

English  17  74 

Spanish  4  18 

Japanese  1  4 

Chinese  1  4 

 

 

D. Language Learners Selected 

As shown in Table 4, the most common educational 

level of learners examined in the DGBLL studies was 

higher education (65%), followed by elementary education 

(9%) and secondary education (4%). DGBLL authors who 

did not specify the educational levels of the learners or 

recruited a mixture of educational levels were categorized 

as “others” (22%), and this category ranked the second 

highest in this work. In the review of [11], similar results 

have been observed that university students were the most 

frequently selected sample group. Considering sample size, 

the findings of the current review revealed that the 

maximum number of participants in any one study was 86 

learners, and the minimum was 2 learners, with a mean of 

30. Clearly, most of the DGBLL studies examined in this 

work recruited a small size of participants. It is thus 

suggested that larger samples from a wider range of 

educational levels be used in future DGBLL studies. 

TABLE IV.  FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF EDUCATIONAL 

LEVELS IDENTIFIED IN THE REVIEWED STUDIES 

Educational Levels Number of studies Percentage (%) 

Elementary education  2 9 

Secondary education 1 4 

Higher education 15 65 

Others 5 22 

 

E. Digital Games Implemented 
In terms of game availability (see Table 5), most 

DGBLL researchers prefer to use off-the-shelf digital games 
(79%) over self-developed ones (17%). The popularity of 
off-the-shelf games is perhaps due to the effort and cost 
required for the researchers to develop their own games. It is 
also worth noting that, despite the great variety of digital 
games available in the market, most authors applied 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 
(MMORPG) in their studies, such as World of Warcraft. In a 
former research synthesis, [19] even conducted DGBLL 
review with a specific focus on the use of MMORPG in 
language education. This trend of game availability thus 
indicates that language educators are in favor of applying 
MMORPG for their language teaching. On the other hand, it 
also suggests that other game genres, such as action games, 
puzzle games, adventure games, strategy games, and 
simulation games, should thus be examined in future works. 
Major pedagogical implications drawing from this review 
suggest that language learners and teachers could take 
advantage of off-the-shelf digital games as readily 
applicable learning tools. For teachers who are in search of a 
suitable type of digital games for the teaching of language, 
MMORPG can be a smart choice as such games offer an 
immersive environment in support of language learners’ 
situated learning. 

TABLE V.  FREQUENCIES AND PERCENTAGES OF THE 

AVAILABILITY OF GAMES USED IN THE REVIEWED STUDIES 

 Number of studies Percentage (%) 

Off-the-shelf  18  79 

Self-developed  4  17 

Others  1  4 

 

IV. CONCLUSION  

The current review was conducted to generally 

depict the trends in DGBLL research. The results can be 

summarized as follows: 1) Only 4% of the articles are 

identified as related to DGBLL within the reviewed corpus, 

2) most DGBLL researchers employed mixed methods, 3) 

higher education learners were the most frequently 

examined group of participants in DGBLL studies, 4) 

English was the target language studied by the majority of 

DGBLL researchers, and 5) Off-the-shelf digital games, 

particularly the type of MMORPG, are the most commonly 

implemented games in the DGBLL literature.  

These results, however, must be considered in light 

of its limitations. One notable constraint is the pool of 

articles adopted in this work. Because only four journals 

were examined with regard to DGBLL studies, some 

important publications may have been neglected. For 

example, influential journals like Computers & Education, 

Educational Technology & Society, and British Journal of 

Educational Technology are not included in this review, and 

thus some important DGBLL studies were left out. Another 

limitation is that many quality DGBLL studies that were 



not published within the time span of current review were 

not included. Therefore, future literature reviews or 

research syntheses on DGBLL should include more sources 

of data, with expanded time period, to reduce the possibility 

of only obtaining partial knowledge about the phenomena 

of interest. 
Despite of its limitations, this review provides a 

panoramic overview of the trends in DGBLL research and 
draws attention to areas where there are prominent gaps 
within the literature. While this review presents and 
discusses the key characteristics of DGBLL studies in 
language education, more research syntheses using meta-
analysis or in-depth content analysis methods are still 
needed to contribute to this emerging line of research. 
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