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ABSTRACT 

 

The field of game-mediated L2 learning has grown exponentially, and much has been 

discovered about the potentials of game-mediated interactions for L2 development, 

yet the fine-grained dynamics of player-game interactions and how they come to 

facilitate and afford L2 development are still largely underexplored. To address this 

gap in the literature the current project presents 2 studies that examined the activities 

and fine-grained interactional learning dynamics of 7 learners of Arabic as a FL 

playing the simulation-management video game Baalty. A convenience sample was 

recruited at the University of Arizona to participate in the project voluntarily due to 

the scarcity of Egyptian Arabic learners. Qualitative case study design was used to 

offer a think description of the activities and fine-grained dynamics that comprise 

player-game interaction (Dörnyei, 2007). Ecological approaches to L2 learning (Van 

Lier, 2004) were used as a theoretical framework to underline the complex of factors 

that mediate and/or shape game-mediated L2 use. The study employed a variety of 

data collection instruments, including thinkaloud protocols, stimulated recall 

interviews, field observations, questionnaires, walkthroughs, gaming journals, and 

debriefing interviews, to collect data about participants’ gaming activities and game-

mediated languaging on cognitive, sociocultural, and virtual dimensions. The 

underlying reasoning for that approach is that each bit of data presents fragmented 

information about a specific facet of player-game interaction, and that by examining 
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and organizing these pieces of information player-game interaction can be re-

constructed. Data were coded both thematically and categorically according to a 

custom-made coding scheme. Data were then triangulated and analyzed for patterns 

and trends. Data analysis and interpretation demonstrated that player-game interaction 

is a dynamic multi-dimensional activity embedded in the gaming ecology and 

constituted by the player’s participation in iterative levels of mutually constituted 

activity composed of languaging, play, and narration. The data further revealed that 

dynamic interaction between languaging and play activities situated in-game 

discourses in gameplay and offer opportunities for extended languaging and situated 

L2 development.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. Digital-game Mediated L2 Learning 
 

In the last decade digital games have grown into a ubiquitous mainstream social 

practice and industry that attracts the attention of an increasingly growing global 

audience (Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012). To illustrate, 59% of Americans play video games; 

the average age of a video game buyer is 35; 48% of all gamers are females; 77% of all 

gamers play with others, either in person or online, for at least one hour a week; and the 

total amount spent on the gaming industry in 2013 amounted to $21.53 billions 

(Entertainment Software Association, 2014). This phenomenal growth of digital games as 

a social activity has resulted in the emergence of distinct literacy practices and 

communities of practices centered on gaming activities (Gee, 2003).  

 

The ubiquity of digital games and their growth into a mainstream social practice 

have attracted the attention of educators, including language educators (Reinhardt, 2012). 

Informed by sociocultural and literacy-based approached to L2 learning, various L2 

educators have argued for utilizing games to promote L2 education among a generation 

of disengaged tech-savvy learners (e.g. Steinkuehler, 2008). For instance, Gee (2004) 

proposed using digital games, directly or indirectly (i.e. by informing the design of 
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learning contexts and materials), to promote an effective model of learning that 

emphasizes digital literacies and skills essential for survival in the neo-liberal capitalist 

economy of the 21st century.  

 

As a result, a growing interest in L2 learning potential of digital games has 

emerged in the field of L2 learning (e.g. Thorne, 2008). A growing body of research in 

the field of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) has explored the potential of 

digital games to facilitate L2 development (e.g. Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012; Gee, 2003; 

Reinders, 2012; Peterson, 2013). Some of the reported benefits of digital gaming for L2 

development include (a) promoting L2 vocabulary development (e.g. Purushtoma, 2005); 

(b) engaging learners with complex linguistic content (e.g. Thorne, Fischer,& Lu, 2012); 

(c) promoting L2 literacy (e.g. Benson & Chik, 2010); and (d) facilitating situated L2  use 

and socialization (e.g. Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio, 2009). However promising these 

findings are, there is still a scarcity of empirical investigations in the field (Reinders, 

2012), and research has barely scratched the surface of this interdisciplinary and dynamic 

field (Reinhardt, 2012).  

 

1.2. Research Problem/Gap 
 

As with any new field of research, there is ample opportunity for empirical 

research that explores the full breadth of the field. In digital-game mediated L2 learning, 
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Sykes & Reinhardt (2012) outline potential areas for exploring game-mediated L2 

learning on several dimensions: 1) gaming genres including action, role-playing, 

massive-multiplayer, adventure, and social games; 2) types of game-mediated interaction 

including player-player interaction around games, player-player interaction through 

games, and player-game interaction; and 3) play configurations including stand-alone 

gaming, multiplayer gaming, and massive-multiplayer gaming. To date, a few empirical 

studies have been conducted in each of these areas (e.g. deHaan, Reed, & Kuwada, 2010; 

Hitosugi, Schmidt, & Hayashi, 2014; Lcasa et al., 2009; Holden & Sykes, 2009; Rankin 

et al., 2006; Peterson, 2012), and the most widely published literature on digital-game 

mediated L2 learning has examined, primarily, L2 learning potential that emerges from 

player-player interaction in massive-multiplayer online games (MMOs), usually 

interpreted from a sociocultural perspective (e.g. Thorne, 2008; Rama, Black, & 

Warschauer, 2012). Perhaps because of the apparent fit between socially-informed 

frameworks and social interaction, only a few studies have investigated the L2 learning 

potential of player-game interaction in stand-alone games (e.g. Miller & Hegelheimer, 

2006; Gee, 2004; deHaan, 2011), and none have used socially-informed frameworks to 

do so.  

 

Most of the empirical studies in the field of game-mediated L2 learning, with 

single or multi-player games, have focused on the outcomes of game-mediated 

interactions rather than the fine-grained dynamics that constitute these interactions and 
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facilitate L2 learning. However, a few studies informed by ecological approaches (Van 

Lier, 2004) have investigated the affordances of digital games for L2 development in an 

effort to understand how game-mediated interactions facilitate and/or mediate L2 

development (e.g. Zheng , Newgarden, &Young, 2012; Zheng, Young, Wagner, & 

Brewer, 2009; Thorne, Fischer, & Lu, 2012). These studies have identified some qualities 

of game-mediated interaction that can afford L2 learning; but, the wide variety of gaming 

genres and sub-genres, and the diversity of game designs within the same genre, leave 

many areas unexplored and questions unanswered. For instance, most of the identified 

affordances are specific to the genre of massive-multiplayer online games (MMOs) and 

player-player interaction, and little is known about the affordances of player-game 

interaction in stand-alone gaming.  Therefore, more research is warranted on the 

affordances of player-game interaction in the absence of other players in other gaming 

genres.  

 

Also, considering the complexity and multimodality of gaming as a medium, 

studies have yet to thoroughly explore the dynamics and processes of play from which 

these affordances emerge and the factors that mediate their use. Several theoretical 

accounts of the potentials and affordances of games and game dynamics have been 

proposed (e.g. Prensky, 2001, 2006; Gee, 2003, 2004, 2010; Gee, Hayes, & Hayes, 

2011); however, L2 learning potential of gaming dynamics and how they might offer 

affordances for L2 learning are yet to be empirically investigated; understanding how L2 
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learning affordances emerge in play is especially important in player-game interaction 

because any form of game-mediated interaction, not only player-player interaction, is 

facilitated and scaffolded by affordances in the gaming ecology.  

 

Therefore, more research exploring the fine-grained dynamics of player-game 

interaction and L2 learning affordances of digital games is warranted to inform the 

design, integration, and adaptation of digital games for L2 learning purposes. On a 

personal level, I developed a special interest in this specific sub-area because of my own 

personal experience as an ESL learner who found valuable opportunities to learn English 

in the course of playing commercial video games for recreational purposes; as a result, I 

aspire to discover the dynamics of player-game interaction that facilitate L2 development 

in my own experience to support a better understanding of game-mediated L2 learning. 

 

1.3. Theoretical Framing 
 

One potential ecology-sensitive framework for understanding player-game 

interaction is ecological views of language use and learning (e.g. van Lier, 2004; 

Kramsch, 2008; Kramsch & Steffensen, 2008; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, 2008; 

Atkinson, 2011). Ecological views examine the totality of relationships and processes 

from which learning emerges; thus, it can account for the complex interconnected 

processes and dynamics of L2 use in the context of play. Also, they consider L2 learning 
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to involve processes of semiosis, which can explain the effect of the game system as a 

multimodal semiotic network of interconnected signs (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005) on the 

process of L2 learning.  A central notion in ecological approaches is that of learning 

‘affordances’ (Gibson, 1979). Van Lier (2000) conceptualizes ‘learning affordances’ in a 

linguistic context as relationships of possibility that are identified, perceived, and utilized 

by an agent to mediate meaning making and further linguistic action in the environment. 

From this perspective, the game world can be analyzed as a multidimensional semiotic 

ecology in which learners identify and utilize semiotic resources in the game ecology as 

affordances for linguistic action. That is to inform and guide their action in the game by 

in-game L2 discourse1, players identify semiotic resources in the game environment and 

utilize it as meaning-making affordances to complement their limited L2 proficiency. 

Thus, ecological approaches to L2 learning can offer a fresh perspective on game-

mediated L2 development that accounts for the emergent and dynamic complex of factors 

and relationships at play in the gaming ecology. 

 

Within an ecological framework, a potential construct for conceptualizing game-

mediated engagement with L2 discourses is the concept of languaging, defined by Swain 

(2006) as “the process of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experience 

through language” (p.98).  To accommodate the multimodal nature of the gaming 

                                                
1 In-game discourses are discourses used in the game interface such as instructions, 
notifications, and descriptions to guide gameplay according to Sykes & Reinhardt (2011). 
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ecology, where images, sounds, and language overlap, and to better account for the 

potential of multimodal affordances, ‘languaging’ will be used in a multimodal sense to 

denote the use of language and/or other semiotic systems to design and/or interpret 

meaning and mediate action and interaction in the game.  Understanding how player-

game interaction, even in the absence of other players, can promote languaging activity 

and how this activity can facilitate L2 development is essential for harnessing the full 

potential of this promising learning environment.   

 

A viable account for game-mediated L2 learning through languaging, 

commensurate with ecological approaches, is James Gee (2004)’s explanation that 

player-game interaction is a dynamic activity that embodies meaning in situated contexts 

by engaging players in problem solving activities in the game world. Applying this view 

to L2-mediated player-game interaction, it is reasonable to assume that player-game 

interaction situates the meaning of in-game discourses in the embodied contexts of game 

world, narrative, and play, and in the course of situated gameplay a player engages in 

languaging in-game discourses.  

 

To describe the totality of activities that comprise player-game interaction, 

including play activities, and account for the role multimodal semiotic systems in the 

game ecology in languaging in-game discourses, multimodal discourse analysis 

(O’Halloran, 2008) will be used as a methodological framework to analyze the data. 
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1.4. Summary of the Project 
 

To provide a sense of direction in this underexplored territory, I first conducted a 

pilot study to closely examine the activities of player-game interaction and patterns of L2 

use that emerge from this interaction. A model of player-game interaction as a 

multidimensional activity constituted by the interaction of languaging, play, and narration 

activities emerged from this case study. To test and develop this model, I then conducted 

a follow-up study that examined the fine-grained dynamics that comprised player-game 

interaction activities of another group of foreign language (FL) learners. The follow-up 

study allowed me to (1) test the findings of the pilot study by examining player-game 

interaction activities with another group of FL learners; (2) examine the fine-grained 

dynamics that comprise player-game interaction activities; and (3) examine the 

interaction between the three emergent activities of the pilot study: languaging, play, and 

narration more closely. In the next few paragraphs the design, methodology, and findings 

of each study will be reviewed. 

 

1.4.1. Pilot study. 
 

1.4.1.1. Scope and purpose. 

 

To examine player-game interaction activities, I conducted a case study 

investigating the interactions of 3 learners of Arabic in Baalty (PPIC-Work, 2004), a 
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simulation-management educational game designed for native speakers of Egyptian 

Arabic. The purpose of this exploratory study was to understand broadly how learners use 

in-game discourses to mediate their understanding of, and interaction with the game, and 

identity and describe player-game interaction activities using familiar theoretical 

constructs. The study also examined the potential effect of the gaming ecology on player-

game interaction and game-mediated L2 use. It was hoped that this investigation would 

lead to insight of the nature of player-game interaction activities, and ultimately on how 

player-game interaction might afford L2 development.  

 

1.4.1.2. Research Questions. 

 
The pilot study investigated the following research questions: 

 

A. What are the activities that comprised player-game interaction? What theoretical 

constructs from ecological L2 learning can adequately describe these activities? 

 

B. How did learners engage in-game L2 discourses in their interaction with the game? 

Why? 

 

C. How did the gaming ecology affect player-game interaction?  
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1.4.1.3. Design and procedures. 

 
Qualitative case study design was adopted to examine player-game interaction 

activities closely because it allows for focused examination of phenomena. Due to the 

small number of learners of Egyptian Arabic, convenience-sampling methods were used. 

Three learners of Arabic as FL at the University of Arizona volunteered to participate in 

the study. Participants were instructed to play the game for 2 hours a week at their 

convenience; the purpose of granting participants autonomy and control over their 

interactions with the game was to maintain the validity of the data by ensuring the 

spontaneity and authenticity of their interaction with the game (i.e. so the research task 

does not turn into a homework which could have influenced how they approached play). 

Autonomous interaction with the game extended over 4 weeks to maintain the reliability 

of the data by ensuring that the participants had sufficient time to interact with the game. 

Gaming journals were utilized to record the outcomes and challenges of the participants’ 

interactions with the game; think-aloud protocol was used to record the participants’ 

thought processes during interaction; and video capture of play was used to record their 

actions and choices in the game that can justify their thought processes. Finally, I 

interviewed each participant to account for their individual perspectives on their 

interactions with the game. Data from observations, thinkaloud recordings, interviews, 

gaming journals, walkthroughs, and field notes were coded, triangulated, and analyzed 
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for patterns and trends to develop a holistic understanding of player-game interaction 

activities. 

 

1.4.1.4. Data Analysis. 

 

Data analysis demonstrated that the concept of languaging can be understood to 

explain L2 use in player-game interaction, insofar as it involves making meaning of in-

game discourses using available affordances and semiotic resources. By engaging in 

languaging-mediated gameplay, learners developed their understanding of the game 

rules. The data further revealed that the concept of situated learning can be used to 

understand how players situate discourses in embodied action and identify affordances 

for languaging; also, it demonstrated that learners engaged in languaging and play to 

develop their personal play trajectories in the game. Framing these findings in a 

narratologist view of gaming (Juul, 2005), the purpose of player-game interaction can be 

understand as narration, insofar as it involves developing the game narrative by acting on 

the game world. Thus, a model of player-game interaction as a dynamic iterative 

interaction between languaging, gameplay, and narration activities emerged from the 

study.  

1.4.2. Follow-up study. 
 

1.4.2.1. Scope and purpose. 
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The follow-up study sought to test the findings of the pilot study, refine the model 

of player-game interaction that emerged from the pilot study, examine the fine-grained 

dynamics that comprise player-game interaction activities, and investigate how these 

activities and dynamics interact and interrelate in the gaming ecology to facilitate 

languaging and play. To that end, the study explored the fine-grained dynamics and 

activities that constitute player-game interaction in digital games in more depth than the 

pilot study. 

 

1.4.2.2. Research Questions. 

 

The follow-up study investigated the following questions: 

 

A. How well does the model of player-game interaction as comprised of languaging, 

gameplay, and narration hold?  

 

B. How do languaging activities emerge from player-game interaction? 

 

C. How do affordances for languaging emerge in play? 

 

D. How does the gaming ecology affect player-game interaction?  
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1.4.2.3. Design and Procedures. 

 

The follow-up study adopted the design, methods, and instruments of the pilot 

study with a few variations intended to enhance the reliability of the data. Similar to the 

pilot study, the follow-up study employed a qualitative case study design. However, the 

follow-up study was a targeted investigation in that it examined the data in light of the 

findings of the pilot study; specifically, the follow-up study investigated the fine-grained 

dynamics of game-mediated languaging, play, and narration activities, which, according 

to the findings of the pilot study, comprise player-game interaction in L2 gaming 

contexts. In addition, the follow-up study examined the interaction between languaging 

and play activities, and the affordances of player-game interaction for L2 languaging and 

learning. 

 

Similar to the pilot study, the follow-up study collected and consolidated data 

from various sources to develop a detail-rich and comprehensive picture of the fine-

grained dynamics of player-game interaction. Data collection instruments were adapted 

from the pilot study with the addition of a pre-study questionnaire and stimulated recall 

interviews (Mackey & Gass, 2005). A pre-study questionnaire was used to collect 

biographical and background information about the participants, including their gaming 

experience, L2 proficiency, and attitudes towards gaming, to understand how relevant 

factors in the gaming ecology affect player-game interaction, and stimulated-recall 
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interviews were added to provide a more focused and reliable account of the fine-grained 

dynamics of player-game interaction.  

 

1.4.2.4. Data Analysis. 

 

The findings of the follow-up study demonstrated that player-game interaction 

was constituted by the iterative dynamic interaction between languaging, play, and 

narration, and; thus, they support the model of player-game interaction that emerged from 

the pilot study. Also, similar to the pilot study, the follow-up study revealed that the 

dynamic interaction between languaging, play, and narration activities is mediated and 

shaped by multiple factors in the gaming ecology including learners’ gaming literacy, L2 

proficiency, and L2-learner identity. The findings also supported Gee (2004)’s account of 

games as situated learning environments by demonstrating that in-game discourses and 

action were closely intertwined resulting in a co-constitutive relationship between play 

and languaging. This relationship offered multimodal semiotic resources in the game 

world that were identified and utilized by the participants as languaging affordances; 

therefore, the game offered a context for situated L2 learning facilitated by the 

interactivity of play and the direct relationship between in-game discourses and action. 

 

 In summary, this research project demonstrated that player-game interaction is a 

dynamic multi-dimensional activity embedded in the gaming ecology and constituted by 



 

 

29 

the player’s participation in iterative levels of mutually constituted activity composed of 

languaging, play, and narration, and; in addition, it revealed that the intertwining between 

in-game discourses and action offered dynamic multimodal affordances for languaging 

that rendered the game a rich context for situated L2 learning.  

 

1.5. Dissertation Outline 

 

This dissertation monograph is organized as follows: 

• Chapter 1: Introduction 

• Chapter 2: Literature Review 

• Chapter 3: Pilot Study 

• Chapter 4: Follow-up Study 

• Chapter 5: Conclusion and Implications 
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CHAPTER 2  

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The potential of digital games to promote/facilitate L2 development has been 

underlined recently in various special journal issues (e.g. Cornillie, Thorne, & Desmet, 

2012; Reinhardt & Sykes, 2014), edited volumes (e.g. Reinders, 2012), and monographs 

(e.g. Sykes & Reinhardt, 2012; Peterson, 2013). Several empirical studies investigating 

the potential of digital games for L2 learning report that games offer opportunities for L2 

use and socialization in authentic contexts, facilitate L2 vocabulary learning, and promote 

positive attitudes towards L2 learning (Thorne, 2008; Zheng, Young, Wagner, & Brewer, 

2009b; Holden & Sykes, 2011; Thorne, Fischer, & Lu, 2012; Miller & Hegelheimer, 

2006; Ranalli, 2008; Sundqvist, 2009; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012; Sundqvist & Sylvén; 

2012). These studies also underlined the potential of game-mediated interactions to 

promote task-based L2 use in engaging embodied contexts (e.g. Rankin, Morrison, 

McNeal, Gooch, & Shute, 2009). However, most of these studies have focused primarily 

on the outcomes of game-mediated interactions, and only a few studies have examined 

the learning affordances that facilitated game-mediated L2 learning.  

 

Informed by ecological approaches to L2 learning, a few studies have investigated 

and identified some qualities of gameplay that afford L2 use and socialization (Rama, 
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Black, & Warschauer, 2012; Zheng, Newgarden, &Young, 2012; Zheng, Young, 

Wagner, & Brewer, 2009; Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio, 2009). These studies suggested that 

game quests, engaging experience, and negotiation of action afford players opportunities 

for situated L2 use, intercultural interaction, and immersion in linguistic input.  While 

these studies were focused primarily on affordances that emerge from player-player 

interaction in multiplayer online games, it is not clear whether and how player-game 

interaction also contributed to that potential; understanding how L2 learning affordances 

emerge in play is especially important in player-game interaction because any form of 

game-mediated interaction, not only player-player interaction, is facilitated and 

scaffolded by affordances in the gaming ecology.  

 

To add to and complement this body of research, especially considering the wide 

variety of gaming genres, sub-genres, and design qualities within the same genre, 

empirical studies should thoroughly explore the fine-grained dynamics, activities, and 

processes that comprise player-game interactions and understand how these interactions 

might offer resources for L2 use and learning; understanding how certain qualities of the 

game world are identified and utilized by learners as L2 learning affordances in the 

course of gameplay is essential for harnessing the potential of digital game-mediated L2 

learning. While research on learning outcomes and on player-player interaction is key to 

our understanding of the field, more research exploring the fine-grained dynamics of 
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player-game interaction and how L2 learning affordances are identified and utilized in 

these interactions is warranted.   

 

A plausible explanation of player-game interaction dynamics that facilitate L2 use 

and learning is offered by Gee (2004)’s conceptualization of player-game interactions as 

a context for situated learning where players develop situated understanding of game 

concepts experientially through participation in gameplay. In light of that explanation it 

makes sense to hypothesize that situated learning dynamics designed in the game system 

can lend itself to situating in-game discourses in play offering players semiotic resources 

for L2 use and learning. Ecological approaches to L2 development (Van Lier, 2004) offer 

an appropriate framework for describing how the interconnected and multi-dimensional 

activities that constitute player-game interactions facilitate L2 use and learning, and the 

construct of languaging (Swain, 2006) can account for players’ use of in-game discourses 

to manage gameplay and explain how they utilize multimodal semiotic signs in the game 

ecology as affordances to make meaning.  

 

In this literature review, I will explore these foundational concepts by reviewing 

(1) the theoretical foundations of game-mediated L2 learning research; (2) empirical 

research on the implications of digital games for L2 learning; (3) empirical studies 

examining the affordances of digital games for L2 learning, and (4) methodological and 

theoretical framework that informed data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 
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2.1. Theoretical Foundations of Digital Game-mediated L2 Learning 

 

 

The growing popularity and ubiquity of digital games along with the centrality of 

linguistically mediated activities in gameplay have motivated a growing research interest 

in the potential of digital games for L2 development (Reinhardt, 2012). This interest has 

generated a number of different theoretical accounts of the potential of game-mediated 

L2 development informed by different approaches to L2 learning (Peterson, 2010): 

cognitive approaches, literacy-based approaches, and social-constructionist approaches 

(for a historical discussion of the framing of game-based L2 learning in learning theories 

see Filsecker & Budgens-Kosten, 2012). 

 

2.1.1. Cognitivist perspectives. 

 

Informed by cognitivist approaches to L2 learning, many applied linguists have 

argued that digital games can facilitate L2 learning through (1) extended expose to 

comprehensible L2 input, (2) authentic communicative interaction, (3) negotiation of 

meaning, (4) L2 practice and experimentation in a safe low-risk environment, and (5) 

task-based L2 learning. Peterson (2010) conceptualized the learning potential of gaming 

from a cognitivist perspective suggesting that playing games involves purposeful task-
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based interactions that expose learners to L2 input, which is made comprehensible 

through negotiation of meaning with peers (Long, 1985); he added that the feedback that 

learners receive during interaction can promote the production of modified output, which 

is necessary for L2 development (Swain, 1995).   

 

Similarly, Peterson (2011) suggested that network-based digital games can 

facilitate cognitive restructuring of learners’ mental structures through negotiation of 

meaning in real-time interaction with native speakers, and that the anonymity of learners’ 

identity minimizes negative affective factors that can impede learning. In a similar vein, 

Sykes, Reinhardt, & Thorne (2010) suggested that game quests involve communicative 

strategies common to L2 learning contexts such as negotiation of meaning, drawing on 

external resources, and explicit feedback. Garcia-Carbonell, Rising, Montero, & Watts 

(2001), also, recommended using digital games to foster communicative competence in 

L2 classrooms as they offer opportunities for authentic L2 communication and practice 

and; thus, they can facilitate input internalization and interlanguage restructuring; they 

explaiedn that games provide extended exposure to comprehensible input through 

interactional adjustments; lower the affective filter by creating a low stress space for 

language use and experimentation (Krashen, 1985); and promote language production 

and negotiation of meaning (Long, 1996).  

 

2.1.2. Literacy-based perspectives. 
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One of the seminal and foundational accounts of game-mediated L2 development 

is Gee (2003)’s conceptualization of digital games as designed learning spaces 

engineered according to a specific set of learning principles to promote situated 

understanding of specific literacy practices. To elaborate, Gee defined literacy as the 

ability to make and interpret meaning in a specific semiotic domain2 and proposed that 

digital games facilitate literacy development by promoting situated understanding of the 

values, identities, actions, and interactions distinctive of specific semiotic domains that 

they represent through embodied action and interaction in the course of gameplay (2004, 

2008). In 2004, he conceptualized gaming spaces as ‘affinity spaces’ characterized by the 

distribution and sharing of knowledge among people, mediating devices, and places, and 

in which participants affiliate with each other on the basis of shared activities and learn 

social practices through joint action and interaction with more capable peers. In 2010, he 

proposes a situated socio-cultural account of game-mediated native and/or second 

language literacy development that emphasizes the role of embodied experience and 

identity experimentation.  

 

While Gee emphasized the learning potential of situated play experience for 

literacy development, Steinkuehler underlined the literacy development potential of 

                                                
2 Gee defined a semiotic domain as a set of culturally- and historically-established 
practices that utilize certain modalities and signs to communicate distinctive socially-
situated meanings. 
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game-mediated collaborative interaction between players. Steinkuehler (2008) analyzed 

the gaming practices involving massive-multiplayer online games (MMOs) in light of 

Gee (1992)’s Discourse theory3. In her analysis, she demonstrated that massive-

multiplayer online games are affinity spaces with distinct identities, values, and practices 

that function as sites for distributed and collaborative learning, identity work, and 

complex problem solving that facilitate socialization in literacy practices. Similar to 

Steinkuehler, but with an explicit focus on L2 literacy, Thorne & Black (2007) posited 

that interpersonal communication in massive multiplayer online games features the 

discursive use of L2 for expressing affiliations, constructing identities, maintaining social 

relations, and building communities. 

 

2.1.3. Social-constructionist Perspectives. 

 

Informed by social-constructionist approaches to L2 development (Van Lier, 

2000; for an extensive discussion of these approaches check Atkinson, 2011) several 

researchers have conceptualized digital games as authentic and engaging environments 

for L2 socialization and collaborative interaction (e.g. Thorne, Black, & Skyes, 2009).  

 

                                                
3 Gee (1991)’s theory of Discourses posits that people develop literacy by constructing 
identities, building affiliations and adopting the values distinctive of a specific Discourse 
community. 
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Peterson (2010) discussed the learning potential of games from a Sociocultural 

perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) suggesting that games, especially multi-player games, are 

immersive contexts for collaborative interpersonal interaction and authentic environments 

for L2 socialization that offer learners the autonomy to experiment with the target 

language within their zones of proximal development (ZPDs).  

 

Similarly, but using a Language Socialization framework (Duff, 2007; Garrett, 

2008), Thorne, Black, & Sykes (2009) reviewed the research on L2 use in multi-player 

online games and argued that online gaming "involves extended periods of language 

socialization, adaptation, and creative semiotic work that illustrate vibrant 

communicative practices" (p.815); through this discussion they demonstrated that in 

game-mediated interactions L2 learners engage in collaborative participatory 

transcultural composition with native speakers and use multiple expressive modes, 

semiotic and linguistic resources (including L1 and L2), and discursive practice to 

mediate collaborative activity. They further demonstrated that virtual gaming 

environments offer opportunities for identity experimentation, sociocultural exploration, 

and participation in attendant social practices, all of which are integral to L2 

socialization.  

 

Similarly, Sykes, Reinhardt, & Thorne (2010) suggested that multi-player online 

gaming activities promote interaction between players by necessitating collaboration and 
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motivating communication between them. They explained that these games involve 

communication and learning strategies common to L2 classrooms including negotiation 

of meaning, drawing on external resources, explicit feedback, translation, and reciprocal 

alterations between expert and novice roles; therefore, they suggested that multi-player 

games involves an extended process of language socialization. In a similar vein, Sykes & 

Reinhardt (2012) discussed the parallel between gaming and L2 learning activities in 

terms of goal orientation, interaction, feedback, contextualization, and motivation to 

underline the potential of digital game to promote L2 learning and socialization from a 

sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978). 

 

In sum, various theoretical accounts of the potential of digital games to promote 

language learning and literacy development framed in different theoretical approaches to 

L2 learning suggested that game-mediated interactions can facilitate L2 development 

through extended engagement with L2 discourses and literacy practices in engaging 

immersive task-based contexts.  These theoretical accounts of game-mediated L2 and 

literacy development have motivated and informed some empirical investigations of the 

potential of digital games to promote L2 and literacy development inside and outside the 

classroom. 

 

2.2. Implications for l2 learning. 
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The growing interest in using video games in L2 learning and teaching has 

generated many empirical studies investigating the potential of digital games for L2 

learning and teaching (e.g. Zheng et al., 2009). These studies can be classified along a 

variety of different parameters (for a discussion of study classification in DGBLL check 

Reinhardt & Sykes, 2012), one of which is according to implications for L2 learning. 

These studies can be classified by their implications into 5 main categories: (1) L2 use 

and socialization, (2) collaborative interaction, (3) L2 vocabulary learning, (4) 

autonomous L2 learning, and (5) literacy development studies.  

 

2.2.1. L2 use and socialization. 

 

Several studies have explored the potential of game-mediated interactions to 

facilitate L2 use and socialization (Thorne, 2008; Zheng et al., 2009; Piirainen-Marsh & 

Tainio, 2009; Holden & Sykes, 2011; Young, Wagner, & Brewer, 2009). In an 

exploratory case study Thorne (2008) investigated the potential of the massive-

multiplayer online game World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) to facilitate 

L2 use and socialization. Informed by a sociocultural framework and using discourse 

analysis methods, Thorne analyzed the intercultural communication between 2 players in 

the course of gameplay. Data analysis demonstrated that players’ interactions involved 

the use of elements favorable for L2 learning such as experimental L2 use, asking for 
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clarifications, and using overt correction. The author concluded that voluntary 

engagement in multiplayer online gaming environments can provide opportunities for 

informal L2 learning and socialization through the use of language to maintain 

meaningful social relationships.  

 

Not only did the research examine player-player interaction through multiplayer 

online games, but also it investigated L2 learning potential of player-player interaction 

around games. In a qualitative study, Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio (2009) investigated the 

opportunities for interaction and affordances for L2 development that emerged from the 

social interaction between 2 ESL Finnish players in the course of playing the role-playing 

game Final Fantasy X (Square Enix, 2001). Informed by a socio-interactional framework, 

conversation analysis of the interactions of the players around the gaming activity 

demonstrated that the players attended to, capitalized on, and appropriated available 

linguistic and semiotic resources to participate in collaborative gameplay by expressing 

their engagement with the game and their competence in managing the game. The 

researchers interpreted the findings as evidence of the potential of collaborative gaming 

as an informal learning environment that affords opportunities for situated L2 learning 

through the use of available linguistic resources to construct social action and experience 

the gaming activity.  
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Similar to Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio (2009), Holden & Sykes (2011) examined 

the potential of player-player interaction around games, but with a specific focus on 

place-based games.  They used discourse analysis methods to examine the complexities 

and potential benefits of a mobile place-based augmented-reality game, Mentira 

(http://www.mentira.org/), in a Spanish classroom project to leverage place for L2 

learning. Framed in a Social Constructionist framework, data collected through 

observations, surveys, interviews, gameplay recordings and classroom materials were 

analyzed using discourse analysis methods. Data analysis revealed that students were 

excited about using local contexts to learn Spanish and extend their learning beyond the 

classroom. The authors concluded that mobile-gaming technologies have the potential to 

create customized socially situated learning contexts, offer ubiquity of access, and 

provide a deep understanding of place.  

 

In addition to examining the potential of game-mediated interactions for L2 use 

and socialization, at least one study examined the affective impact of game-mediated L2 

use and socialization on learners’ self-efficacy. In a quasi-experimental design, 

Zheng, Young, Wagner, & Brewer (2009) examined the self-efficacy and attitudes of 61 

Chinese ESL learners towards L2 learning in Quest Atlantis (The Atlantis Remixed 

Project, 2003). The researchers compared 2 groups of ESL Chinese learners; the 

experimental group participated in Quest Atlantis for 60 minutes per week for 25 weeks 

and the control group used that time to work on English test preparation. Data analysis 
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revealed a significant difference between the 2 groups in self-efficacy and attitude in 

favor of the experimental group. The authors concluded that participation in game-like 

virtual worlds enhances learners' self-efficacy and attitudes towards learning English by 

affording them opportunities for authentic L2 socialization with native speakers.  

 

2.2.2. Collaborative interaction. 

 

A number of empirical studies have examined L2 interactions of learners in 

multiplayer online games to assess the potential of gaming spaces as environments for L2 

practice and interaction (Peterson 2011, 2012; Rankin, Gold, & Gooch, 2006b; Zheng, 

Young, Wagner, & Brewer, 2009)4. In a qualitative exploratory study, Peterson (2011) 

examined the interpersonal interactions of 7 Japanese ESL learners in the MMO Allods 

Online (Allods Team, 2006). Discourse analysis methods were used to analyze the chat 

logs transcripts of the participants' interaction in 2 gaming sessions, and data collected 

through questionnaires, interviews, field notes, and researcher's observations were used to 

corroborate the analysis. Data analysis revealed that all participants used discourse 

management strategies to manage their interactions; these include strategies commonly 

used in face-to-face interactions to build rapport, establish familiarity, and minimize 

                                                
4 This section only reviews the studies that focused primarily on collaborative interaction; 
however, many other studies that reported collaborative interaction as a key finding have 
focused primarily on the affordances that digital games offer for L2 use and learning. 
These studies will be reviewed in section 2.3. 
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social distance. In addition they used novel strategies that make use of keyboard symbols 

and shortcuts to signal emotions, send feedback, and compensate the lack of social cues 

such as emoticons, abbreviations, and acronyms. The researcher concluded that MMO 

games have a considerable potential as engaging contexts for L2 practice and interaction. 

 

 In a replication of his first (2011) study, Peterson (2012) examined the use of 

discourse management strategies in the interactions of 6 Intermediate Japanese ESL 

learners in the MMO NineRift (Fresbo, 2010). Data collected through observations, 

interviews, pre- and post-study questionnaires, and chat logs were analyzed using 

discourse analysis methods. Data analysis revealed that the participants engaged in 

collaborative social interaction centered on gameplay activities and utilized transfer and 

adaptive interaction management strategies, including greetings, leave-taking, humor, 

informal language and small talks, to build rapport and social cohesion, and signal a 

desire to establish collaborative interpersonal relationship. The researcher concluded that 

MMOs offer an engaging and effective environment for L2 interaction and use.  

 

Besides examining the potential of digital games to promote interaction between 

L2 learners, a few studies have examined their potential to promote interaction between 

L2 learners and native speakers. Zheng, Young, Wagner, & Brewer (2009) investigated 

L2 learning potential and affordances of avatar-embodied interaction between native 

speakers (NSs) and non-native speakers (NNS) in the game Quest Atlantis (The Atlantis 
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Remixed Project, 2003). Two Chinese-American NS-NNS dyads interacted via 

communication tools and avatars to solve content-related problems and coordinate shared 

activities in Quest Atlantis (The Atlantis Remixed Project, 2003) for 10 weeks. Using 

ethnographic and discourse analysis methods, data collected from chat logs, interviews, 

and game artifacts were analyzed.  The findings indicated that NNS players engaged in 

meaning making and intercultural identity formation through intercultural collaborative 

interaction with native speaker players to reach quest goals. The researchers concluded 

that co-questing affords learners opportunities for transcultural L2 practice in authentic 

contexts, intercultural negotiation of control, and collaborative interaction with native 

speakers.  

 

In addition to examining player-player interaction between L2 learners or L2 

learners and native speakers, at least one study examined the effect of L2 learners’ 

interaction with in-game avatars on their L2 development. Rankin et al. (2006) examined 

the effect of participation in the MMO Ever Quest (Sony, 2004) on L2 use and learning 

of 4 ESL learners. Data about participants’ L2 interactions in four gaming sessions were 

collected through interviews, field notes, observations, questionnaires, vocabulary 

assessment, and chat logs. Data analysis revealed that the participants noticed and 

internalized new discourses used by Non-player-characters (NPCs) in the course of 

gameplay. The researchers concluded that interaction with NPCs facilitated participants’ 

L2 development and offered opportunities for practicing conversation skills. 
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2.2.3. Vocabulary learning. 

 

A number of empirical studies examined the potential of player-game interaction 

to promote vocabulary learning (Miller & Hegelheimer, 2006; Ranalli, 2008; more 

studies on game-mediated vocabulary learning will be reviewed in sections 2.2.4 & 2.4). 

A few studies have investigated the potential of player-game interaction supported by 

supplementary materials to facilitate vocabulary development. In a quasi-experimental 

study Miller & Hegelheimer (2006) investigated the potential of the simulation video 

game, The Sims (Maxis, 2000), supported by supplementary materials to facilitate the 

development of English vocabulary with18 intermediate ESL students. Participants 

played the game and completed in-game tasks in 3 conditions of access to supplementary 

materials: mandatory supplementary materials, voluntary supplementary materials, and 

no supplementary materials. Statistical analysis of the data demonstrated that the learning 

gains of learners with mandatory access to supplementary materials were significantly 

higher than those in the other two conditions. The researchers concluded that gameplay 

augmented with supplementary materials can facilitate vocabulary development.  

 

In a replication of Miller and Hegelheimer  (2006) 's, using a mixed methods 

design Ranalli (2008) examined the potential of The Sims augmented by supplementary 

materials to promote L2 vocabulary acquisition with 9 intermediate ESL learners. For the 

most part the methods and procedures were adapted from Miller and Hegelheimer (2006). 
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Participants formed dyads that took turns playing the game at 3 different stations 

featuring different levels of access to supplementary materials: station 1 had access to 

vocabulary lists, exercises and cultural notes; station 2 had access to cultural notes and an 

online dictionary; station 3 had access to the online dictionary only. Pre- and post-task 

surveys and tests were administered to collect information about the participants and 

measure their vocabulary retention and attitudes. Statistical Analysis of pre- and post-test 

score means suggested that learners experienced significant gains in vocabulary 

acquisition that correlated with the level of access to supplementary materials, and 

analysis of qualitative data demonstrated that participants' deemed game play enjoyable 

and useful for vocabulary learning. The researcher concluded that digital gaming 

augmented by supplementary materials can promote L2 vocabulary development. 

 

In a similar vein, in a mixed-methods classroom study informed by the 

sociocognitive approach to L2 learning (Atkinson, 2011) and Gee (2004) ‘s view on 

games as situated learning environments, Hitosugi, Schmidt, & Hayashi (2014) 

investigated the effect of playing the educational game Food Force (United Nations 

World Food Program, 2005) on the attitudes and vocabulary retention of 20 intermediate 

and advanced Japanese learners. The study compared vocabulary retention in 2 

conditions: gameplay supplemented with a vocabulary list and gameplay augmenting 

with explicit instruction and textbook exercises.  Analysis of data collected through 

testing, interviews, and surveys demonstrated that participants in both groups retained 
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new vocabulary, but the second group that had explicit instruction and practice exercises 

retained more game vocabulary than the first group. The data further revealed that 

participants retained significantly more vocabulary from the game than from studying a 

textbook in the long term. The authors concluded than video games situated learning in 

rich contexts and facilitate deep vocabulary learning through cognitive engagement and 

positive affect.  

 

In addition to examining the effect of player-game interaction on L2 vocabulary 

development, at least one study examined the effect of player-player interaction in 

multiplayer online games on players’ vocabulary development. Using a commercial 

massive-multiplayer game, Rankin, Morrison, McNeal, Gooch, & Shute (2009) examined 

the effect of NS-NNS interaction in EverQuest II (Sony, 2004) on the L2 vocabulary 

development of 18 Advanced ESL learners. Using a between-subject pre-test-post-test 

design, participants were randomly assigned to three conditions: classroom instruction, 

individual game play, and collaborative game play with NSs. Data analysis revealed that 

vocabulary gains were higher in the gaming groups and were even higher when gaming 

with native speakers. The analysis further revealed that game-mediated interactions 

situated the meaning of unfamiliar words in the context of gameplay. The researchers 

concluded that interactions between ESL learners and NSs in the game and the 

negotiation of meaning to achieve shared goals provide opportunities for situated 

vocabulary development.  
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2.2.4. Autonomous L2 learning. 

 

Sundqvist and Sylvén conducted a number of studies that investigated correlation 

between frequency of extramural gameplay and L2 proficiency level (Sundqvist, 2009; 

Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2012). Sundqvist & Sylvén (2012) 

conducted a pilot study in which they examined the correlation between extramural 

English activities, especially gaming, and L2 proficiency of 244 Swedish ESL learners. 

Analysis of data collected through questionnaires, proficiency tests, and language diaries 

revealed a significant positive correlation between time spent on gaming and listening 

and reading proficiencies. The researchers concluded that extramural English activities 

promote incidental L2 learning. 

 

In a follow-up longitudinal study Sundqvist (2009) investigated the effects of 

extramural English activities on oral proficiency and vocabulary development of 80 

Swedish ESL learners. Data collected through interviews, questionnaires, vocabulary 

tests, and language diaries demonstrated that time spent on L2-mediated extramural 

activities correlated positively with L2 vocabulary size and oral proficiency.  The 

researchers concluded that extramural activities, especially gaming, are conducive of 

incidental L2 learning.  
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In another study, Sylvén & Sundqvist (2012) explored the correlation between 

gaming as an extramural activity and incidental L2 vocabulary development and L2 

proficiency of 86 intermediate Swedish ESL learners. Quantitative analysis of the data 

collected through questionnaires, language diaries, and proficiency tests revealed a 

significant difference in language proficiency and vocabulary knowledge between 

frequency gamers, average gamers, and non-gamers, where frequent gamer scored the 

highest, followed by average gamers, and non-gamers scored the least. The researchers 

concluded that frequency of extramural gaming correlates positively with incidental L2 

lexical growth.  

 

2.2.5. Literacy development. 

 

A number of empirical studies have examined the potential of game-centered 

projects to promote literacy development (Lacasa, Martínez, & Méndez, 2008; Apperley 

& Beavis, 2011; Alexander, 2009; deHaan, 2011; Steinkuehler, 2006). Even though most 

of these studies focused on developing literacy in L1 contexts, the findings are equally 

applicable to advanced L2 learning contexts.  

 

In a classroom-based study, Lacasa, Martínez, & Méndez (2008) used 

ethnographic sociolinguistic research methods to examine the potential of the commercial 

game Tomb Raider (Eidos Interactive, 1996) as a semiotic tool for promoting new 
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literacies. Informed by Gee’s Discourse theory (1992), they used the game as a cultural 

model to introduce 21 school learners to different semiotic domains and modes of 

communication by developing narratives in multiple contexts and Discourses as part of a 

multimedia workshop. Data analysis demonstrated that the students learned how to 

control different modes of expression, interpret multimodal signs, and transform 

narratives to suit different contexts and audiences. The researchers concluded that games 

have the potential to combine and promote different literacies by presenting learners with 

multimodal embodied narrative experiences.  

 

In another classroom-based study Apperley & Beavis (2011) investigated the 

potential of using games as texts in the language classroom to promote critical literacy 

development. Data were collected from a 3-year game-based English learning project that 

involved using, designing, and modifying games and gaming paratexts (i.e. materials, 

artifacts, and communications relating to game play that give meaning to gaming). Data 

analysis demonstrated that using paratexts, designing paratexts, and designing/modifying 

games involved several critical literacy practices including research, evaluation and 

reflection. The researchers concluded that game-centered projects can promote critical 

literacy skills, and that gaming paratexts can be utilized as learning resources to engage 

learners in critical literacy practices.  
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In a similar vein, but with a clear focus on pedagogical implementation, 

Alexander (2009) investigated the literacy practices involving playing the MMO World 

of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) to inform the integration of digital games in 

English composition classrooms. The researcher examined the literacy narratives of 2 

experienced gamers, which were collected through personal interviews. Data analysis 

revealed that the participants engaged in extensive reading, writing, and collaborative 

interaction to coordinate gameplay and share information with other players in the guild 

through a variety of multimodal communication technologies.  The researcher identified 

4 literacy skills that the participants have developed through their gaming experience: 

trans-literacies, collaborative writing, multicultural literacies, and critical literacies; he 

concluded that integrating games in composition classrooms as texts for analysis can 

engage students in critical literacy practices and promote traditional and new literacies. 

 

In another descriptive classroom-based study deHaan (2011) examined the 

potential of two game-based projects to promote L2 and digital literacies at a technical 

university in Japan. In the first project deHaan worked with 3 ESL students on 

developing a role-playing game using a game generator. The researcher reported that in 

the process they engaged in discussions (story and character design, game genre 

elements), writing (plot, script, story, character description), and reading (game design 

articles, game scripts) in English. Also, script-writing activities gave rise to discussions 

about aspects of English language use including register and dialect and mini-lectures on 
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grammar and vocabulary use. In the second project deHaan worked with 8 ESL Japanese 

students on creating an issue of a print and online English game magazine. deHaan 

reported that in the process students discussed the goals of the project, examined 

examples of print and online magazines, developed a list of important game magazine 

elements (i.e. genre analysis), analyzed authentic game reviews, and took notes of 

evaluative language used to describe games. They also engaged in drafting and writing 

reviews and used the researcher's feedback to improve the quality of their writing. The 

author concluded that game-centered projects provided opportunities for developing 

linguistic and digital literacies.  

 

Besides examining the potential of integrating games in the classroom for literacy 

development, at least one study examined the literacy practices involving gameplay in 

online gaming spaces. In a qualitative study, Steinkuehler (2006) investigated the social 

activities and language use of players in the MMO Lineage (NCSOFT, 1998). Informed 

by Halliday's model of functional linguistics (Halliday, 1985) and Gee's Discourse theory 

(1992), Steinkuehler analyzed one salient utterance from a game-discourse corpus on the 

levels of discourses, situating language use, and big-D Discourses to underline the use of 

linguistic and semiotic resources to constitute social practices in the game. Data analysis 

revealed that players used L2 discourses to construct their identities as certain types of in-

game characters, display knowledge of community values, and signal affiliation with and 

membership in the MMO gaming community. The researcher concluded that MMOs are 
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affinity spaces constructed by the social practices of play where players enact certain 

identities, values, and goals to signal alignment, affiliation, and membership in the 

gaming community. 

 

This review demonstrates the potential of player-game interaction to facilitate L2 

learning even in the absence of player-player interaction; however, these studies have 

focused mainly on establishing the contested learning potential of games by measuring 

quantifiable learning outcomes, and very few empirical studies to-date have directly 

investigated L2 learning affordances in the gaming ecology.  

 

2.3. Affordances of Digital Gaming for L2 development 

 

A few empirical studies have investigated L2 affordances that games provide in 

an effort to understand how game-mediated interactions facilitate and/or mediate L2 

learning (Rama, Black, & Warschauer, 2012; Zheng , Newgarden, &Young, 2012; 

Thorne, Fischer & Lu). In a qualitative study, Rama, Black & Warschauer (2012) 

analyzed the interactions of 2 Spanish learners with other players in the popular MMO 

World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) to examine L2 learning affordances of 

the game. Participants were instructed to play the game at their convenience, preferably 

for 5 hours a week, for a period of 7 weeks. Informed by a sociocultural framework and 

using discourse analysis methods, data were collected through chat logs, gaming journals, 
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field notes, and interviews. Data analysis demonstrated that World of Warcraft (Blizzard 

Entertainment, 2004) provided several L2 learning affordances including (1) a safe 

environment for L2 languaging, (2) emphasis on communicative competence, and (3) 

goal-directed collaborative interaction between experts and novices.  

 

Similarly, Zheng , Newgarden, &Young (2012) examined L2 learning affordances 

of coaction between 3 ESL learners and native English speakers in a 43-minute gaming 

episode of World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) from an ecological 

distributed perspective. Using enhanced discourse analysis methods, the researchers 

identified 13 communicative activity sub-types utilized by the players to manage coaction 

and coordinate gameplay. Based on this analysis the authors suggested that quests are key 

affordances for L2 learning because they promote collaboration, establish a need for 

coordinated action and interaction, motivate players by reward, engage players in game 

narrative, and motivate exploration of the game world. They concluded that opportunities 

for value-realizing and coaction offered by quests offer learners opportunities for 

exploratory and performance-based linguistic action that prepares them for future 

interaction/communication.  

 

Besides examining the affordances that emerge from player-player interaction 

through the game, at least one study examined the affordances designed into the gaming 

space. Thorne, Fischer & Lu (2012) investigated L2 learning potential of massive-
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multiplayer gaming ecologies by examining the linguistic complexity of the texts 

generated and used in the course of playing the MMO World of Warcraft (Blizzard 

Entertainment, 2004). A linguistic complexity analysis of a random sample of game-

related texts was conducted based on 4 criteria: readability, lexical sophistication, lexical 

diversity, and syntactic complexity. The analysis revealed that quest texts and strategy 

guides are moderate in terms of readability, but very high in lexical sophistication, lexical 

diversity, and syntactic complexity. The authors concluded that World of WarCraft 

(Blizzard Entertainment, 2004) presents players with substantial quantity of sophisticated 

linguistic input that renders multiplayer gaming environments complex semiotic 

ecologies for L2 use.  

 

These studies underline a number of affordances for L2 use and socialization that 

are salient in game-mediated player-player interaction, such as co-questing and 

intercultural interaction, alongside other affordances designed in the gaming ecology, 

including immersion in L2 discourses and a safe space for languaging. These important 

findings demonstrate that certain elements of game design interwoven in multi-player 

games’ architecture to promote collaborative interaction between players (Sykes, 

Reinhardt, & Thorne, 2010) can function as affordances for L2 use and development; 

however, there is some empirical evidence that player-game interaction can afford L2 

development even in the absence of other players (e.g. Hitosugi, Schmidt, & Hayashi, 

2014). A research direction that can build on these findings and further our understanding 
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of the learning potential of digital games is investigating specifically the fine-grained 

dynamics and processes of not only player-player, but player-game interaction from 

which L2 learning affordances emerge and framing these processes in relevant theories of 

L2 learning. Player-game interaction is vital in that regards because any game-mediated 

interaction is mediated and facilitated by affordances in the gaming ecology that players 

identify and utilize to fulfill in-game action. One problem, however, is the lack of 

frameworks suitable for analysis of player-game interaction that operationalize language 

use and learning. Gee (2004) has offered an account of player-game interaction dynamics 

framed in theories of situated learning (Lave & Wagner, 1998) that may be of use.  

 

2.4. Gameplay and Situated Learning 

 

A plausible explanation for the effect of player-game interaction on L2 learning is 

Gee (2004, 2008)’s conceptualization of digital games as environments for situated 

cognition and of player-game interaction as a dynamic process of situating learning in 

embodied contexts. To elaborate, according to Gee (2004) games facilitate embodied 

understanding of their rules/concepts by situating these rules/concepts in the game world 

so that players learn them experientially by acting on the game. The game also 

contextualizes learning in the game narrative to give purpose to in-game action and relate 

the learned skills to each other and to the game system. This embodied learning 

experience is realized through exploration and facilitated by multimodal information 
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resources and learning affordances built into the game design, insofar as player-game 

interaction situates the meaning of in-game discourses (i.e. information about the rules of 

gameplay) in the game world and narrative. Therefore, a plausible explanation of game-

mediated L2 learning is that in the course of player-game interaction players relate in-

game discourses to their situated meaning in the embodied virtual world of the game, 

insofar as games function as semiotic systems in which signs, including words, are 

assigned meaning by virtue of their relationship to other signs and to the game system 

(Salen & Zimmerman, 2005). This explanation is corroborated by a few empirical studies 

that reported situated vocabulary learning as an outcome of player-game interaction in the 

absence of other players (e.g. Hitosugi, Schmidt, & Hayashi, 2014; Rankin et al., 2009). 

These studies suggest that player-game interaction might facilitate situated understanding 

of L2 discourses; however, more research is warranted to describe the fine-grained 

processes that situate in-game discourses and explain how they might offer affordances 

for situated L2 learning. To account for situated L2 learning in such a dynamic, complex, 

and interconnected ecological system, an ecology-sensitive approach to L2 development 

is useful. 

 

2.5. Ecological Approaches to L2 Learning 

 

An ecological approach (e.g. Van Lier, 2002, 2004; see also Larsen-Freeman & 

Cameron, 2008) is a social-constructivist approach to L2 learning that adopts a dynamic 
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view of language learning as a dialogic activity situated in a complex learning ecology in 

which various forces and factors interact in chaotic and unpredictable ways and from 

which learning emerges (Van Lier, 2000). It views language as ‘an emergent set of 

resources for enacting linguistic activities’ (Van Lier, 2004, p.108) and language use as a 

dialogic process of relating to the world through linguistic and social action mediated by 

affordances in the environment. In this view language is not a set of grammatical or 

lexical systems, rather it is a social-semiotic system (Halliday, 1978) for meaning making 

embedded in the cultural, social, and physical contexts of use. Language development is 

the emergent process of constructing this system through the active use of available 

semiotic resources in the learning ecology to participate in meaningful activities.  

 

In this approach language use and development are situated (Lave & Wenger, 

1998) in a dynamic multidimensional context including the physical, social and symbolic 

realms of interaction and embedded in a complex network of interrelated social, physical, 

and symbolic systems (Van Lier, 2002). In this way, ecological approaches to L2 use and 

learning perceive context as a dynamic set of nested ecosystems that relate to each other 

in complex ways (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and examine the totality of the learner's 

relations and interactions in the learning context including actions, processes, and 

relations to understand how L2 development emerges.  
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Ecological approaches draw on Pierce’s work on semiotics (Merrel, 1997) to 

conceptualize language development as an ongoing process of semiosis (i.e. meaning 

making) that emerge from social interaction and in which signs are continuously evolving 

and developing through the dynamic interaction between signs, objects (what signs stand 

for), and interpretants (meanings); in the process, new signs are continuously developing 

and are assigned new meanings through iconicity, indexicality, and symbolicity in a non-

ending dialogic interaction (Van Lier, 2002). Making meaning of signs is closely tied to 

physical, social, and symbolic affordances in the learning ecology as they provide access 

to semiotic resources in the environment and mediate meaning making. 

 

A central notion in ecological approaches is that of ‘affordances’. The term 

‘affordances’ was originally coined by Gibson (1979) to refer to possibilities for action 

that the environment offers living organisms. Van Lier (2000) re-conceptualized 

‘affordances’ in a linguistic context as relationships of possibility that are identified, 

perceived, and utilized to mediate meaning making and further linguistic action in the 

environment; as he explains (2004), “affordances are those relationships that provide a 

‘match’ between something in the environment (whether it’s a chair or an utterance) and 

the learner " (p.96). From this perspective, the learning ecology is a multidimensional 

semiotic space in which learners identify affordances and act upon them to facilitate 

linguistic action and language learning is based in social activity and mediated by 

affordances (ibid).  
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Commensurate with an ecological framework, a useful notion for conceptualizing 

L2 use in player-game interaction is languaging, defined by Swain (2006) as “the process 

of making meaning and shaping knowledge and experience through language” (p.98).  

Swain distinguished between languaging and output suggesting that unlike output 

languaging is not simply producing language as a fixed code, but rather it is a dynamic 

and active process of using language as a resource for making meaning (Halliday, 1978); 

she explained, “it is precisely when language is used to mediate problem solutions, 

whether the problem is about which word to use, or how best to structure a sentence so it 

means what you want it to mean, or how to explain the results of an experiment, or how 

to make sense of the action of another” (p. 96, ibid).  Grounding the concept of 

languaging in Vygotsky (1978)’s ideas about the relationship between language and 

thought5, Swain proposed that languaging about language facilitates L2 learning because 

it mediates cognition of L2 discourses.  

 

The concept of languaging is appropriate for conceptualizing learners’ 

engagement with in-game discourses6 because it did not simply involve using these 

discourses to manage play, rather it involved active use of in-game discourses as a 

                                                
5 Vygotsky (1978) proposed that cognition is a mediated process and that language is one 
of the key tools that mediate and shape cognition. 
6 In-game discourses are discourses used in the game interface such as instructions, 
notifications, and descriptions according to Sykes & Reinhardt (2012). 
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resource to construct meaning, reflect on the syntactic and lexical connotations of in-

game discourses, and situates these discourses in the embodied context of play. To 

accommodate the multimodal nature of the gaming ecology, where multiple semiotic 

systems and modalities (e.g. images, sounds, and language) overlap and interact to make 

meaning, and to better account for the potential of multimodal affordances, ‘languaging’ 

will be understood in a multimodal sense to denote the use of language and/or other 

semiotic systems to design and/or interpret meaning and mediate action and interaction in 

the game. The concept of design is used in a special sense here to denote the process of 

drawing on available semiotic resources to interpret unfamiliar discourses by weaving 

together threads of semantic information available about these discourses. 

 

Ecological approaches to L2 learning can offer a fresh perspective on game-

mediated L2 learning that accounts for the complex of factors and relationships at play in 

the gaming ecology. First, the situated/contextualized study of language use as a semiotic 

activity embedded in the environment can account for the role of the gaming ecology in 

facilitating meaning making through various semiotic resources. To elaborate, this view 

can explain the role of multimodal signs (e.g. images, verbal messages, symbols, & 

sounds) designed into the virtual world of the game to afford meaning making and 

facilitate indexing in-game discourses to embodied meaning in the game world. At the 

same time, it can account for the effect of different ecological resources (e.g. gaming 

literacy) distributed in the gaming ecology on languaging in the game world and action in 
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the game. Also, this situated perspective of nested eco-systems can justify the strong 

influence of factors that are external to the gaming activity, such as sociocultural context, 

on the L2 learning potential of player-game interaction. Second, the notion of 

‘affordances’ is crucial for understanding how situated understanding of L2 discourses 

emerges from the complex interactions of the learner with the symbolic, linguistic, and 

virtual ecologies of the game. Therefore, ecological approaches offer an appropriate 

framework for understanding L2 use and learning in gaming ecologies.  

 

Understanding how digital games making meaning will further inform the 

analysis of player-game interaction by accounting for the role of non-linguistic semiotic 

systems and modalities in the game ecology in game-mediated languaging and the 

relationship between languaging and play.  

 

2.6. Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

 

Multimodal discourse analysis (MDA) is an emerging field of study that examines 

theoretical and practical considerations relating to multimodal semiosis (Van Leeuween, 

2005; O’Halloran, 2004; Lemke, 2002; Djonov, 2005). Inspired by Halliday (1978)’s 

work on language as a social semiotic system for meaning making, MDA studies sensory 

modalities, including images, sounds, and gestures, as social semiotic systems and 

explores how different modalities combine and interact in multimodal texts to create 
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meaning (O’Halloran, 2011). In that MDA extends Halliday (1978)’s functional grammar 

model to non-verbal semiotic systems in order to model the grammars of these systems 

and model their interactions to make meaning (O’Halloran, 2008). MDA views semiosis 

as inherently multimodal and cannot be produced by any one semiotic resource, instead, 

various modalities/semiotic resources complement and supplement each other in creating 

meaning; this meaning emerges from the meaning potential of the interacting semiotic 

resources, and it is shaped by the organization of these semiotic resources in the text, 

which determines how these resources combine and interact (Lemke, 2002). This means 

that the semiotic potential of these semiotic resources is a meaning making affordance 

(Gibson, 1979) utilized by users based on their needs and interests (Van Leeuween, 

2005), and that different meaning trajectories can arise from the same set of semiotic 

resources when users organize and integrate them differently (Lemke, 2002). Therefore, 

MDA is primarily concerned with modeling and mapping the meaning potential of 

different semiotic systems and how these systems integrate and interact to generate 

meaning (Van Leeuween, 2005).  

 

O’Halloran (2011) discusses central areas of research in MDA: intersemiosis and 

resemioticization. Intersemiosis is the “interaction of semiotic choices in multimodal 

phenomena [that] gives rise to semantic expansions as the meaning potential of different 

resources are accessed and integrated” (P.125). Resemioticization is a dynamic process of 

shifting meaning as a result of shifting from one context to another or shifting between 
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different semiotic resources across time and space; this process involves a restructuring 

of semiosis because the functional qualities of a specific semiotic resource might be 

realized differently when combined with different resources. MDA will be used in this 

project to analyze how different semiotic systems and resources in the game ecology 

interact to generate meaning in game-mediated languaging activities. 

 

2.7. Conclusion 

 

This review demonstrates the L2 learning potential of digital games and 

underlines the need for more empirical studies in the field (Reinders, 2012) to uncover 

the affordances and potentials of this promising medium. It also shows that despite the 

growing research agenda, researchers have barely scratched the surface of the field 

(Reinhardt, 2012), and that less is known about the processes and dynamics of player-

game interaction that facilitate and offer affordances for L2 learning than the outcomes of 

that interaction; therefore, more research examining the fine-grained dynamics of player-

game interaction is necessary to describe the L2 learning potential of digital games in 

familiar theories of SLA. Finally, this review demonstrates that multimodal discourse 

analysis methods can be employed in an analysis of the fine-grained processes and 

dynamics of player-game interaction to shed light on the meaning making dynamics of 

player-game interaction and how they affect game-mediated L2 use and learning. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 PILOT STUDY 

 

 

This chapter discusses the methods, design, and data analysis of the pilot study. 

The chapter starts with a brief background that underlines the purpose of the study, 

identifies the gap in the literature that it intends to fill, and demonstrates how the study 

addressed this gap (section 3.1). After that the specific research questions that the study 

investigated are presented (section 3.2). Next, the theoretical frameworks that informed 

the study design and data analysis are reviewed (section 3.3). After that, the methodology 

of the study including design, instruments, participants, and procedures are explained and 

justified in light of the research questions (section 3.4). Finally, the findings of the pilot 

study are presented thematically and illustrated by examples from the data (section 3.5).  

 

3.1. Background 

 

The review of the literature on digital game-mediated L2 learning and teaching 

(Chapter 2) demonstrated that more research on the dynamics of player-game interaction 

is needed to account for the role of player-game interaction and the gaming ecology in 

facilitating game-mediated L2 learning, even in the absence of player-player interaction. 

The present study addresses this gap in the literature by examining the activities that 
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comprise player-game interaction in L2 gaming ecologies (i.e. gaming ecologies 

mediated by L2 discourses) and describing them using familiar constructs from second 

language acquisition (SLA). The study also examined the role of in-game L2 discourses 

in managing play and the effect of the gaming ecology on player-game interaction. 

Specifically, this pilot study investigated the activities and processes involving the 

interactions of 3 learners of Arabic as a foreign language with the educational game 

Baalty (PPIC-Work, 2004). Informed by ecological approaches to L2 learning (van Lier, 

2004), the study collected data about the activities and processes that comprised player-

game interaction. The goal of the study was to describe in familiar terms (a) the activities 

that comprise player-game interaction, (b) how L2 discourses were used to manage 

gameplay, and (c) how the gaming ecology mediated player-game interaction. The study 

collected data from various sources, including observations, gaming journals, interviews, 

and think-aloud protocols, to develop a well-rounded understanding of player-game 

interaction activities and processes. Data from these various sources were analyzed using 

multimodal discourse analysis methods (O’Halloran, 2011) and triangulated for patterns 

and trends. 

 

3.2. Research Questions 

 

The pilot study investigated the following research questions: 
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A. What are the activities that comprised player-game interaction? What theoretical 

constructs from ecological L2 learning can adequately describe these activities? 

 

B. How did learners engage in-game L2 discourses in their interaction with the game? 

Why? 

 

C. How did the gaming ecology affect player-game interaction?  

 

3.3. Theoretical Framing 

 

The study was framed in ecological views of language use and learning (e.g. van 

Lier, 2004; Kramsch, 2008; Atkinson, 2011). Ecological approaches are specially suitable 

for studying a complex, multimodal, and interconnected learning environment like digital 

games because (1) they examine the totality of relationships and processes from which 

learning emerges (van Lier, 2002); (2) they view L2 learning as a process of semiosis that 

utilize multimodal affordances (Gibson, 1979) in meaning making; and (3) they underline 

the impact of various factors in different levels of the ecology on learning. To this extent, 

ecological approaches can account for the complex interconnected activities and 

processes of player-game interaction, describe how game-mediated L2 use interacts with 

gameplay, and explain how L2 learning might emerge from the multimodal dynamic 

semiotic ecology of digital games (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005). Within an ecological 
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framework, the construct of languaging (Swain, 2006) was used to conceptualize the 

dynamic and varied forms of L2 use in the context of play. In addition, to account for the 

effect of the game world as a multimodal semiotic system in which in-game L2 

discourses are embedded, languaging was used in a multimodal sense to denote the use of 

language and/or other semiotic systems to design and/or interpret meaning and mediate 

action and interaction in the game (for a detailed discussion of ecological approaches and 

the construct of languaging check section 2.5). For data analysis, Multimodal Discourse 

Analysis (MDA) methods (O’Halloran, 2011) were used as a methodological technique 

to analyze the data and describe languaging activities as multimodal semiosis activities 

that incorporate L2 discourses along with other modalities/semiotic resources to create or 

interpret meaning (for a detailed discussion of MDA methods check section 2.7). This 

approach facilitated understanding the gaming ecology not only as a dynamic context for 

L2 use, but also as a complex multimodal semiotic ecology (Thorne, Fischer& Lu, 2012) 

in which several semiotic systems, including the L2, interact to make meaningful play 

(Salen & Zimmerman, 2005). Understanding this semiotic complexity is key to 

harnessing the full potential of digital game-mediated L2 learning since multimodality 

and interactivity are the distinctive qualities that set gaming aside from other type of 

media. Therefore, combining these familiar theoretical frameworks to conceptualize and 

describe player-game interaction and game-mediated L2 use can offer useful insights and 

guidelines for game-mediated L2 learning.  
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3.4. Methods 

 

3.4.1. Participants. 

 

Due to the scarcity of learners of Arabic, especially learners interested in 

Egyptian Arabic, a convenience sample of 3 learners of Arabic at the University of 

Arizona were recruited to participate in the study voluntarily. By not integrating the game 

in the course curriculum, reliability of the data was enhanced by ensuring that the 

participants’ interactions with the game were spontaneous, and that their participation in 

the study was motivated by the desire to experience L2 gaming rather than grades. 

Integrating the game into a course curriculum could have turned L2 gaming into a 

classroom assignment and might have affected how learners participated in the study 

and/or interacted with the game. The researcher assumed that L2 learners’ participation in 

the study was motivated, at least partially, by their desire to learn Arabic in an engaging 

context; therefore, they were informed of the educational orientation of the study, but the 

specific focus of investigation was not disclosed to them to avoid pushing their gaming 

behavior into a specific direction and to minimize a social desirability bias.  

 

All 3 participants were native speakers of English and motivated L2 learners of 

Arabic. Participants had different levels of Egyptian Arabic proficiency as indicated by 

their placement in the Arabic program and as self-reported in the personal interviews: 
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Adam was an intermediate learner of Egyptian Arabic with a strong background in 

Standard Arabic, Marissa was an elementary learner of Egyptian Arabic with some 

background in Iraqi Arabic, and Nicole was an elementary learner of Egyptian Arabic 

with limited background in Standard Arabic.  The participants also reported different 

levels of gaming experience: Adam had limited experience playing simulation games 

such as The Sims (Maxis, 2000), while Marissa and Nicole had almost no gaming 

experience. Participants were given pseudonyms in the study to maintain the anonymity 

of their identities.  

 

3.4.2. The game ‘Baalty’.  

 

Baalty is an educational simulation-management game designed to teach 

entrepreneurship skills and business ethics to Egyptian children and teenagers by 

simulating the process of managing a retail store in Upper Egypt. The game was 

developed by the Promoting and Protecting the Interests of Children Who Work project 

(PPIC-Work) to support young entrepreneurs in starting and maintaining small businesses 

in Egypt (PPIC-Work, 2004). The virtual world of the game reflects rural and urban life 

in Southern Egypt and some of the cultural values associated with small businesses in 

rural communities, such as hiring children as salespersons. The game is mediated in 

Egyptian Arabic, but it also has an English interface. The game exposes players to a lot of 

aural and written input in relevant contexts through briefings, updates, notifications, 
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descriptions, warnings, labels, and menus. The researcher used Baalty for this study 

because (1) the game rules are relatively simple, so the learning curve of play should be 

short; (2) the game is well designed, which offered participants an engaging play 

experience similar to that of commercial games; (3) the game uses a rich variety of oral 

and written L2 discourses to guide players; and; (4) the game is available for download 

free of charge (http://www.baalty.org/en/download.html). 

 

As the game starts the player is offered a loan that s/he uses to start a retail store 

at one of the different locations available in the game with the goal of making profit and 

increasing the net worth of his/her store. Progress in the game is achieved by making 

profit and determined by the net worth of the player’s stores and assets; the levels of the 

game are marked by ranges of net worth of the player’s stores and assets (e.g. level 2 

starts when the net worth reaches 500 L.E).  

 

In the game, players sell products for profit and customize several options and 

configurations in their stores to increase sales including store location, products quality, 

employees’ training, marketing campaigns, renovations, safety precautions, and profit 

margin. To elaborate, the player chooses from different types of stores that vary in cost, 

size, and storage capacity, and s/he chooses one of the available locations in the city to 

set up the store. The available 5 locations include a touristic area near a temple, a high-

class urban residential neighborhood, a middle-class urban neighborhood, a rural village, 
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a train station, and a shopping mall (see figure 3.1 for a map of the locations). These 

locations have different traffic levels, demographics, socioeconomic levels, tax rates, and 

pricing ranges that inform the player’s choices in each location.  Then, the player has to 

buy products and hire employees. Products are divided into high-quality, average quality, 

and low quality products. The player can hire men, women, boys, or girls, each of which 

has different loyalty and skill levels; men have the highest skill level and the lowest 

loyalty level, women have average loyalty level and low skill level, boys have an average 

skill level and a low loyalty level, and girls have a high loyalty level and a low skill level 

(see figure 3.2 for a snapshot of the workers’ page). At this point the store is ready and 

the player can start the business day, which last for about 15 seconds. The player can buy 

renovations, marketing plans, safety precautions, or employee training to improve store 

popularity and boost sales. Throughout the game the player is guided and assisted by 

Losa, an in-game avatar that offers the player oral tips, comments, and information about 

the different options and choices in the game.  
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Fig. 3.1 Map of locations 

 

 
 

Fig. 3.2 workers’ page 
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3.4.3. Study design. 

 

In order to examine the activities and processes that comprise player-game 

interaction closely, the pilot study employed a qualitative case study design. Qualitative 

approaches are appropriate for in-depth investigation of player-game interaction because 

they focus on describing phenomena in rich details by emphasizing the elements that 

compose an idiosyncratic experience and underlining the situated and contextual factors 

that influence the researched phenomenon (Dörnyei, 2007). Within a qualitative 

paradigm, case study design was selected because it offers a thick and in-depth 

description of the phenomenon in questions (Duff, 2006) “allowing researchers to 

examine how an intricate set of circumstances come together and interact in shaping [the 

phenomenon in question]” (Dörnyei, 2007, P.155), which is consistent with the goal of 

describing player-game interaction as a complex activity embedded in the gaming 

ecology. This goal was achieved by collecting rich multimodal qualitative data about the 

participants’ interactions with the game from different sources.  

 

3.4.4. Instruments. 

 

To develop a deep understanding of the participants’ interactions with the game, 

the study employed a variety of data collection instruments to collect data about gaming 

activities and game-mediated languaging on different levels and from different angles. To 
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elaborate, realizing the multi- dimensional nature of gaming activities and the 

embeddedness of these activities in the gaming ecology (Barr, 2008), the researcher 

collected data about observed and reported participants’ interaction with the game on 

cognitive, sociocultural, and virtual dimensions. On a cognitive dimension, data were 

collected about the cognitive processes and activities that participants engaged in to 

mediate their interactions with the game. On a sociocultural dimension, data were 

collected about factors in the sociocultural context of play that affected how participants 

approached play and/or interacted with the game. On a virtual dimension, data were 

collected about the activities, actions, and interactions of participants in the virtual world 

of the game in the course of play. To collect thick data on different dimensions a variety 

of data collection instruments were used; the following section lists each instrument, 

explains how it was used, and underlines the kind of data it offered about participants’ 

interactions with the game.   

 

3.4.4.1. Think-aloud protocol. 

 

 These are audio-recordings of gameplay sessions in which participants verbalized 

their thought process as they played the game; also, the researcher observed these 

sessions and took field notes. Recordings of players’ thought process provided valuable 

information about the cognitive activities and processed they engaged in as they 

interacted with the game. The researcher’s observations and field notes shed light on the 
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relationship between these cognitive activities and specific actions, challenges, and/or 

information or discourses they encountered in gameplay; in addition, field notes recorded 

non-verbal information about player-game interaction that might have been lost in audio 

recordings (Dörnyei, 2007). 

 

3.4.4.2. Gameplay recordings/walkthroughs. 

 

 These are video recordings of the players’ actions and interactions in the game. 

These detailed records of players’ trajectories through the game, including the actions 

they took, in-game discourses they encountered, and the challenges they faced, detailed 

players’ action and interaction in the virtual world of the game and offered evidence 

and/or explanation for players’ cognitive processes and/or languaging activities. By 

comparing and connecting in-game actions and the cognitive processes that accompanied 

these actions, the researcher was able to identify and describe the activities that 

constituted player-game interaction. 

 

3.4.4.3. Gaming journals.  

 

These are self-reported journals that participants were instructed to complete each 

time they played the game. The journal asked participants to note (1) actions they took in 

the game, (2) challenges they faced in the game, (3) instances of using in-game 
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discourses to manage play, (4) in-game resources that facilitated languaging in-game 

discourses, and (5) in-game discourses they have noticed and/or designed in the course of 

play. In other words, these journals recorded participants’ languaging activities, actions 

and interactions in the game, and qualities of game design that facilitated and/or 

motivated languaging activities. Gaming journals served as a record of instances of L2 

languaging that emerged from player-game interaction; languaging affordances that 

participants identified in the game; and play activities and challenges that motivated, 

prompted, and/or contextualized game-mediated languaging.  

 

3.4.4.4. Debriefing interviews. 

 

These semi-structured interviews offered players the opportunity to reflect on 

their overall experience and provided a holistic well-rounded account of the activities and 

processes that comprised their interaction with the game on different levels. The use of 

semi-structured interviews maintained focus on topic, while allowing the conversation to 

flow spontaneously in unplanned territories (Dörnyei, 2007). As a result, the interview 

allowed the researcher to bring up unanswered questions that emerged from his 

observations of thinkaloud session (or his preliminary analysis of other sources of data) 

and, at the same time, gave the participants the flexibility to discuss uncharted ideas that 

they found significant in their gaming experience. 
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By combining and consolidating multimodal information about interrelated 

activities and processes that comprised player-game interaction from various sources and 

on different dimensions, the researcher was able to form a well-rounded hypothesis about 

these activities and processes and how they interrelated and interacted to comprise 

player-game interaction as a situated ecological activity. In other words, the different 

instruments offered interrelated pieces of information about different facets of player-

game activities that could be triangulated and sorted into a coherent, well-rounded 

conceptualization of player-game interaction as a multidimensional multi-faceted activity 

emergent from the data. Table 3.1 illustrates how data from different instruments were 

combined and consolidated to answer the research questions. 

 

Research 

Question 

Data collection 

Instrument 

Type of Data Data Integration and 

analysis outcome 

What are the 

activities that 

comprised 

player-game? 

Thinkaloud 

protocol 

Cognitive processes 

and how they relates 

to players’ actions 

and interactions in 

the game 

Identifying activities 

that occur during play 

and describe how they 

interact to comprise 

player-game interaction 

Walkthroughs Players’ action and 

interactions in the 
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game 

Journals Languaging and play 

activities 

How did 

learners engage 

in-game L2 

discourses in 

their interaction 

with the game? 

 

Think-aloud 

protocol 

Information about 

how gameplay and 

languaging interrelate 

Describing forms of 

languaging L2 

discourses that emerge 

from player-game 

interaction and how 

these forms mediate and 

facilitate that interaction 

Debriefing 

interviews 

Information about the 

holistic experience of 

learners’ experience 

and how they used 

discourses to manage 

their interactions  

Journals Information about 

affordances that 

learners identifies and 

how they used them 

How did the 

gaming ecology 

affect player-

game 

Think-aloud 

protocol 

Information about 

how factors in the 

ecology affected 

player-game 

Identifying specific 

factors in the gaming 

ecologies that affect 

players’ approach to 
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Table 3.1 Summary of instruments’ contribution to answering each research questions 
 

 In this way, I examined player-game interaction as a holistic multi-faceted 

phenomena by gathering particles of data scattered around the gaming ecology and 

attempted to produce a model of that phenomena by gathering and combining these 

particles in a coherent manner. The underlying reasoning for that approach is that each bit 

of data presents some information about a specific dimension, facet, and/or level of 

player-game interaction that can only offer a fragmented incomplete idea about that 

interaction. This approach to data analysis can be compared to the process of re-

constructing a diamond that was broken into pieces by putting together the different 

pieces together as demonstrated in figure 3.3. In this metaphor the broken pieces 

represent fragmented information about player-game interaction that were collected from 

different sources. These fragments were examined to understand their interconnections 

and relationships and determine how they should be organized (figure 3.3). Putting these 

interaction?  interaction play and shape player-

game interaction Debriefing 

Interviews 

Information about 

how specific factors 

in the ecology 

affected player-game 

interactions 
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pieces together in the correct form should re-produce the diamond, which, in this case, I 

present as a model of player-game interaction in L2 gaming. 

 

 

 Figure 3.3   Diamond Metaphor of the research approach  

 

3.4.5. Procedures. 

 

After recruitment, the researcher introduced participants to the study and oriented 

them to the basic qualities of the game. After that, participants were instructed to play the 

game at their convenience for a minimum of two hours a week for a period of four weeks 

and fill in a gaming journal that recorded their actions, interactions, and languaging 

activities after each gaming session. In order to minimize the Hawthorne effect (Mellow 

et al., 1996) by maintaining participants’ autonomy in managing their gaming activities 

and allowing their interactions with the game to be as spontaneous and natural as 

possible, I did not interfere with how participants approached gameplay or interacted 

with the game. Therefore, participants were not assigned any specific in-game tasks or 
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assignments, and they were given the liberty to use any external resources (e.g. online 

dictionaries) to facilitate their game play (although they reported not using them). 

 

After four weeks of unsupervised interaction with the game, each learner 

participated in a one-hour thinkaloud gaming session in which s/he played the game 

while verbalizing his/her thoughts about his/her actions and interactions in the game. The 

researcher observed these sessions and took field notes on their interactions in the game; 

also, the sessions were audio recorded to capture the participants’ thought processes and 

to understand their cognitive engagement in play. The study was originally designed to 

record 4 think-aloud sessions for each participants, but due to scheduling conflicts Adam 

was only able to attend two sessions, and Marissa was only able to attend one session, 

while Nicole attended all 4 sessions. Also, in-game walkthroughs (i.e. players’ 

trajectories in the game) were video recorded to serve as a record of participants’ actions 

and interactions in the game that could justify and/or explain their thought processes and 

cognitive activities. Finally, each participant had a semi-structured debriefing interview 

in which the researcher elicited information about their overall experience, their gaming 

activities, their use of in-game discourses to manage play, and the effect of the gaming 

ecology on their interactions with the game. Data from these varied sources were coded, 

triangulated, and analyzed for patterns and trends to create a comprehensive picture of 

player-game interaction.   
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3.4.6. Data analysis methodology. 

 

The goal of data analysis was to reduce, display, and interpret the data in a 

transparent formalized procedure that enhance the validity of the findings (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). To this end, several iterations of inductive qualitative content analysis 

(Ellis & Barkhuizen, 2005) were carried out.  Analysis started with transcribing the data 

according to a custom transcription scheme designed to fit the purpose of the present 

study—a focus on activities and processes that comprise player-game interaction 

(Lapadat, 2000). Data were transcribed in English, and Arabic data were transliterated 

into the Roman alphabet. English translation of Arabic data was provided in square 

bracket for short chunks or in a separate line for longer chunks; translated discourses 

were bolded so the reader can distinguish between data that were produced in English and 

those that were produced in Arabic and translated into English. Mistakes and incomplete 

structures in the data were not corrected in the transcripts because sometimes they 

reflected partial languaging attempts. Transcripts did not record participants’ tone or 

intonation except for a few cases when they reflected the quality of participants’ 

interaction with the game. For the thinkaloud protocols, transcriptions included notes 

about actions and/or activities that related to or occurred during the participants’ 

verbalization of the data based on the field notes. 
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Transcribing data was followed by a pre-coding stage in which the researcher read 

the data transcripts several times to get a sense of the big picture behind the data and to 

identify and highlight significant chunks of data. After that, informed by concepts from 

ecological approaches to L2 learning (Van Lier, 2004) an initial coding stage took place 

in which detailed descriptive codes were assigned to highlighted chunks of data. This 

stage of coding was followed by a higher-order coding stage in which, using Multimodal 

Discourse analysis (O’Halloran, 2004), the data were coded for activities and processes; 

these codes were derived from the initial descriptive codes assigned to data chunks and 

were examined against the coded data to validate them. The new operational codes that 

describe participants’ activities on different dimensions were grouped into categories and 

sub-categories based on their relationship to each other and their role in comprising 

player-game interaction. These categories and sub-categories were examined against the 

data to assert that they accounted for all the data and if necessary, lead to revisions of 

some categories/sub-categories accordingly. Then, data from different sources were 

triangulated both categorically and segmentally and analyzed for patterns and trends. To 

elaborate, data from different sources were analyzed twice: once based on the category or 

sub-category of activity they represented, and another time based on the segment of 

player-game interaction that they represent. Categorical triangulation of data offered 

think descriptions of the categories and sub-categories of player-game interaction 

processes, which underlined the fine-grained dynamics that comprised these activities. 

Segmental triangulation served to re-construct holistic segments of player-game 
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interaction by relating and combining data about the target segment from different 

sources and on different levels, which shed light on the intricate relations and complex 

interactions that hold between the activities of player-game interaction. Several themes 

emerged from the analysis, which were then examined against the data to ensure that they 

represent the data accurately.  

 

3.5. Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 

This section discusses data analysis and interpretation in light of the research 

questions of the study. Patterns and themes that emerged from data analysis are presented 

under the research question they answer. After each theme/pattern is discussed in general 

terms, more specific sub-themes are discussed and illustrated with excerpts from the data. 

Data samples are introduced with background information about the context of the data, 

followed by the data excerpt, and finally interpretation is presented.  

 

3.5.1. Research question A. What are the activities that comprised player-game 

interaction? What theoretical constructs from ecological L2 learning can 

adequately describe these activities? 

 

Data analysis demonstrated that the participants interacted with the game to 

engage in play and extend their play experience by leveling up in the game. To this 
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end, they drew on in-game discourses to deduce the basic rules of play, which they 

applied experientially in the game to develop embodied understanding of the rules of 

the game. This embodied understanding of play appeared to guide further action in 

the game; however, they continued to draw on in-game discourses to inform their 

actions. In the rest of this section examples from the data will be presented and 

analyzed to demonstrate that (1) extending play was the goal of player-game 

interaction, (2) learning gameplay involved decoding in-game discourses, and (3) 

learning play occurred, primarily, experientially.  

 

3.5.1.1. Extending play as the goal of interaction with the game. 

 

Data analysis revealed that in their interaction with the game, participants were 

primarily trying to level up in the game and maintain the flow of their play experience. 

This goal was achieved by taking appropriate actions and/or making appropriate choices, 

which, collectively, facilitated leveling up in the game and extended gameplay 

experience.  

 

To illustrate, in example 3.1, from a thinkaloud gaming session Nicole makes the 

decision to buy a chic mat to develop her store and increase sales. 

 

Example 3.1 
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1 Nicole: So ana 3ayza ashtary 7asera sheik [I want to buy a chic mat] and  

2 the price, se3r khamseen geneih we 3andy felous keteer wa [the price is fifty  

3 pounds and I have a lot of money and].. I can buy it so, hal toured an [do you  

4 want to].. it says.. tawar al ma7al [develop the store], do you want to develop or 

5 advance your store.. it says hal toureed an tadfa3 haza el mablagh le tatweer  

6 ma7alak? [do you want to pay that amount to develop your store?] So for your 

7 Advancing for store, you want to purchase this thing 'mablag' [amount], ‘balag’ 

8 [reached] means reach so this reaching, I don’t know.. this reaching  

9 advancement.. le tatweer ma7alak [for developing your store], to develop or for  

10 developing your store because tawar [developed] is develop, so I say  

11 na3am [yes]..yaay! Let's see if it helps the profit. 

 

 

In this excerpt, Nicole bought a renovation, a chick mat, to develop her store and 

increase profit. She decided to improve her store to boost sales, so she checked the 

available renovations and found that she can buy a chic mat that increases sales by 10%, 

which is mentioned in the mat description (lines 1&2). She bought the mat and; as a 

result, a confirmation message popped up asking her to confirm her decision (lines 3-5). 

She decoded the confirmation message gradually deducing that it asks if she wants to pay 

a certain amount to develop her store (lines 6-10). She confirms her choice and expresses 
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her hope that this development would increase her profit (line 11). This excerpt suggests 

that Nicole ‘s choices and decisions in the game were motivated by the desire to increase 

profit and level up in the game.  

 

3.5.1.2. Decoding in-game discourses to inform play. 

 

Data analysis also demonstrated that participants drew primarily on in-game 

discourses, including tips, notifications, and descriptions, to deduce the rules of the game 

to guide their exploration of the game world and inform their actions in it (e.g. selecting 

product type).  

 

To illustrate, in example 3.2 Nicole is running a small store in the touristic area 

‘Manteat al Ma3bad’ (Temple area). She clicks on the location to start a new business 

day, and Losa, the in-game avatar, provides information about that market location orally. 

She listens carefully to Losa’s speech and then starts the day.  

 

Example 3.2  

 

1 [Nicole clicks ‘Manteat al Ma3bad’on the map and listens carefully] 

2 Losa: Manteat al ma3bad manteaa seya7eya betagzeb keteer men al aganeb al agneyaa. 
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In this excerpt Nicole draws on Losa’s oral speech about ‘Manteat Al Ma3bad’ 

(Temple location) to deduce which products sell best in this location and inform her 

choice of products. She infers from the speech that it is a touristic place that attracts rich 

The temple area is a touristic area that attracts a lot of rich foreigners 

3 Nicole [buying products]: lazem ashtray.. bashtary montagat.. montagat.. ah.. 

 I need to buy.. I buy.. I buy products.. products..ah.. 

4  4 bashtary montag momtaz.. wa.. bortoan.. wa.. mouz.. mouz wa.. ebdaa youmy 

I buy an excellent product.. and.. oranges.. and.. bananas.. and.. start my day 

5 I wonder where these ruins are and the real name.. [pop up message, reads slowly] 

6 

 

Oh! kol el montagat fi manteat ma3bad etba3et, lazem ashtary montagat 

Oh! All the products in the temple area were sold, I need to buy new products 

7  7 montag momtaz.. wa.. el 3elba .. 3lebein.. two boxes 3elbein, montag momtaz 

Excellent product.. and.. the box.. two boxes.. two boxes, excellent product 

8 Reseacher: I have a question, why did you say I should buy high quality products? 

9 Nicole: Because tourist people like high quality stuff I buy montag momtaz 

10 el ensan fi al de mentaa ghali, ghali, they are rich!..wa.. hom.. la.. hom la.. yash .. 

Man in this location expensive, expensive, they are rich!..and..they don’t.. buy.. 

11 .. beyashtaroun montag 3ady.. because the people would not buy low quality 

.. they do not buy low end products..because the people would not buy low quality 

12 products because they are rich, so if you are rich obviously you wanna buy good stuff. 
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tourists (lines 1&2). This inference is confirmed by the image of the location that 

displays ruins (line 5). Therefore, she hypothesizes that rich tourists would prefer nice 

products and stocks her store with ‘high quality products’ (lines 3,4, & 8-12). A pop-up 

notification appeared that she reads and decodes to determine her next action; she 

deduces from the message that the store ran out of products, and considering that she sold 

out in short period of time, she realizes that her products are popular and decides to buy 

excellent products again and increase the stock to two boxes (lines 5-7). This example 

demonstrates that Nicole drew on in-game discourses to deduce how product type affects 

sales in that location and guide her choice of products. 

 

3.5.1.3. Experiential learning of play. 

 

Data analysis further demonstrated that participants implemented the rules 

deduced from in-game discourses in play to develop embodied understanding of how 

these rules materialize in the embodied virtual world of the game. They tested different 

actions and choices in play and observed the outcomes of these actions and choices in 

play. Through trial and error and extended interaction with the game the participants were 

able, to a certain extent, to relate certain actions/choices to specific embodied outcomes 

in the game world and develop simple play strategies experientially. 
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In example 3.3, from a thinkaloud session, Nicole is preparing a new store for 

business by making some choices: stocking products, hiring employees, and setting profit 

margin. She makes choices about product quality and type of employee based on her 

experience trying different products and employees and her observations of how each 

choice affects sales.  

 

Example 3.3 

 

1 Nicole: I am going to buy the matt because it is cheap [clicks ‘buy’] 

2  [reads a pop-up message] al ma7al la yougad beh 3omal [there are no workers  

3 in the store]..a3mal [workers] [clicks the page for hiring employees] 

4 The store does not have employees? Employees! where is the…? Is this the  

5 people? Yeah, it is the people. I want bent [girl] because she is cheap. 

6 [Message pops up] na3am [Yeah]. 

7 Researcher: Isn’t the boy cheap too? 

8 Nicole: Yeah, but he doesn’t have good loyalty, he ran away the first time 

9 I hired him. So I have a girl and will give her extra training [message pops up] 

10 na3am [Yeah], because that’s what she needs [browsing products] mantagat 

11 [products] did I say that right? Products, Motasawet [average], that means  

12 normal, and I am choosing one montage momtaz [excellent product] 
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13 Researcher: Why are you buying montag momtaz? 

14 Nicole: Because everybody wants ‘montag momtaz’, no body wants montag  

15 3ady [low quality product] 

16 Researcher: How do you know that? 

17 Nicole: I noticed before that sales do not happen as much if it is lower quality. 

 

 

In this example the participant’s choices were informed by her experiential 

learning of play. First, she decides to buy the cheapest store available, a ‘matt’, and use 

cheap labor, a girl, because she realized through trial and error that it is better to 

minimize initial investment in the store after she lost several times as a result of investing 

all her cash in products up-front (lines 1-6; thinkaloud S2). Then, she decides to hire a 

girl rather than a boy, even though the boy is as cheap and has a higher skill level, 

because she experienced the negative outcomes of the boy’s low-loyalty in a previous 

gaming episode when she hired a boy and he quit suddenly leaving the store unattended 

and causing a drop-down in sales (lines 7&8); even thought the level of loyalty of each 

type of worker is represented numerically on the hiring page, it was not until she 

experienced the effect of the boy’s low loyalty level that she used this information to 

inform her choices in the game. After that, she chooses to buy ‘high quality’ products 

because she noticed in her experience selling different types of products in this market 

location a positive correlation between product quality and sales (lines 11-17).   
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3.5.2. Research question B. How did learners engage in-game L2 discourses 

in their interaction with the game? Why? 

 

Interpretation of the data shows that while drawing on in-game L2 discourses for 

information about gameplay, participants engaged in extended and recursive decoding 

and designing of these discourses to inform play/action using available resources, 

including their linguistic backgrounds in Arabic and multimodal semiotic resources in the 

virtual world of the game. And because their background in Arabic was limited, they 

relied heavily on multimodal semiotic signs in the game world, such as images and 

sounds, as semiotic resources to design relevant in-game discourses used in the same 

context. For the rest of this section examples from the data will be presented and 

analyzed to demonstrate that (1) players decoded in-game discourses to inform play, and 

(2) they utilized semiotic resources in the game world to inform the design of unfamiliar 

in-game discourses. 

 

3.5.2.1. Decoding in-game discourses to inform action. 

 

In example 3.4, from a thinkaloud session, Nicole reads and decodes a pop-up 

message to inform her actions in the game. The message suggests that there is an accident 

in her store and explains its consequences on store popularity, finances, and employee 

loyalty.  
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Example 3.4 

 

1 Nicole: Oh! no! What happened? 7asal 7adeth [an accident happened],  

2 something happened, a little accident, necessary to pay 11 geneih [pounds] or  

3 your employee mowazafeen [employees] ko.. and sh3beya ma7alak nasat tes3a  

4 fel meya [you store popularity went down by 9% percent], so your store  

5 popularity nasat ..nasat [decreased], that must be lowered because it was  

6 18% now it is 9%, it says lazem tadfa3 [you have to pay] necessary  

7 something,11 geneih [pounds], I assume it is pay because there was a  

8 7adeth  [accident], an accident,walaa al mowazafeen employess, kal  

9 [employees’ loyalty decreased], kaf-lam-nokta [K-L-.]!Cut off!I think that  

10 means ‘fire’ something! That's bad, what was that accident? It happened!  

11 7asal 7ades sager [a small accident happened], it happened.. a little  

12 accident 7asal 7ades sageer fi markaz al tegara [small accident happened  

13 in the trade center], in the store, nategat al 7adeth [the outcome of the  

14 accident],m3rafsh [I do not know], 7adeth sager [small accident], sogayar  

15 [small], 7adeth sogayar [small accident], markaz al tegaraa [trade  

16 center]!Oh my gush! I so know this word! Al tegarra [trade]! I do not think  

17 it is history! Natega al 7adeth [outcome of the accident], lazem tedfa3y  
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18 [you have to pay], necessary you pay, tadfa3 [pay],I think that's pay or give,  

19 11 geneih [pounds], wala mowazafeen [employees’ loyalty], employees,  

20 nokta [point]!shabeyat ma7alek naasat tes3a fel meya [store popularity  

21 went down by 9% percent]!7aram [Oh Gush]! Mesh eshta [not cool]!  

 

In example 3.4 Nicole decodes a pop-up message about the accident and designs 

its meaning to inform her actions and choices. She reads the discourses in the notification 

message, breaks them down into individual words, identifies familiar words or word 

roots, and, drawing on her linguistic knowledge, she uses these words to deduce the 

overall meaning of the message (lines 1-4). After she develops some idea about the 

overall meaning, she examines unfamiliar words and designs their meaning from their 

linguistic contexts of use (lines 5-10). To illustrate, based on her interpretation of the 

overall message she hypothesizes that ‘nasat’ meant ‘lowered’ because it is a passive 

verb that indicates how her store popularity was affected, especially that the actual 

change on the graph bar that represents her store popularity was a drop from 18% to 9% 

(lines 4 & 6). Also, because she knew that after an accident she will probably have to 

compensate employees, she hypothesizes that the verb ‘tadfa3’ (pay) means ‘pay’, 

especially that it was used with the monetary amount of ‘11 geneih [pounds]’ (lines 6-8). 

Then, she tries to deduce the meaning of ‘kal’ (lowered), which describes the changes 

that happened to employees’ loyalty, but she misinterprets it as ‘fired’ (lines 9 & 10). 

After she designs the meaning of these unfamiliar words from context she re-reads the 
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whole discourse/message to put the designed and decoded parts together into a coherent 

interpretation of the message (lines 11-20). Finally, she expresses her frustration with the 

consequences of the accident (line 21). This excerpt demonstrates that Nicole drew on 

and decoded in-game discourses to inform her actions and choices in play.  

 

3.5.2.2. Using in-game semiotic resources to design in-game discourses. 

 

In this example from the final interview Adam explains how he designed the 

meaning of the word ‘walaa’ [loyalty] through his interaction with the game to hire 

employees using relevant semiotic signs in the context of using ‘walaa’. 

 

Example 3.5 

 

1 Adam: al walaa [loyalty], I did not understand what that word is, but through  

2 the context and symbols in the game I am able to draw the conclusion that it  

3 has to do with satisfaction or love for work, and they say that the employee  

4 who has high “walaa” is not likely to leave work and the icon itself is  

5 surrounded by a heart, these are two cues that give me an idea what “al walaa”  

6 means...I did not look up any words, but I knew that “walaa’ is something  

7 good and I should encourage, and I also noticed that children have high walaa 
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8 and that ragol [man] has lower walaa that emraa [woman] that has higher  

9 walaa. So there are they different way of figuring out what walaa means. 

 

In example 3.5, Adam capitalizes on a number of semiotic resources in the game 

as languaging affordances to design the meaning of the word ‘walaa’. First, he deduces 

from the game feedback that it is a personal quality that relates to ‘love for work’ because 

the higher the ‘walaa’ the lower the probability the employee would quit the job and 

leave the store idle (lines 1-4). Second, he deduces from the ‘heart’ symbol associated 

with ‘walaa’ that it is an emotional quality (lines 4 & 5). Third, he correlated the levels of 

‘walaa’ of men, women, girls, and boys with their behaviors in the game and noticed that 

men and boys who have lower ‘walaa’ tend to quit the job often, while women and girls 

who have higher ‘walaa’ did not (lines 8 &9; journal 1). As a result, he deduced that 

‘walaa’ means loyalty. This excerpt demonstrates that participants utilized multimodal 

signs in the game world as semiotic resources to design relevant in-game discourses.  

 

3.5.3. Research question C. How did the gaming ecology affect player-game 

interaction?  

 

Data analysis revealed that player-game interaction did not happen in vacuum and 

was mediated and influenced by several factors in the gaming ecology; specifically, 

participants’ L2 proficiency, gaming experience, and L2-learner identity appeared to have 
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strong effects on how participants interacted with the game. To elaborate, the 

participants’ limited L2 proficiency increased the challenge of play, but it also motivated 

extended engagement with in-game L2 discourses. The lack of gaming experience also 

limited the participants’ ability to deduce the rules of the game in play, but, on the other 

hand, it forced participants to draw heavily on in-game discourses to understand the rules 

of the game. The participants’ L2-learner identity was another factor that affected how 

they approached play; participants approached the game not only as a leisure activity, but 

also as an engaging context for L2 use and practice ,and as a result, they engaged with in-

game discourses in ways that not only informed play, but also facilitated L2 practice. For 

the rest of this section examples from the data will be presented and analyzed to show 

that (1) limited L2 proficiency restricted play, (2) lack of gaming experience halted play, 

and (3) private speech was used to mediate L2 learning. 

 

3.5.3.1. Limited L2 proficiency restricted play. 

 

The participants’ limited proficiency in Egyptian Arabic made the task of 

decoding in-game discourses more challenging and, consequently, their ability to deduce 

information about the rules of play from these discourses was restricted. As a result, their 

interaction with the game and ability to learn play were slowed down. On the other hand, 

the participants’ limited L2 proficiency resulted in more opportunities for decoding and 

designing L2 discourses because most of the in-game discourses were unfamiliar to the 
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participants, so they engaged in extended decoding and designing of these discourses to 

guide play. 

 

In example 3.6, from a thinkaloud session, Nicole is selling her mat to buy a 

bigger store with more storage to increase her sales and profit. However, because of her 

limited L2 proficiency she cannot interpret the confirmation message fully and; as a 

result, she sells the mat for half its value and; as a result, she goes bankrupt and loses the 

game. 

 

Example 3.6 

 

1 Nicole: Bay3 [selling], I am going to sell [message popped up] hal anty  

2 motaked anak toured bay3 haza al ma7al [are you sure you want to sell the  

3 store]? Na3am [continues reading] satakhsar [you will lose], you will  

4 something, nesf al mablag [half the amount], reach, al az dafa3toh 3endama 

5 [that you paid when] ekhtaraitoho [you bought it], when buying, you will  

6 something when… you will something, nos [half] .. half al mablag [amount],  

7 reach?! … you will khasar [lose], I don’t know! Something happens with the  

8 amount when you buy it, dafa3toho [paid] .. dafa3toho. Bai3 el ma7al  

9 [selling the store]. Ma3andeih ma7al delwaty [I do not have a store now]. 
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In this example, Nicole’s decision to sell her store is misinformed by her 

incomplete interpretation of the confirmation message. She decides to sell the mat to 

increase sales and profit assuming that she will get the full amount she paid for it (line 1). 

A confirmation message pops up warning the player that she will lose half the value of 

her store if she sells it (line 1). Nicole tries to decode the message, but her limited L2 

proficiency restricts her ability to understand the consequences of that action (lines 2-8); 

she deduces that “something happens with the amount [of cash you have] when you buy 

it [a new store]”, whereas the message is warning that she will Lose half the value of the 

store if she chooses to sell it (lines 2-8). In that her limited L2 proficiency causes her to 

misinterpret in-game discourses and misinforms her actions leading her to lose the game 

eventually. This excerpt suggests that limited L2 proficiency can slow-down player-game 

interaction and halt play.  

 

3.5.3.2. Limited gaming experience halted play. 

 

The limited gaming experience of the participants resulted in their approaching 

play in ways that restricted their ability to learn play experientially; specifically, (a) their 

experimentation was limited to a few gameplay strategies; (b) their hypotheses about play 

were grounded in assumptions informed by cultural knowledge rather than the game 

rules, and (c) their strategies did not take into account all the action-outcome 

relationships they encountered. On the other hand, the lack of gaming experience caused 
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them to rely mainly on in-game discourses to understand gameplay and motivated 

extended L2 use 7. 

 

In example 3.7, from a thinkaloud session, Adam examines available marketing 

campaigns hoping to find an option that can increase his store sales. 

 

Example 3.7 

 

                                                
7 Experienced gamers could have drawn on their gaming literacy as a schemata to 
anticipate the rules of play, test their assumptions experientially in play, and arrive at the 
game rules without relying on in-game discourses extensively. 

1 Adam: Khetet tasweek ..ma3andeesh. Haza kad yesa3edny, khetet 

Marketing plan.. I do not have one. This can help me, marketing campaign 

2 el tasweekkad tesa3edny fi zeyadet el mabe3at ..  shou haza 30% zeyadet  

Can help me increase sales.. What’s this? Thirty percent increase 

3 mabe3at! laken haza ghali ghali ghali ghali  benesb ley, ana madarsh  

in sales, but this is really really expensive  For me, I cannot afford this much. 

4 

 

ata7amal el taklefa deih, shokran ya Losa! [starts a new day]… yala nebda..  

Thanks Losa! Lets start, I just need experience and continuity in this 

5 me7tag bas khebra we estemrareya fe hazehe el  mantea.. haza ma a7tag,  

location.. this is what I need, I do not have a marketing campaign, 
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In example 3.7 Adam’s limited gaming experience misguides his action leading 

him to act according to his cultural expectations rather than the game rules. To elaborate, 

Adam explores a specific marketing plan and decodes its description to understand how it 

affects sales (lines 1&2). He deduces from the discourses that it increases sales by 30%, 

but he finds it too expensive for him, so he does not buy it at this point (lines 2-4). Then, 

as he continues to play, he questions the need for a marketing campaign in a small local 

village like ‘ezbet el kheir’ based on his cultural suppositions from the real world (lines 

5-8). As a result, he rules out using a marketing campaign in this location, even though he 

knows that it increases sales by 30% from in-game discourses (line 2) and, instead, he 

decides to focus on improving product quality, prices, and employees’ skills to pump up 

6 ana ma3andesh ketet tasweek, bas la a3raf [leih]  zalek mohem ya3ny, fel  

but I do not know if this is  important, in the small village use a marketing  

7 karia khetet tasweek sheay mohem?! Ya3ny tewaza3  manasheer 3ala el nas  

campaign is an important thing? So I distribute  fliers to the people so they  

8 fayarefou en fagaa en feih ma7al? La, la a3taked!  Montagat, as3ar  

suddenly know that there is a store? No, I do not think so!  Products, good prices, 

9 kowayesa, 3omal..ya3ny 3amelat roubama ya3ny nesaa  be mahara 3alia ..  

employees, I mean female employee which means women  with high skill.. that’s  

10 haza ma a7tagoh, mesh khetet tasweek fel karia … 

what I need, not a marketing campaign in the village 
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sales (lines 8-10). Making decisions based on learners’ real world cultural knowledge 

rather than the rules of the game reflects the limited gaming experience of learners as 

experienced gamers realize that games operate according to a specific set of rules that do 

not necessarily follow real world norms and, thus, they explore the game to discover 

these rules and follow them to progress in the game, which was not the case with Adam. 

This excerpt demonstrated that lack of gaming literacy can hinder progress in the game 

and limit play activities.  

 

3.5.3.3. Private speech used to facilitate L2 practice and internalization. 

 

Interpretation of the data revealed that, occasionally, participants’ L2-learner 

identity dominated their interactions with the game resulting in their approaching the 

game as an embodied L2 text and using the research task as a learning activity to 

facilitate L2 noticing and internalization; in these instances they explicitly focused on L2 

learning and practice rather than play. They drew on various resources, including their 

linguistic knowledge and the researcher, to inform their languaging activities and 

scaffold/guide L2 practice, and they also utilized private speech to practice salient in-

game discourses orally even when languaging in-game discourses did not further play. 

 

In example 3.8, from a thinkaloud session, Adam is using thinkaloud protocol/ 

private speech to practice and internalize salient in-game discourses.  
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Example 3.8 

 

1 Losa [products page]: Hena momken teshtery montagat 3alashan tebe3ha 

Here you can buy products to sell 

2 fel ma7al, lazem daiman tetaked en 3ankad montagat tebe3ha, feih 

In the store, you should always make sure you have product to sell, there are 

3 talat mostawayat le gawdet el montage Al montg el 3andy we el montag 

Three level of product quality the low end product, the average product, 

4 el motwaset wel montage el momtaz, hena tedar teshouf 3andak ad eih… 

And the excellent product, here you can see how many you have… 

5 Adam [mimicking]: tetaked en 3ankad montagat tebe3ha..feih talat 

Be sure that you have products to sell.. there are three 

6 mostawayat le gawdet el montage Al montg el 3andy we montage el  

Levels of product quality the low end product and the average product 

7 motwaset wel montage el momtaz.. teshouf 3andak ad eih men kol nou3 

And the excellent product.. see how much you make of each type 

8 Losa [products page]: el sanadea el fadia deih betwary el amaken el fadla 

These empty boxes show the free space you have 

9 3andak le takhzeen el montagat, kola ma kan ma7alak keber kola ma kam 
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For storing products, the larger your store is the more  

10 3andak makan lel montagat 

Store space you have for products 

11 Adam [repeating along]: el sanadea el fadia deih betwary el amaken el fadla 

These empty boxes show the free space you have available to store products.. 

12 3andak le takhzeen el montagat..kola ma kan 3andak makan lel montagat 

the more store you have for products 

 

 In this excerpt Adam uses the game as an interactive text and embodied context 

for L2 use, and utilizes private speech to practice and internalize salient in-game 

discourses. He clicks the products’ page, listens carefully to Losa’s speech, and repeats 

salient phrases in her speech to internalize and integrate them into his linguistic repertoire 

(lines 1-7). After that he clicks the products’ page, and Losa starts her speech about 

product types (lines 8-10). He listens carefully and repeats a salient phrase from Losa’s 

speech that he finds interesting (lines 11 & 12); he decoded this phrase in the previous 

session (thinkaloud S 2), and reported noticing this phrase in a gaming journal later this 

week (journal 2). This example demonstrates that participants’ identity as L2 learners 

affected how they perceived gaming activities causing them to interact with the game not 

only as a recreational space, but also as an engaging L2 learning space.  
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3.6. Summary of the Chapter 

 

In this chapter the first part of the present research project, the pilot study, was 

reviewed. The main purpose of the pilot study has been to identify the activities and 

processes that comprise player-game interaction in L2 gaming and describe them using 

familiar constructs from SLA. To this end, the interactions of 3 learners of Arabic as FL 

with the simulation game Baalty were examined. Ecological approaches to L2 learning 

offered the theoretical framework for the study, and multimodal discourse analysis was 

the methodological framework. Using an innovative dynamic method of analysis to de- 

and re-construct player-game interaction, data about participants’ reported and observed 

interactions with the game were collected through debriefing interviews, gaming journals, 

walkthroughs, thinkaloud protocol, and observations. Interpretation of the data revealed 

that participants interacted with the game to extend play experience, which was achieved 

by learning gameplay experientially through trial and error. The analysis also showed that 

the participants drew on in-game discourses to inform play, and engaged in decoding and 

designing these discourses to inform gameplay. In addition, the analysis revealed that the 

participants’ L2 proficiency, gaming experience, and L2-learner identity affected the 

quality of their interaction with the game. To elaborate, limited L2 proficiency and 

gaming experience appeared to restrict play and motivate languaging of in-game 

discourses, and the participants’ identity as L2-learners caused them to use gameplay as a 

context for L2 practice. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FOLLOW-UP STUDY 

 

This chapter discusses the methods, design, and findings of the follow-up study 

intended to test, refine, and enrich the findings of the pilot study. The chapter starts with 

a brief background that underlines the purpose of the study, explains how it extends and 

builds on the findings of the pilot study, and offers a short summary of study design and 

methods. After that the specific research questions of the study are presented. Next, the 

theoretical frameworks that informed the study design and data analysis are reviewed. 

Afterwards, the methodology of the study including design, instruments, participants, and 

procedures are explained and justified in light of the research questions. Finally, data 

analysis of the follow-up study are presented thematically and illustrated by examples 

from the data.  

 

4.1. Background 

 

Based on the results of the pilot study, I propose that player-game interaction in 

L2 gaming contexts is a multi-dimensional activity composed of the activities of 

languaging in-game discourses, experiential learning of game rules, and developing play 

trajectories. I also propose that the multimodal affordances for languaging these 

discourses emerge out of the intertwining of play and in-game discourses, and that 
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managing play necessitates extended languaging of in-game discourses. I also argue that 

game-mediated L2 learning is deeply embedded in the gaming ecology and shaped by 

forces in that ecology, especially learners’ L2 proficiency, gaming literacy, and L2-

learner identity. Even though this interpretation is viable for shedding light on the 

activities that comprise player-game interaction in one L2 gaming context, a re-

application and refinement of the model is necessary to test my assertions, illuminate the 

fine-grained dynamics that comprise these activities, and further examine how they 

interact and interrelate.  

 

To these ends, I conducted a follow-up study that followed a targeted, focused, 

and in-depth approach to investigating player-game interaction. Similar to the pilot study, 

the follow-up study conducted in-depth investigation of player-game interaction to allow 

for rich data and thick descriptions; this is why, similar to the pilot study, it adopted a 

holistic multi-faceted approach to data collection through various instruments and on 

different levels. On the other hand, unlike the pilot study, which investigated player-game 

interaction generally, the follow-up study was a targeted investigation of the constructs 

and themes that emerged from the pilot study, which is consistent with the goal of testing 

and refining the interpretations of the pilot study.  

 

The follow-up study investigated the interactions of 4 learners of Arabic as a 

foreign language with the educational game Baalty (PPIC-Work, 2004). Informed by 
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ecological approaches to L2 learning (e.g. van Lier, 2004; Kramsch, 2008), the study 

collected data about the activities that comprised player-game interaction and the 

dynamics that comprised these activities, the processes that generate languaging 

affordances in play, and the effect of the gaming ecology on player-game interaction. The 

follow-up study adopted the methods and instruments of the pilot study after making 

minor modifications to the instruments to improve their effectiveness. In addition, 

stimulated recall interviews and questionnaires were introduced to offer a thicker and 

more reliable account of the relations between different activities and dynamics that 

comprise player-game interaction in L2 gaming. Data collected through questionnaires, 

observations, gaming journals, stimulated-recall interviews, debriefing interviews, and 

think-aloud protocols were analyzed using multimodal discourse analysis methods 

(O’Halloran, 2011), and then triangulated for patterns and trends. 

 

4.2. Research Questions 

 

The follow-up study investigated the following research questions: 

 

A. How well does the model of player-game interaction as comprised of languaging, 

experiential gameplay, and trajectory development hold?  

 

B. How do languaging activities emerge from player-game interaction?  
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C. How do affordances for languaging emerge in play? 

 

D. How does the gaming ecology affect player-game interaction? 

 

4.3. Theoretical Framing 

 

Similar to the pilot study, the follow-up study was framed in ecological 

approaches to L2 learning (e.g. van Lier, 2004; Kramsch, 2008). The concept of 

languaging (Swain, 2006) was adapted in a multimodal sense and used to conceptualize 

participants’ use of L2 in-game discourses to manage play, and the notion of affordances 

(Gibson, 1979) was utilized to describe multimodal qualities of game design that 

facilitated languaging and designing8 of in-game L2 discourses. Gee (2004)’s account of 

situated cognition in games was also used to conceptualize game-mediated learning and 

describe how languaging affordances emerged from play. In addition, multimodal 

discourse analysis methods (O’Halloran, 2011) were used as a methodological 

framework to inform the analysis and interpretation of game-mediated interactions. 

Combining these familiar theoretical frameworks to conceptualize and describe player-

                                                
8 Design is used in a special sense here to denote the use of available semiotic resources 
to interpret unfamiliar in-game discourses by weaving together threads of meaning from 
these resources (New London Group, 1996). 
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game interactions offered useful insights and guidelines for game-mediated L2 learning 

(for a detailed discussion of theoretical framing check sections 2.4-2.7). 

 

4.4. Methods 

 

4.4.1. Participants. 

 

Due to the scarcity of learners of Arabic, especially learners interested in 

Egyptian Arabic, a convenience sample of 4 Arabic learners was recruited at the 

University of Arizona. Since previous research (Rankin et al., 2006; Peterson, 2011) and 

the pilot study suggested that L2 gaming can be cognitively overwhelming to low-

proficiency learners, the sample was recruited from advanced Arabic classes, and so 

sampling was somewhat criterion based. The sample consisted of 2 males and 2 females: 

Jack, Adam, Jenna, and Katie9. All four participants were advanced learners of Egyptian 

Arabic, but they had different levels of gaming experience—Jack and Adam had a high 

level of gaming literacy, Katie had some gaming experience, and Jenna had very limited 

gaming experience. The gaming experience of participants could not be planned because 

of the limited number of potential participants. Participation in the study was voluntary 

and the game was not integrated in the course curriculum to maintain reliability of the 

                                                
9 Participants were given pseudonyms to maintain the anonymity of their identities in 
consistence with the Internal Review Board (IRB) protocols. 
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data by ensuring that the participants’ interactions with the game were spontaneous and 

that their participation is motivated by the desire to experience L2 gaming rather than 

grades. Integrating the game into a curriculum could have turned gaming into a classroom 

assignment and might have affected how learners participate in the study and/or interact 

with the game. On the other hand, it was assumed that the participants were partially 

motivated by their desire to learn Arabic in an engaging context; therefore, they were 

informed of the educational orientation of the study, but the specific focus of 

investigation was not disclosed to them to minimize the influence of the study on their 

behavior. 

 

4.4.2. Design and Instruments. 

 

The follow-up study adopted the design, methods, and instruments of the pilot 

study with a few variations intended to enhance the reliability of the data. Similar to the 

pilot study, the follow-up study employed a qualitative case study design. However, the 

follow-up study was a targeted investigation in that it examined the data in light of the 

interpretation of the pilot study data; specifically, the follow-up study investigated the 

fine-grained dynamics of game-mediated languaging, play, and narration activities, 

which, based on the pilot study outcomes comprise player-game interaction in L2 gaming 

contexts.  
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Data collection instruments were adapted from the pilot study with the addition of 

a pre-study questionnaire and stimulated recall interviews (Mackey & Gass, 2005). A 

pre-study questionnaire was used to collect biographical and background information 

about the participants, including their gaming experience, L2 proficiency, and attitudes 

towards gaming, to understand how relevant factors in the gaming ecology affect player-

game interaction, and stimulated-recall interviews were added to provide a more focused 

and reliable account of the fine-grained dynamics of reported player-game interaction. 

Stimulated recall interviews were important to boost the reliability of the data on 

cognitive interaction with the game since they uncover the underlying cognitive 

processes that mediate that interaction (Kormos, 1998). Also, having multiple interviews, 

rather than a one-shot interview, increased the richness of the description of these 

interactions (Polkinghorne, 2005). Table 4.1 demonstrates how each instrument 

contributed to answering the research questions. 

Research 

Question 

Data collection 

Instrument 

Type of Information the Instrument Yields 

How well does 

the model of 

player-game 

interaction as 

comprised of 

Stimulated -

recall 

Interviews 

Information about implicit or vague activities 

in reported interactions that might not be 

obvious in the journals  

Thinkaloud 

protocol 

Information about cognitive engagement in 

play and how it relates to players’ actions and 
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languaging, 

experiential 

gameplay, and 

play trajectory 

development 

hold?  

interactions in the game 

Walkthroughs 

 

Information about players’ action and 

interactions in the game 

Journals Information about languaging and play 

activities 

Debriefing 

interviews 

 

Information about the collective experience of 

interacting with the game and the activities that 

comprised this interaction 

 

Observation  Information about activities that participants 

engage in player-game interaction and how 

they interrelate 

How do 

languaging 

activities emerge 

from player-game 

interaction? 

Think-aloud 

protocol 

Information about how gameplay and 

languaging interrelate and how languaging 

emerged from play 

Debriefing 

interviews 

Information about the process of languaging 

including its motivation, affordances, and 

dynamics 

Observation Information about the role of languaging in 

player-game interaction and how it emerges 



 

 

115 

How do 

affordances for 

languaging 

emerge in play? 

 

Think-aloud 

protocol 

Information about how gameplay and 

languaging interrelate and how languaging 

occurred 

Debriefing 

interviews 

Information about the holistic experience of 

interacting with the game and how multimodal 

resources in the game were used to language 

discourses 

Journals Information about affordances that learners 

identifies and how they used them to design in-

game discourses 

Walkthroughs Information about semiotic resources and in-

game discourses that participants encountered 

in the game and how they interrelate in 

gameplay 

How does the 

gaming ecology 

affect player-

game interaction? 

 

Think-aloud 

protocol 

Information about how factors in the ecology 

affected player-game interaction 

Debriefing 

Interviews 

Information about how specific factors in the 

ecology affected player-game interactions 

Questionnaires 

 

Information about factors in the gaming 

ecology that might explain and/or justify 
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Table 4.1 Summary of instruments’ contribution to answering each research questions 

 

Similar to the pilot study, data were collected from various sources and connected 

to interpret a detail-rich and comprehensive picture of the fine-grained dynamics of 

player-game interaction (for a full discussion of the methods of data collection and 

analysis check section 3.4). 

 

4.4.3. Procedures. 

 

The researcher introduced participants to the game and oriented them to its basic 

qualities. After that, a pre-study questionnaire was administered to collect biographical 

information about participants, such as gender, age, L2 proficiency level, and gaming 

experience. Then, participants were instructed to play the game at their convenience for a 

minimum of two hours a week for the period of four weeks and fill in a gaming journal 

after each gaming session, which recorded their actions, interactions, and languaging 

activities. The researcher did not interfere with how participants approached gameplay or 

interacted with the game to maintain participants’ autonomy in managing their gaming 

activities and keep their interactions with the game as spontaneous and natural as 

possible.  

 

patterns in the data 
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Over the course of the 4 weeks of the study, each learner participated in a one-

hour think-aloud gaming session on a weekly basis. In these sessions, participants first 

reported on their spontaneous interaction with the game (at home) and then played the 

game in the presence of the researcher, allowing him to observe a sample of their 

interactions in real time. More specifically, each session started with a brief stimulated 

re-call interview, in which prompted by their gaming journals, participants reflected on 

their reported interactions with the game and underlined significant incidents and/or 

developments that occurred during these interactions. During that brief interview, the 

researcher asked for elaborations or clarifications on issues that appeared in the 

participants’ journals or emerged from preliminary analysis of the data. After that 

participants interacted with the game in thinkaloud protocol and verbalized their thoughts 

about their actions and interactions in the game. The researcher observed these sessions 

and took field notes on their interactions in the game, and how they seemed to relate to 

their verbalized thought processes; the sessions were audio recorded to capture the 

participants’ words and help interpret their cognitive engagement in gameplay. Also, in-

game walkthroughs (i.e. players’ trajectories in the game) were video-recorded to serve 

as records of participants’ actions and interactions in the game, which could serve to 

justify later interpretations. At the end of each session participants filled in gaming 

journals and were asked questions regarding specific actions, interactions, or activities 

observed during the session.  
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After playing the game for 4 weeks each participant had a final debriefing 

interview in which the researcher elicited information about their gaming activities, 

dynamics that comprised these activities, and how these dynamics and activities 

interacted to comprised player-game interaction. Data from these varied sources were 

coded, triangulated, and analyzed for patterns and trends to create a comprehensive 

picture of player-game interactions (for a full discussion of data analysis methods check 

section 3.4.6).  The procedures of the study are illustrated in figure 4.1. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Procedures of the follow-up study 

 

4.5. Data analysis and Interpretation 

Pr
oc
ed
ur
es
	  

Orientation	  to	  game	  and	  study	  

Administering	  pre-‐study	  questionnaire	  

Independent	  interaction	  with	  the	  game	  1	  

Thinkaloud	  and	  re=lection	  session	  1	  

Independent	  interaction	  with	  the	  game	  2	  

Thinkaloud	  and	  re=lection	  session	  2	  

Independent	  interaction	  with	  the	  game	  3	  

Thinkaloud	  and	  re=lection	  session	  3	  

Independent	  interaction	  with	  the	  game	  4	  

Thinkaloud	  and	  re=lection	  session	  4	  

Debrie=ing	  interview	  
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This section discusses data analysis and interpretation in light of the research 

questions of the study. Patterns and themes that emerged from data analysis are presented 

under the research question they answer. After each theme/pattern is discussed in general 

terms, more specific sub-themes are discussed and illustrated with excerpts from the data. 

Data samples are introduced with background information about the context of the data, 

followed by the data excerpt, and finally interpretation is presented. 

 

4.5.1. Research question A. How well does the model of player-game interaction as 

comprised of languaging, experiential gameplay, and trajectory development hold?  

 

Data interpretation demonstrated that participants interacted with the game, 

primarily, to develop their personal trajectories in play (i.e. level up). This goal was 

achieved by strategizing action so that it increases sales and profit. Players developed 

strategies10 experientially by taking different actions and making different choices in play 

and observing their outcomes on sales and profit. The process of learning play 

experientially seemed to be informed and guided by in-game discourses, which helped 

learners anticipate the outcomes of specific actions and hypothesize how they might 

affect sales and profit. For the rest of this section examples from the data will be 

                                                
10 Play strategies refer to combinations of actions and choices in play that are consistent 
with the game rules and, thus, they result in successful play and leveling up in the game. 
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presented and analyzed to demonstrate that 1) play trajectory development was the goal 

of play, 2) participants achieved this goal by developing and following an effective play 

strategy, 3) they learned gameplay and developed a play strategy experientially, and 4) 

the process of learning play experientially was informed by in-game discourses. 

 

4.5.1.1. Play trajectory development as the goal of player-game interaction. 

 

Data interpretation demonstrated that participants interacted with the game, 

primarily, to beat the challenge of the game by developing their trajectories in play. To 

develop play trajectories, the choices players made and actions they took had to be 

consistent with the rules of the game to earn them points (i.e. increase the net worth of 

their assets) and allow them to level up in the game. In their account of the goal of play, 

participants expressed their desire to level up and progress in the game until they 

completed all the game levels successfully. Each participant had a unique operational 

conceptualization of leveling up in the game: owning a bigger store, owning a store in 

each location, reaching the highest business rank (i.e. game level), having more money, 

and/or reaching a higher net worth of assets.  

 

To illustrate, in examples 4.1 and 4.2, Adam and Jack explain their motivation to 

continue playing the game and their ultimate goal in play. 
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Example 4.1 

 

1 Researcher: What motivates you to continue playing? 

2 Adam: The challenge, I really like having the challenge of it, it seems that the 

3 game is purposefully setting me back to make me lose, and I wanna be bad  

4 because I want to beat all of the odds. 

5 Researcher: So what would be the ultimate challenge? So, you finish a 

6 challenge and then another, until what? 

7 Adam: Until it is says there is no higher I can go. On the top left of the screen 

8 there is something that tells you your level and tells you how much you are 

9 worth and how much until the next level. I want to go until there is no next level. 

10 Researcher: So your goal is to ace the game? 

11 Adam: Yeah, pretty much.  At first I just wanted to own a big supermarket 

12 and then I realized that was not enough. I want to beat everything. 

 

In this excerpt from the final interview Adam explained that the challenge of 

making profit from sales motivates him to play (lines 1-4), and that new levels of 

challenge renew his motivation (lines 11 & 12). Therefore, the ultimate challenge that he 

has is to complete all the game levels successfully and ‘beat the game’ (lines 5-11).  

 

Example 4.2 
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1 Researcher: What motivates you to continue playing? 

2 Jack: I wanted to see what happens when I buy a big store, if there are a lot 

3 of differences or not. This is one thing I wanted to do.  

4 Researcher: And what would kill your motivation to continue playing? 

5 Jack: Repetitiveness, it got kind of boring. Like what a big accident happened I  

6 forgot I was bored, so what do I have to do now? So, that was nice! 

7 It added some excitement to the game. 

 

In this excerpt from the final interview, Jack explains that his motivation to play 

is to explore the game further by reaching higher levels and unlocking new areas and 

options (lines 1-3). Then, he explains that ‘repetitiveness’, that is the lack of new actions, 

challenges, options, and spaces, waters down his motivation to play; he uses the example 

when the game got redundant and he started to feel bored, until an accident happened, 

and his motivation was rekindled by the challenge of dealing with the accident (lines 4-

7). This example suggests that he defined trajectory development by its embodied 

manifestation in the game system, that is unlocking new options and space, and its lack 

thereof by redundant play. 

 

These examples demonstrate that a player’s ultimate goal of player-game 

interaction is to beat the challenge of play by developing a trajectory through leveling up, 
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and that the ultimate challenge that play poses is completing all the game levels 

successfully. 

 

4.5.1.2. Developing a play strategy to level up. 

 

Data interpretation suggested that in order to develop their play trajectories and 

level up in the game, participants deduced the rules of the game and developed effective 

play strategies that guided their actions and choices in gameplay. To elaborate, the 

participants inferred the rules that govern profit and sales (e.g. renovations increase sales) 

from gameplay and in-game discourses, and informed by these rules, they developed and 

took a coordinated set of actions consistently and in a specific order (i.e. gameplay 

strategy) to maintain high profit levels and level up in the game.  

 

To illustrate, in example 4.3, Jenna explains that she drew on experiential play 

and in-game discourses to develop an effective play strategy and level up in the game. 

 

Example 4.3 

 

1 Researcher: As you interacted with the game, how did you learn play? 

2 Jenna: Kind of by trial and error and making guesses about the relationship 
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3 between different sections/dimensions of the store. 

4 Researcher: What was the role of discourses in that? 

5 Jenna: It helps you figure out what is what, it helps orient yourself in the game. 

6 Researcher: Were the discourses sufficient to learn play? 

7 Jenna: No, I think for me the issue was about formulating a successful strategy of 

8 understanding how the different moving parts in the game work, formulating a 

9 strategy for making money so you can expand. The language was helpful up 

10 to a point and then it was the gaming. 

11 So there is the language side of things, but only worked until a point and then 

12 I had to figure out how to play the game and interact successfully with the game. 

 

In this excerpt from the debriefing interview Jenna explains how she drew on both 

experimentation and in-game discourses to deduce the rules of the game and develop an 

effective play strategy (lines 9-11). She suggests that she learned play primarily through 

trial and error (lines 1-3), and that in-game discourses served to orient her 

experimentation in play (lines 4&5). Then, she defines the goal of experiential play as 

that of developing an effective play strategy that explains ‘how the different moving parts 

in the game work’, and allow her to ‘make money’ and ‘expand’ her business (lines 7-9).  

Finally, she explained that the outcome of following that strategy would be ‘interact[ing] 

successfully with the game’ and leveling up (line 12). 

 



 

 

125 

4.5.1.3. Experiential learning of play.  

 

Data interpretation revealed that participants learned play primarily through trial 

and error. To elaborate, to develop their trajectories in play, participants had to deduce 

the rules of the game to develop a play strategy. The participants appeared to have 

learned play and developed a play strategy experientially through trial and error in the 

embodied virtual world of the game; they experimented with different actions and 

choices and observed the embodied outcomes of these actions and choices on sales and 

profit to deduce the rules of the game and develop an effective play strategy (e.g. 

observing how buying a paint job would affect sales and profit in a specific location).  

 

To illustrate, in example 4.4 Jack demonstrates how he determined the optimal 

profit margin for his store in the Temple location experientially. 

 

Example 4.4 

 

1 Jack: So matekat al ma3bad [Temple location], the store is a bit more costly,  

2 but the economics here are really well. I will buy one montag motawaset  

3 [average product]and one montag 3ady [low quality product]. Set the profit to  

4 15 and start the day. [Sold out] That was quick.. someone bought everything in one  
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5 go. It has never said that my prices are high, so I will try.. sawf azeed al taman 

6  [increase the price].. ebda yawm [start day]. [Reading] So now "tas3erat al  

7 montagat  fi mantekat el ma3bad 3alia shewaya” [the pricing in the temple area 

8 is a bit high] , but I ran out of goods like that [snap]. Lets' try one more time, 

9 I will raise the price again because I sold out so fast. OK, ebdaa yawm [start the  

10 day]. So now I am seeing how fast it takes to sell out. OK, so I sold  

11 out. Pretty fast again. So sawfa azeed al taman mara tanya [I will increase the  

12 price once more]. Ebda yawm [start day]. OK, I sold out right at the end of the  

13 day, so I kind of found the right price for montag motawaset [average product] 

14 and montag 3ady [low quality product].  

15 Researcher: How do you know what the right price is? 

16 Jack: So if I sell out in the first 2 seconds of the day that's when I raise the price. 

17 If I sell right at the end of the day I know it is right where it should be. 

 

In this excerpt from a thinkaloud gaming session Jack experiments with different 

profit rates to determine the optimal rate, which he defines as the highest profit rate that 

will not reduce sales. He experiments with different profit rates and observes the 

embodied outcome of each rate on sales, which was how fast he sells out in a day (lines 

1-14). And every time he sells out relatively fast he increases the profit rate and 

experiments with the new rate until he reached a rate at which he sells out by the end of 

the day (lines 5-17). 
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4.5.1.4. Informing experiential play by in-game discourses. 

 

Data interpretation suggested that the process of learning the rules of the game 

experientially was not arbitrary or random; rather it was guided by in-game discourses. In 

other words, participants used in-game discourses to develop hypotheses about potential 

outcomes of specific choices/actions in the game and tested these hypotheses 

experientially in play. Experiential play involved deducing the rules of the game through 

trial and error, and/or revising initial hypotheses derived from in-game discourses. 

 

To illustrate, in example 4.5 Jack reads notification messages that popped-up on 

the screen to understand how customers react to the choices he made in his store (e.g. 

product type and pricing) and how they affect sales. 

Example 4.5 

 

1 Jack: [Reading] El zabaen mesh mabsouteen be mostawa el khedma  

2 we mesh beyashtaro menak [the customers are not happy with the quality of 

3 service and are not buying from you]. Erfa3 mostawa mahara el a3mal 

4 [increase the skill level of your workers]. Ok she is telling me that people are  

5 not happy with the level of service and are not buying a lot from me. 
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6 So looks like they want me to train her [the worker]. [Reading] Al tas3era fi 

7 madenat folan 3alia shewaya [the pricing in Madenat Folan is a bit high]. 

8 So my prices in the city are a little high! But I am selling like crazy. 

9 [Reading] kol montagat fel madenat folan etba3et [all the products in Madenat 

10 folan were sold]. So I sold everything, Good! [Checking statistics] shahksy 

11 super far7an [my avatar is super happy]. I will go back to my store and buy 

12 more  products. I will buy lower stuff [buys products]. I will buy 2 lower products 

13 and if they sell out I will increase the price a little bit. I had it for 15% over, 

14 so I will have it for 20% over this time, but I will train my worker. 

 

In this excerpt from a thinkaloud gaming session Jack decodes in-game discourses 

to inform play. During the business day, he decodes a notification message, which 

suggests that his pricing is slightly high, and that his worker’s skill level is low (lines 1-

6). Then, he decodes another message that indicates that his prices are high and another 

that indicates that he sold out (lines 7-10). As a result, he restocks his store with low-

quality products so they are more affordable to customers (line 12), and he trains his 

worker to increase her skill level (line 14). This example demonstrates that in-game 

discourses offered players feedback on their actions and choices in pricing and worker 

skill by underlining how they affect sales and profit, and that players utilize this feedback 

to inform play. 
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In summary, interpretation of the data presented in section 4.5.1 demonstrates that 

the model of player-game interaction as a dynamic multidimensional activity composed 

of the activities of languaging in-game discourses, experiential learning of game rules, 

and developing play trajectories holds in the follow-up study. 

 

4.5.2. Research question B. How do languaging activities emerge from 

player-game interaction? 

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that participants engaged in languaging 

in-game discourses to deduce the rules of the game and inform action. Game-mediated 

languaging activities included decoding, designing, and situated use of in-game 

discourses. Despite participants’ interest in L2 learning, the data suggested that their 

languaging activities were highly selective and focused mainly on interpreting discourses 

necessary to inform immediate action. For the rest of this section examples from the data 

will be presented and analyzed to demonstrate that (1) participants decoded in-game 

discourses to inform play, (2) they utilized in-game semiotic resources as affordances to 

design unfamiliar in-game discourses, and (3) game-mediated languaging activities were 

selective and play-focused. 

 

4.5.2.1. Decoding familiar in-game discourses to inform play. 
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Data interpretation suggested that participants decoded in-game discourses to 

deduce the rules of the game and inform experiential play. To this end, they drew on their 

linguistic knowledge of Arabic, especially knowledge of vocabulary roots, syntax, and 

morphology, to decode familiar in-game discourses.  

To illustrate, in example 4.6 Katie explains how she decoded a pop-up 

notification message to inform play. 

 

Example 4.6 

 

1 Researcher: How did you interpret the message? 

2 Katie: When I read it it says al zabayen fi dar el mabsouteem [the 

3 customers in Dar Al Mabsouteen location] so that's like the area so I know it has 

4 to do with something in that area. And you know it is customers or people because 

5 these are the only things in the area and it has [the suffix] en so you know it 

6 is plural. And then it says the area and then mesh mabsouteen [unhappy], 

7 I know that mabsout [happy] means happy and mesh [not] means not. Because 

8 it says mabsouteen [happy] you know it refers back to zabaeen [customers]  

9 because both are plural. So you know they are in a state of not being happy. 

10 And then it says mostawa al khedma [the level of service], so you know they 

11 are not happy with something. I know mostawa [level] from previous times  
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12 playing the game, it will says like mostawa maharet [level of skill] or something  

13 Like that and when you go to employees' page it shows you what level they are at, 

14 so I figured it meant mostawa [level]. And then also if you go to the product page 

15 Losa will talk about buying different levels of products and so I figured it had 

16 to mean levels of products because she was talking about types of products 

17 and she would say good, bad, or excellent. After that it said erfa3 [raise], 

18 rafa3 means to raise. I figured that she was telling me to do something. 

19 So I need to do something. And then there was mostawa [level], so I need 

20 to raise the level of something. And then mahara [skill] is on the employee page 

21 and there is the picture of a wrench, so I figured it meant there experience 

22 or training level. I learned words like mahara [skill], mostawa [level], and  

23 zabaeen [customers] from context and I knew words like mesh from previous  

24 study, so I can just combine them. 

 

In this excerpt from a thinkaloud session Katie explains how she drew on her 

linguistic background in Arabic and the game context (lines 22-24) to decode a 

notification message. First, she decodes the first part of the message “al zabayen fi dar el 

mabsouteem” [the customers in Dar Al Mabsouteen location], and deduces that ‘zabayen’ 

[customers] is an object in the location Dar Al Mabsouteen. And since ‘zabayen’ ends 

with the plural suffix ‘en’, she realizes that it is a plural, and deduces that it must refer to 

the people or customers in the location (lines 2-6). Then, she decodes the second part 
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‘mesh mabsouteen’ by drawing on her linguistic knowledge; she knew that ‘mesh’ means 

‘not’ and the word ‘mabsout’ means happy, so she knows that someone is not happy, and 

knowing that the suffix [een] in ‘mabsouteen’ is a plural suffix and that adjectives match 

nouns they modify in number, she deduces that ‘mesh mabsouteen’ refers to the 

customers (lines 6-9).  Next, she decodes the third part ‘mostawa al khedma [the level of 

service], which she assumed refers to the reason for customers’ dissatisfaction. She 

deduces that ‘mostawa’ means level and ‘mahara’ means skill from their contexts of use 

elsewhere in the game; to elaborate, she noticed that ‘mostawa’ is used to refer to 

different levels of product quality on the products’ page and to skill level on workers’ 

page, so she deduced it means level (lines 10-17). Finally, she decodes the last part ‘erfa3 

mostawa marahart al 3amelen’ [raise the skill level of workers]. She assumes that this 

part is asking her to do something to fix the problem and she knows that ‘rafa3’ [raised] 

means ‘to raise’, so she concludes that it is asking her to raise something. Also, she 

figures that ‘mahara’ refers to ‘skill’ or ‘experience’ because it is used on the workers’ 

page as one of the qualities of workers, and is represented with a wrench symbol, so she 

realizes that she needs to increase the skill level of workers to satisfy the customers (lines 

17-22). 

 

4.5.2.2. Using in-game semiotic resources to design unfamiliar discourses. 
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Data interpretation suggested that due to their limited L2 proficiency, participants 

drew on external resources in the gaming ecology to design unfamiliar discourses. They 

utilized multimodal semiotic resources in the virtual world of the game, including visuals, 

sounds, symbols, and embodied feedback (i.e. embodied outcomes of player’s actions), as 

languaging affordances to design unfamiliar discourses.  

 

To illustrate, in example 4.7 Adam explains how he used multimodal resources in 

the game as affordances for designing unfamiliar in-game discourses. 

 

Example 4.7 

 

1 Adam: [store page] takaleef [costs], I think that is monthly price. 

2 Researcher: What makes you think so? 

3 Adam: I think that these are prices based off of the fact that the geim [g] is the sign 

4 for the currency, and it says right here [register ] the money and there is a geim [g]. 

5 Same thing here with tamweel [financing], I click here and I go to bank or  

6 gam3eya [society] and I find al kard [loan] and there is a geim [g] sign next to it.  

7 Same like this one when it says 3adad al 3omal [number of workers] it shows a  

8 little person next to it and it says 2. And once you get to the next ones you are  

9 required to have more workers, you can see in the workers' tab 2 spots for people to  
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10 work. So, that was pretty easy to figure out. And I know that 3omal [workers] is  

11 worker based off of this tab because all of this stuff has to do with workers. A3dad  

12 [number] is the word that I did not know, but I assume it has to do with the amount  

13 of people I have working.  Now I am going to hire bent [girl] because she has high  

14 al walaa [loyalty], high loyalty of my worker, they do not have high skill. 

15 Researcher: How did you figure out that this means loyalty? 

16 Adam: It has a heart next to it and because any time I have a man or a woman 

17 working they run away after a while, I have never had a little girl run away from 

18 my store. 

 

In this excerpt from a thinkaloud session Adam uses several semiotic resources, 

especially symbols, images, and game feedback as affordances to design in-game 

discourses. First he explains how he decoded store description using available resources. 

He notices that the ‘geim’ [g] is associated in the game with currency because it appears 

next to cash register, financing agencies, and the loan, so he deduces that it stands for 

money. As a result, he concludes that ‘takaleef’ [costs] which appears in the store 

description next to a numerical value and a golden coin with a ‘geim’ [g] inside it means 

‘monthly price’ (lines 1-6). Then, he decodes the next line ‘3ada al 3omal’ [number of 

workers]; he deduces that ‘3omal’ [workers] refers to ‘worker’ because there is a small 

symbol of a man next to it, and the tab entitled ‘3omal’ [workers] contains images of 

different workers that players can hire by dragging and dropping them in stores (lines 7-
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11). Then, he assumes that ‘3adad’ [number] refers to the number of workers because it 

modifies the word ‘3omal’ [workers] and there is a number next to it that corresponds to 

the number of workers that the store can accommodate (as represented visually by the 

number of slots for workers in store) (lines 8, 9, & 11-13). Second, he explains how he 

figured the meaning of ‘walaa’ [loyalty] on the workers’ page. He explains that he 

deduced from the heart symbol next to it that it is an emotional quality, and then he 

noticed a direct correlation between the level of ‘walaa’ [loyalty] indicated next to each 

employee and the possibility of this employee quitting the job; he noticed that the little 

girl who has high ‘walaa’ never quit the job, while the man and boy who have low 

‘walaa’ always ‘run away’ (lines 14-18). In this example the learner used the embodied 

feedback of the game on his choice of employee (i.e. quitting the job) to deduce the 

meaning of ‘walaa’. 

 

4.5.2.3. Selective and play-focused languaging. 

 

Interpretation of the data suggested that despite the participants’ interest in L2 

learning and engagement in languaging activities, these activities were very selective and 

play-based. To elaborate, participants appeared to language in-game discourses only to 

manage and inform play and did not utilize multiple opportunities to language in-game 

discourses when they could manage play without it.  In other words, languaging activities 

were, primarily, a means to inform immediate action. 
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To illustrate, in example 4.8 Jack reports that he languaged in-game discourses 

only when they were necessary to inform action. 

 

Example 4.8 

 

1 Researcher: Is there anything new you are learning today? 

2 Jack: Just the storage word. Probably more Thanks to you, you made me go back 

3 and read it. I just I kind of looked at everything, I knew most of them, so I did not 

4 really think about that word too much. The first time I played I read those and I  

5 knew almost all of them, so then it was like OK how much does it cost and  

6 taxing.. I did not think much! 

7 Researcher: Would you have done it if it were something you needed to 

8 understand how to play the game? 

9 Jack: If it was something I needed to continue yes, as I said I kind of figured out  

10 the system of the game, which makes it a little harder to.. Like why try to spend 

11 10 minutes trying to figure out that word when you already know how to play. 

 

In this excerpt from a thinkaloud session Jack explains that he languaged in-game 

discourses only when they were necessary to inform play. He explains that he only 

noticed the word ‘takhzeen’ [storage] because the researcher drew his attention to it 
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threw questioning (line 2). Then, he explains his strategy for languaging in play; he 

mentions that he read all the discourses the first time he played the game and most of 

them were familiar, so he did not language them since he knew enough to figure out the 

system of the game; instead, he focused on exploring the rules of the game to learn play 

(lines 3-6). Then, he ascertains that he would not overlook in-game discourses if he needs 

them to inform action or continue playing, and if not he would rather spend the time 

playing (lines 7-11). This example suggests that languaging in-game discourses was a 

means to learning play, and it was mostly limited to instances where discourses informed 

immediate action.  

 

In summary, interpretation of the data presented in section 4.5.2 demonstrates that 

languaging activities emerged in player-game interaction because the participants needed 

to interpret in-game L2 discourses using available semiotic and linguistic resources in the 

gaming ecology to guide and inform play.  

 

4.5.3. Research question C. How do affordances for languaging emerge in 

play? 

 

Interpretation of the data suggested that the virtual world of the game embodied 

in-game discourses multimodally through various multimodal semiotic signs in the game 

world. Data interpretation also implied that the embodiment of in-game discourses in the 
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virtual world of the game offered multimodal semiotic resources that participants utilized 

as languaging affordances to design unfamiliar in-game discourses and inform play. The 

data further revealed that informing play by in-game discourses and languaging in-game 

discourses using affordances that emerged from play created an iterative mutually-

constitutive interaction between languaging and play where languaging generated game 

rules that informed play, and play facilitated embodiment of in-game discourses in play 

artifacts creating affordances for languaging; this interaction tied languaging into play 

creating a valuable opportunity for extended game-mediated languaging. For the rest of 

this section examples from the data will be presented and analyzed to demonstrate that 

(1) play embodied in-game discourses in the virtual world of the game, (2) utilizing in-

game semiotic resources as languaging affordances created a mutually-constitutive 

interaction between languaging and play, and (3) this interaction facilitated extended 

languaging of in-game discourses. 

 

4.5.3.1. Play embodying in-game discourses. 

 

Interpretation of the data suggested that play embodied in-game discourses in the 

virtual world of the game. To elaborate, in-game discourses offered information about 

potential actions in the game that were, also, represented multimodally through various 

signs in the game world. As a result, play embodied in-game discourses in the virtual 

world of the game through various multimodal signs that appeared in the same context.  
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To illustrate, in example 4.9 Jenna explains how she deduced the meaning of 

unfamiliar in-game discourses by situating them in the embodied virtual world of the 

game (i.e. play artifacts). 

Example 4.9 

 

1 Researcher: How did you figure out unfamiliar words in the game? 

2 Jenna: In this case it would be seeing how these vocabulary items interact with 

3 your interaction in the game. For examples, al khazna [the register] and al keima  

4 al safia [the net worth] seeing how those interact with what is going on in the  

5 game, so you are looking at egmally el mabe3at [total sales] and egmally el  

6 taklefa [total cost] and looking at the numbers and the relationship of the  

7 numbers to what is going on in the game. I bought these products and it says this  

8 is taklefa  [expenses] and as soon as the day started my expenses and my khazna  

9 [register], went down that much. So looking at the relationship between those  

10 numbers and how they change based on what you do in the game you can make  

11 guesses. 

 

In this excerpt from the debriefing interview Jenna suggests that she deduced the 

meaning of unfamiliar discourses in the game by situating them in the embodied context 

of play. She uses the example of designing ‘egmally al mabe3at’ [total sales] and 
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‘egmally al taklefa’ [total cost] as illustrations. She explains that she deduced the 

meanings of these discourses by relating their numerical values to what is going on in the 

game (lines 1-5). She elaborates that she noticed that when she bought products for a 

certain amount the amount in the cash register decreased and the ‘egmally al taklefa’ 

[total cost] increased by the same amount. So she guessed from that that ‘egmally al 

taklefa] [total cost] means ‘expenses’ and ‘khazna’ means ‘register’. 

 

4.5.3.2. Iterative interaction between languaging and play. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation suggested that languaging in-game discourses 

informed and guided play, which, in turn, situated these discourses in the interactive 

multimodal game world offering affordances for further languaging. That is to say 

player-game interaction generated an iterative dynamic interaction between languaging 

and play where languaging guided action by offering information about the rules of the 

game, and play offered affordances for languaging in-game discourses.  

 

To illustrate, in example 4.10 Katie suggests that languaging and play co-

constituted each other. 

 

Example 4.10 
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1 Researcher: What is the relationship between language and play? 

2 Katie: You learn a lot from both, so if I learn something from the language it will 

3 affect how I play because I am gaining information from the language, but then as 

4 I play I will learn things from how the game is responding to what I am doing 

5 and it will help me more with the language, kind of going back to the providing 

6 context for things. There are lots of people walking by here, that means  

7 something has to do with population, it is telling me somewhere. But then if I  

8 read a message that says that people are not happy with the level of service then 

9 I have to play to change that level of service. So it kind of goes back and forth. 

 

In this excerpt from the debriefing interview Katie suggests that play and 

languaging are mutually constitutive activities. She explains that both activities inform 

and shape one another because what she inferred from in-game discourses guided and 

informed play and the embodied feedback that she receives from play (i.e. how the game 

responded to her actions) informed languaging (lines 1-5); she illustrates this relationship 

with two examples. In the first example she suggests that when there are a lot people 

walking in the market she realizes that this is a high-traffic location. Therefore, knowing 

this from play provides schemata for languaging the location description that mentions 

that information (lines 6&7). In the second example she suggeststhat when a message 

pops-up indicating that customers are not happy with the level of service languaging this 
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message informs her action by prompting her to do something that improves the level of 

service (lines 8&9).  

 

4.5.3.3. Play-languaging interaction facilitating extended languaging of in-

game discourses 

 

Data analysis and interpretation suggested that game-mediated languaging was 

always dynamic, hypothetical, and emergent since the dynamic relationship between play 

and languaging activities allowed the player-learner to continuously refine and revise 

designed discourses by situating them in different contexts in play, which facilitated 

extended languaging of in-game discourses. 

 

To illustrate, in example 4.11 Adam explains how he developed hypotheses about 

the meaning of in-game discourses and continued to test and refine them in play. 

 

Example 4.11 

 

1 Researcher: Did you figure the meaning of any of these [location description]? 

2 Adam: Yeah, al tas3era [pricing], I am guessing this has to do with prices. 

3 I go here [Dar el Mabsouteen location] and the prices are much higher. I am  
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In this excerpt from a thinkaloud session Adam explains how he developed a 

hypothesis about the meaning of ‘tas3era’ [pricing] from images, context, and embodied 

feedback, and how he situated this discourse in play to test this hypothesis (lines 15-19). 

First, he decoded familiar discourses realizing that ‘tas3era’ [pricing] modifies ‘montag’ 

4 Allowed to make them pay more. In this location specifically I had bought  

5 haseraa [matt], I bought the most expensive good and I charged them 20% and I  

6 sold out. No were else I could have sold out if I charged 20% on expensive items. 

7 Researcher: But why did you connect that to tas3erat al montag 

8 [pricing of product]? 

9 Adam: I connected it to this one because it seemed like a more urban area based 

10 on the picture, and this al mostawa el ektesady [economic level], they have higher  

11 economic level and I kind of assumed that this would correlate to that, and this is  

12 product so it is probably the price of product. And you go to ezbet el kheir  

13 [location], they are poor people, and they have low economy and low price for 

14 the goods. 

15 Researcher: So how did you come to realize that? 

16 Adam: The pictures came first, I looked at all of this stuff [discourses], but I 

17 could not come to this conclusion without having any evidence for it. The  

18 evidence came from playing the game. I was able to reinforce any presuppositions 

19 I had about any of these things. 
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[product] and that it refers to a quality of a product (lines 11&12). Then, he decoded 

‘mostawa ektesady’ [economic level] and realized from the full graph bar next to it that 

this is a rich market location (lines 10&11). This assumption was supported by the image 

of the location, which featured high urban buildings (lines 9&10). He assumed a 

correlation between the economic level and the ‘tas3era’ [pricing], so he checked Ezbet 

El kheir location to compare the bars graphs for economic level and pricing there with 

those of the present location and test his hypothesis. This comparison confirmed his 

assumption, which led him to assume that ‘tas3era’ (pricing] refers to pricing (lines 12-

15). To further test this assumption he tried selling high quality products at a high profit 

margin in different locations. The embodied feedback of the game confirmed his 

hypothesis as only customers at Dar Al-mabsouteen bought these products at this profit 

margin, unlike customers at other locations that have lower pricing levels (lines 2-6). 

This example suggests that the dynamic relationship between languaging and gameplay 

extended L2 languaging alongside gameplay. 

 

In summary, interpretation of the data presented in section 4.5.3 demonstrates that 

languaging affordances emerged both from the embodiment of in-game discourses in 

play and the mutually-constitutive interaction between languaging and play. 
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4.5.4. Research question D. How does the gaming ecology affect player-game 

interaction? 

 

Data analysis and interpretation suggested that participants’ interactions with the 

game were influenced by a variety of forces and factors in the gaming ecology including 

participants’ linguistic knowledge, gaming literacy, and L2-learner identity. Knowledge 

of L2 grammar and vocabulary appeared to be fundamental for languaging in-game 

discourses making it very challenging for novice L2 learners to interact with game; 

however, the limited linguistic background of novice learners increased the extent of 

game-mediated languaging that successful play required. Gaming experience also 

appeared to facilitate interaction with the game and learning gameplay. The L2-learner 

identity of players was another factor that impacted participants’ interaction with the 

game. Playing the game in the target language caused participants to approach play not 

only as a leisure activity, but also as a learning space. For the rest of this section 

examples from the data will be presented and analyzed to demonstrate that (1) the game 

was inappropriate for novice L2 learners, (2) gaming experience facilitated learning 

gameplay, and (3) the participants’ L2-learner identity caused them to approach play as 

an L2 learning context. 

 

4.5.4.1. L2 proficiency. 
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Participants’ L2 proficiency appeared to have a direct effect on the opportunities 

for languaging that the game offered. All participants drew on their linguistic knowledge 

of Arabic to inform their languaging activities (i.e. decoding and design). As a result, 

languaging in-game discourses without having adequate background in Arabic would 

have been too challenging, especially when coupled with the task of learning gameplay. 

Even though all the participants were advanced learners of Arabic, all of them suggested 

that languaging in-game discourses and figuring out play would be too daunting to novice 

L2 learners.  

 

To illustrate, in example 4.12 Jack indicates the inappropriateness of the game for 

novice L2 learners. 

 

Example 4.12 

 

1 Researcher: What do you think of the potential of the game for L2 learning? 

2 Jack: This game is good for people who are already good in Arabic because it is  

3 good for review, there are a lot of words that I know and I forgot until I came  

4 across in this game and now I feel I have them really good. So I think it is good 

5 for review, I feel if I did not know a lot of Arabic it would be a lot harder to 

6 learn from this game. May be I can get to get something there, but some of 
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7 these sentences are pretty complex and long, so for the most part I would say it is 

8 better for people who are decent in Arabic. 

 

 

In this excerpt from the debriefing interview Jack suggests that the game as an L2 

learning space is suitable for learners with decent background in Arabic (line 8). He 

explains that it is difficult to learn the rules of play if the player is not proficient enough 

in Arabic because in-game discourses are long and complex (lines 5-7). Also, based on 

his experience in the game, he suggests that the game is a good environment for 

reviewing vocabulary for advanced learners of Arabic (lines 2-5). 

 

4.5.4.2. Gaming experience. 

 

Participants’ gaming experience appeared to have a positive effect on their ability 

to learn play and language in-game discourses. Experienced gamers appeared to have a 

solid understanding of how the game narrative develops and the game activities operate. 

This understanding functioned as schemata that facilitated deducing the rules of play and 

supported languaging. Also, gamers appeared to be more skilled in using experimental 

and deductive techniques to deduce the rules of play as they strategized their actions and 

interactions in the game to test specific hypothesis about play, which facilitated learning 

play, but it discouraged languaging at least in some cases. 
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To illustrate, in example 4.13 Katie explains how her gaming experience 

facilitated learning gameplay.  

 

Example 4.13 

 

1 Researcher: Did your gaming experience affect your understanding of the game? 

2 Katie: I think it is really useful because I played Lemonade Stand and Business 

3 Tycoon when I was in middle school, so it useful that you understand it is 

4 one of these games, but what it did for me was it discouraged me from reading  

5 instructions because I know how this kind of games work. It helps if I am paying  

6 attention to the language and Losa is saying this is this type of place and this is 

7 this type of people I would know that these people want something specific, 

8 but if it is someone else he might sell low quality products in Dar El Mabsouteen. 

9 So if you kind of understand how games work like this it is helpful.  

 

In this excerpt from the debriefing interview Katie suggests that her experience 

playing similar games facilitated her understanding of the game system and the rules of 

play (lines 2-4, 7-9). On the downside, she stated that this understanding discouraged her 

from reading in-game discourses because she could figure play out without using these 
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discourses (lines 4-6). In that gaming experience facilitated understanding of play, but it 

also discouraged languaging. 

 

4.5.4.3. L2-learner identity. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation suggested that the identity of participants as L2 

learners caused them to approach the game as an immersive context for L2 learning. To 

elaborate, they seemed to use the game as an authentic interactive L2 text and used their 

interaction with the game as an immersive learning task. For instance, occasionally, they 

paused play and engaged in languaging for L2 learning purposes even though these 

languaging activities did not contribute to play in any way. In these instances they used 

private speech to internalize new discourses and relate their meaning and form. However, 

these instances were occasional and for the most part they were engaged in play, and 

engaged in languaging mainly to inform action. 

 

To illustrate, in example 4.14 Adam explains how he used private speech to 

mediate L2 learning in the course of gameplay.  

 

Example 4.14 

1 Researcher: Did you do anything with the language to learn it? 
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2 Adam: I would repeat them, when I was playing the game I spent a lot of time 

3 replaying Losa and make her repeat it because hearing it over and over I become 

4 familiar with the word, where I hear it, and why I hear it. I would also repeat it  

5 Outloud too, similar to what I do when study for class because I think saying 

6 it is much better that thinking it. 

 

 

In this excerpt from the final interview Adam explains how he used repetition and 

private speech as tools to mediate learning unfamiliar in-game discourses. He replayed 

Losa’s speech over and over to familiarize himself with the discourses and situate them in 

their embodied context of use (lines 2-4). Also, he used private speech as a learning 

strategy to facilitate the internalization of new discourses and relate their form to 

meaning (lines 4-6).  

 

In summary, interpretation of the data presented in section 4.5.5 demonstrates that 

player-game activity was a highly ecological activity that was shaped by different forces 

and factors in the gaming ecology, especially learners’ L2 proficiency, gaming 

experience, and L2-learner identity. 

 

4.6. Summary of the Chapter 
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In the follow-up study the model of player-game interaction as comprised of 

languaging, play trajectory development, and experiential learning of play that emerged 

from the pilot study was applied and refined. Using similar methods and data collection 

instruments (with the addition of stimulated recall interviews and pre-study 

questionnaires) the follow-up study examined the interactions of 4 L2 learners of Arabic 

in the educational simulation-management game Baalty. The study examined (1) the 

activities that comprised player-game interaction, (2) how languaging activities emerged 

from player-game interaction, (3) how languaging affordances emerged from play, and 

(4) how the gaming ecology affected player-game interaction. Data analysis and 

interpretation suggested that, similar to the pilot study, player-game interaction was 

comprised of the interaction of play trajectory development, experiential learning of play, 

and languaging in-game discourses. The data also suggested that languaging emerged 

from the player-learner’s need to manage play in an immersive L2 context, and that play 

embodied in-game discourses in the virtual world of the game creating languaging 

affordances that participants utilized to language unfamiliar in-game discourses. The data 

further revealed that languaging in-game discourses and the embodiment of these 

discourses in play created an iterative mutually-constitutive interaction between 

languaging and play that extended languaging activities alongside play. 

In addition, the data interpretation revealed that player-game interaction was a highly 

ecological activity that was shaped by different forces in the gaming ecology, especially 

learners’ L2 proficiency, gaming experience, and L2-learner identity.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter presents the discussion and implications of data analysis and 

interpretation. The chapter opens with a thematic discussion that addresses the research 

questions of both studies by situating the findings in the literature on game-mediated L2 

learning and discussing the significance of data interpretation in light of the literature.  

After that, an ecological model of player-game interaction that emerged from the data is 

presented and discussed. Next, pedagogical and research implications of the findings are 

discussed. Finally, future research directions, limitations, and the conclusion are 

discussed.  

 

5.1. Discussion 

 

This section discusses data analysis and interpretation in light of the broader 

literature on game-mediated L2 learning. The discussion is organized thematically based 

on themes that the research questions investigated in both the pilot and follow-up studies. 

Each sub-section opens with an overview of the scope and purpose of the target theme. 

Then, a discussion of relevant data interpretation, contextualization of these 

interpretations in the literature, and analysis of the significance of these interpretations 
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follow. Finally, each sub-section closes with a summary of the data interpretations and 

their significance that address the target theme. 

 

5.1.1. Player-game interaction activities. 

 

The first research question in the pilot and follow-up studies investigated the 

activities, processes, and fine-grained dynamics that comprised player-game interaction. 

The goal of this investigation was to identify and describe the activities that comprise 

player-game interaction, the fine-grained dynamics that comprise these activities, and the 

relationships and interactions that hold between these activities and fine-grained 

dynamics. Identifying and describing these dynamics and activities is necessary to 

account for the findings of several studies that reported game-mediated L2 learning in the 

absence of player-player interaction and describe how the gaming ecology might 

facilitate L2 learning. To address this question, data about participants’ gaming activities 

on different levels and from different angels were collected and analyzed using ecological 

approaches to L2 learning (Van Lier, 2004) and multimodal discourse analysis methods 

(O’ Halloran, 2011).  

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that player-game interaction was 

comprised of the iterative, dynamic, and mutually-constitutive interaction between 

languaging, play, and narration. For the rest of this section each of these activities will be 
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discussed in light of data interpretation and contextualized in the literature on game-

mediated L2 learning. 

 

5.1.1.1. Narration. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that all participants, both in the pilot and 

follow-up studies, interacted with the game with the goal of leveling up in the game and 

developing their play trajectories. This goal was motivated by the challenge of play and 

the desire to demonstrate competence by beating that challenge (Barr, 2008). The idea of 

leveling up was defined differently from one learner to another as making profit, 

unlocking new options (e.g. new improvements) and/or new spaces (e.g. bigger stores), 

expanding the net worth of the business, and/or owning the largest store in every location. 

Despite how participants defined their goals individually, they generally represented one 

or more of the embodied outcomes of leveling up in the game (i.e. play options that 

correlate to leveling up in the game). This goal was evident in almost all of their 

interactions with the game as they always evaluated potential actions/choices by whether 

or not their outcomes facilitated leveling up in the game. This finding indicated that 

player-game interaction is motivated by the desire to beat the game challenge and 

rewarded by a player’s perceived sense of competence, which is consistent with Malone 

(1981; as cited in Baltra, 1990)’s explanation that challenge is one of the key design 

qualities of digital games that induce intrinsic motivation. Therefore, game-centered L2 



 

 

155 

learning activities should integrate L2 learning in play trajectory development to harness 

the player’s motivation for play in L2 learning and maintain player’s engagement. This 

suggestion is in line with Baltra (1990)’s explanation that game-mediated L2 use is 

‘meaningful’ to learners because it does not emphasize discourses as a linguistic code, 

but rather, as means to complete in-game tasks.  Also, this finding suggests that game-

mediated L2 learning activities should use video games that are neither too challenging 

nor too simple for learners to maintain the appropriate level of challenge and, thus, 

maintain learners’ engagement in these activities. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation further revealed that play trajectory development 

was effected by taking appropriate action and/or making appropriate choices on specific 

play activities (e.g. selecting products), which led, collectively, to successful play and 

progress from one level to the next (since levels are marked by the net worth of the 

player’s assets). Taking action involved interpreting game input and feedback, selecting 

from a range of potential actions programmed in the game system, and manipulating the 

virtual world of the game through action. Therefore, play trajectory development can be 

viewed as a form of narration where the player assumes the role of an implied author who 

plots the events of the game backstory by making choices from a range of options 

designed into the game system generating a distinct series of events (Carr, 2008). In other 

words, by taking specific actions to further play the player plots a distinct narrative from 

‘the horizon of meaning’ designed in the game system (Neitzel, 2005). Therefore, the 
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goal of player-game interaction can be understood as developing the player’s personal 

narratives (Callija, 2008) insofar as narration involves developing play trajectories in the 

game by making choices and taking action. In-game narration involved (1) selecting 

specific events from a range of choices programmed in the game system as the best 

course of action; (2) plotting events by taking actions and/or making choices that effect 

these events in the game world; and (3) sequencing events by ordering the sequence of 

actions/choices that effect these events. This view of gameplay as narration is consistent 

with literacy-based approaches to language learning (Kern, 2001), and it reflects the 

notion of design (New London Group, 1996) as a continuous progress of semiosis in 

which available designs (i.e. meaning-making resources) are used to generate new 

designs (i.e. meaning). This parallel between language literacy practices and gameplay 

implies that deeper relations hold between digital gaming and language literacy that go 

far beyond the surface level of discourse use. Also, this finding emphasizes how theories 

and models in games studies, especially those pertaining to game design and interaction 

(e.g. Salen & Zimmerman, 2005), can inform applied linguists in their study of game-

mediated L2-learning. 

 

5.1.1.2. Play. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation also demonstrated that participants in both studies 

drew on in-game discourses and experiential play to learn the rules of the game and 
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develop effective play strategies. Data from both studies suggested that learning play 

occurred, primarily, experientially through trial and error, and in-game discourses served 

to guide and inform participants’ experimentation and exploration of the virtual world of 

the game. To elaborate, experiential play involved (1) gathering information about play 

situation and possible courses of action; (2) making decisions about the best course of 

action in light of available information; (3) developing hypotheses about the rules of the 

games from in-game discourses and embodied game feedback (i.e. outcomes of player’s 

actions); (4) testing these hypotheses in action; (5) exploring unfamiliar actions/options; 

and (6) developing a general play strategy that guides action. In other words, in-game 

discourses appeared to have explained the rules of play on a literal level, whereas 

experiential play offered participants situated understanding of how these rules 

materialize in the embodied virtual world of the game. This finding suggests that 

participants developed hypotheses about the game rules based on their interpretation of 

in-game discourses, and experiential play provided a sandbox for testing and refining 

these hypotheses through embodied experience. It also demonstrates that game-mediated 

meaning is primarily embodied and game-mediated semiosis is experiential, emergent, 

and situated. These inferences are consistent with Gee (2004)’s explanation that video 

games are designed learning spaces that embody their rules in the virtual world of the 

game to facilitate situated cognition of play experientially, and that well-designed digital 

games incorporate effective learning principles in their systems that facilitate learning 

play (Gee, 2007).  The finding that learning dynamics are already designed into video 
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games’ systems suggests that more research examining game-design and learning 

dynamics designed in games is necessary to harness the potential of these dynamics in 

game-mediated L2 learning contexts. That is to say instead of planning learning activities 

around digital games as engaging interactive texts, applied linguistics should examine the 

possibility of tweaking and/or re-orienting these in-game dynamics and principles to 

facilitate learning of L2 discourses, and not just play. 

 

Data interpretation also suggested that situated learning of the game rules was 

facilitated by the explicit interactivity of the game system that embodied these rules in 

play through action-outcome cycles that operated according to these rules (Salen & 

Zimmerman, 2005). To elaborate, the explicit interactivity of play generates a discernable 

outcome for every action (i.e. any form of manipulating the virtual world of the game) 

allowing the game to progress through action-outcome cycles. Action-outcome relations 

are constrained and regulated by the rules of the game, which determine how elements in 

the game system interact and what interactions are possible (ibid). As a result, explicit 

interactivity embodies the rules of the game in play by defining actions in terms of their 

embodied outcomes in play. This process is possible because the game uses a structured 

system of signs to denote actions and outcomes and to define elements of the game world 

(ibid). This finding demonstrates that situated meaning and meaning design (New 

London Group, 1996) are integrated in gameplay, and since L2 learning is based in 

design and redesign of meaning from a literacy-based approach (Kern, 2001), digital 
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games might offer an authentic, purposeful, and immersive contexts for L2 learning. 

Therefore, further investigation of game-mediated meaning design and available designs 

(Kern, 2001) are necessary to understand the deeper L2 learning potential of digital 

games that goes beyond meaningful L2 use (Baltra, 1990) and collaborative interaction 

(e.g. Thorne, 2008) to encompass multimodal, dynamic, and action-based semiosis.   

 

5.1.1.3. Languaging. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation further revealed that participants engaged in 

languaging in-game discourses to deduce the rules of the game and inform action. Game-

mediated languaging activities informed the participants’ actions and facilitated 

development of an effective play strategy. In-game discourses’ languaging activities 

involved (1) drawing on their linguistic knowledge to decode familiar parts of target 

discourses and deduce their overall meaning; (2) using multimodal in-game affordances 

to design unfamiliar parts of the target discourses; (3) testing the designed meaning 

against the context of use; (4) searching the game for other contexts in which the target 

discourses are used and testing the designed meaning against these contexts; and (5) 

situated practice of the designed meaning in the embodied context of play using private 

speech. This finding demonstrates that player-game interaction can motivate and 

facilitate languaging L2 discourses even in the absence of other players in standalone 

gaming configurations. Therefore, it can explain the findings of studies that reported L2 
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learning as an outcome of player-game interaction (Ranalli, 2008; Miller & Hegelheimer, 

2006; Rankin et al. (2006b) in standalone gaming configurations. This finding also 

suggests that well-designed games that integrate L2 discourses in play might facilitate 

autonomous L2 languaging and learning in informal settings and in the absence of 

pedagogical intervention. This suggestion is consistent with Chik (2011b, 2012)’s 

conclusion that digital games offers gamers opportunities for L2 use and affords them the 

autonomy to learn L2 by managing gaming both as leisure and learning activities. It also 

justifies the findings of studies that reported a positive correlation between extramural 

gaming activities and L2 learning (Sundqvist, 2009; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012; 

Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2012). 

 

Data analysis and interpretation further revealed that game-mediated languaging 

was an ongoing/continuous process throughout player-game interaction because the 

designed meaning was always hypothetical and incomplete causing participants to 

repeatedly revise, refine, and/or modify their designed meanings with repeated 

encounters in the course of play. This finding suggests that game-mediated languaging 

can involve an extended process of intersemiosis (O’ Halloran, 2011) in which the 

meaning potentials of different semiotic resources in the gaming ecology interact to 

inform languaging of relevant in-game discourses. Therefore, game-mediated languaging 

appears to be a dynamic and emergent multimodal process of intersemiosis in which 

various semiotic resources in the gaming ecology interact to create meaning. This 
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suggestion is consistent with the conclusion of Thorne, Fischer & Lu (2012) that gaming 

spaces are complex semiotic ecologies that incorporate different semiotic systems to 

make meaning. Also, this finding suggests that, similar to Rama, Black & Warschauer 

(2012)’s conclusion, digital games can offer a safe environment for languaging L2 

discourses. 

 

In light of this discussion, narration can be understood as the goal of player-game 

interaction where players plot the events of their personal narratives by taking specific 

series of actions and developing distinct play trajectories (Carr, 2008). Play, as the 

vehicle for personal narrative development, facilitated situated understanding of game 

rules and was informed by languaging in-game discourses. Languaging was motivated by 

the desire to develop play trajectory (i.e. narration) and was facilitated by affordances 

that emerged from play. Therefore, player-game interaction can be seen as comprised by 

the player’s participation in and dynamic interaction between languaging, play, and 

narration activities as demonstrated in figures 5.1.  

 

Figure 5.1 Flow of player-game interaction from one activity to the next. 

• Using	  available	  
semiotic	  resources	  
and	  affordances	  for	  
meaning	  making	  to	  
make	  meaning	  of	  in-‐
game	  discourses	  
Languaging	  

• Playing	  the	  game	  to	  
develop	  embodied	  
understanding	  of	  

gameplay	  

Play	  
• Taking	  appropriate	  
action	  to	  level	  up	  and	  
extends	  the	  player's	  

narrative	  

Narration	  
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 5.1.2. In-game affordances. 

 

The third question in the follow-up study investigated how affordances for 

languaging emerged from play. The goal of this question has been to describe L2 

languaging affordances that digital gaming ecologies might offer, and account for their 

emergence and use in game-mediated languaging activities. Accounting for in-game 

affordances can inform the design of digital games for L2 learning, and the design of 

game-centered L2 learning activities.  

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that languaging in-game discourses was 

facilitated primarily by multimodal semiotic resources that embodied in-game discourses 

in the game world. These semiotic resources are semiotic signs in the game world, such 

as sounds and images, that were assigned specific meanings by virtue of their relationship 

to other signs in the game world and to the game system (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005). To 

elaborate, by using a structured system of signs to denote actions and outcomes and 

define elements of the game world, and  “by ordering the elements of  [that] system in 

very particular ways, structure works to create meaning" (p.65, ibid), and the rules of the 

game are embodied in play (as explained in section 5.1.1.2). And since the game system 

presents the rules of the game verbally through in-game discourses, just as it embodies it 

in play through multimodal semiotic resources to facilitate experiential learning of play 

(Gee, 2004), multimodal semiotic signs that denote actions and outcomes in the game 
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world embodied relevant in-game discourses that appeared in the same context. 

Consequently, the embodiment of the game rules in play not only situated the rules of the 

game in play (Gee, 2004), but also it embodied in-game discourses in play through 

various semiotic resources. Once more this findings underlines the possibility of adapting 

and/or re-oriented learning principles designed in digital games to facilitate learning play 

(Gee, 2007) for L2 languaging and learning. This finding also emphasizes the importance 

of the multimodality and interactivity of digital gaming as a medium that can offer 

learning resources, and a strong motive and purpose for learning seeminglessly in the 

course of play. That is to say the learning principles designed in digital games are not 

only effective, but also they sugarcoat learning activities by folding them in highly 

engaging play activities, and they motive in-game learning by tying learning outcomes to 

further play and the promise of new engaging challenges and immersive spaces with 

leveling up.   

 

Data analysis and interpretation further demonstrated that noticing the 

embeddedness of in-game discourses in the embodied context of play, participants 

utilized these semiotic resources as languaging affordances to decode and design relevant 

in-game discourses. As a result, players made meaning by moving between known and 

unknown signs in the game system where known signs generated meaning to unknown 

signs by virtue of their formal relationships in the system (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005); 

in this case known signs were familiar in-game discourses and multimodal signs (e.g. 
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sounds), and unknown signs were unfamiliar in-game discourses. These findings 

demonstrate that the interactivity of the game situated in-game discourses in play 

rendering these semiotic resources affordances not only for situated learning of play, but 

also for languaging in-game discourses. These findings also underline the role of the 

agent (i.e. learner-player) in identifying and utilizing these semiotic resources as 

languaging affordances to manage play (Van Lier, 2004).  These findings also support 

Gee (2004; 2008)’s account of games as situated learning environments designed to 

facilitate embodied cognition of play through multimodal affordances in the game world. 

In addition, they are consistent with the findings of Piirainen-Marsh & Tainio (2009), 

Rankin et al.( 2009), and Hitosugi, Schmidt, & Hayashi (2014) who suggested that game-

mediated interaction situates discourses in play and offer opportunities for situated L2 

learning.  

 

This discussion demonstrated that embodiment of in-game discourse in play 

because of the explicit interactivity of the game system created semiotic resources that 

participants identified as meaning-making affordances and utilized to language 

unfamiliar in-game discourses to manage play and develop their play trajectories. 

 

5.1.3. Interaction between discourses and play. 
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The second research question in both studies examined the relationship between 

in-game discourses and play, and how languaging activities emerged from play. The goal 

of this question has been to describe how in-game L2 discourses were used to 

manage/mediate play, and how play facilitated L2 languaging in the absence of player-

player interaction. Describing game-mediated L2 use and languaging in the absence of 

player-player interaction is necessary to build on and explain the findings of several 

studies that reported L2 learning in player-game interaction in standalone games (e.g. 

Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012).  

 

Data analysis and interpretation suggested that in-game L2 discourses were the 

main source of information that guided the participants’ actions in the game; 

consequently, they engaged in various languaging activities to interpret these discourses 

and manage play. Data analysis and interpretation also demonstrated that play situated in-

game discourses in the virtual world of the game generating multimodal resources for 

languaging these discourses. Data analysis and interpretation further revealed that 

utilizing these semiotic resources as affordances to language in-game discourses set in 

motion a dynamic mutually-constitutive interaction between languaging and play 

activities where play scaffolded languaging and languaging informed play. To elaborate, 

play (i.e. acting on the game world) situated relevant in-game discourses in the embodied 

game world creating affordances for languaging these discourses, and languaging these 

discourses informed participants about the rules of the game and guided play. In addition, 
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since the participants’ actions/choices were informed by their interpretation/languaging 

of in-game discourses, the embodied outcomes of these actions/choices in play 

functioned as feedback on the quality of their languaging/interpretation and promoted 

further languaging of these discourses (i.e. refining, revising, or confirming designed 

meaning). At the same time, further languaging of in-game discourses resulted in better 

understanding of the game rules and more effective play. These findings suggest that the 

iterative interaction between languaging and play activities facilitates situated 

understanding of in-game discourses and motivate extended engagement in languaging, 

and therefore, it can turn L2 gaming into an immersive, authentic, and motivating context 

for purposeful multimodal L2 languaging. The view of digital games as embodied 

contexts for L2 use and languaging is consistent with the findings of Apperley & Beavis 

(2011) and deHaan (2011) who reported that game-centered projects in language promote 

critical literacy practices and active language use. The findings are especially consistent 

with Apperley & Beavis (2011)’s conceptualization of digital gaming as involving 

interaction with different paratexts (i.e. materials, artifacts, and communications relating 

to game play that give meaning to gaming including in-game discourses and online 

strategy guides) inside and outside the game. The concept of paratexts can be very useful 

in conceptualizing the relationship between gameplay and game-mediated languaging 

because it underlines players’ linguistic and semiotic engagement with multimodal 

discourses inside and around the gaming ecology while emphasizing the embodied, 

dynamics, and interactive nature of digital games as action-based texts.  
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In light of this discussion, it appears that languaging in-game L2 discourses is 

necessary for managing play in L2 gaming contexts, and that drawing on in-game 

affordances to language these discourses triggers a mutually-constitutive interaction 

between languaging and play that facilitated extended languaging of in-game discourses. 

 

5.1.4. Effect of gaming ecology on player-game interaction.  

 

The last question in both studies addressed the potential impact of different forces 

in the gaming ecology on player-game interaction. The goal of this question has been to 

identify ecological factors external to player-game interaction that might shape and/or 

influence this interaction, and describe their effect on player-game interaction. 

Understanding these effects is crucial for informing the design of game-mediated L2 

learning contexts that harness the full potential of digital games.  

 

Data analysis and interpretation demonstrated that player-game interaction was 

mainly influenced by ecological factors that pertain to participants’ background, 

especially their L2 proficiency, gaming experience, and L2-learner identity. For the rest 

of this section each of these factors will be discussed in light of data interpretation and 

contextualized in the literature on game-mediated L2 learning. 

 

5.1.4.1. L2 proficiency. 
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Data analysis and interpretation suggested that participants’ L2 proficiency had a 

direct impact on their ability to learn play and on the L2 languaging potential of the 

game. To elaborate, limited L2 proficiency appeared to increase the challenge of figuring 

out play rendering experiential play in an L2 context cognitively overwhelming, which 

induced a sense of frustration and halted player-game interaction. This was evident in the 

case of Nicole who could not figure out how to interact with the game at first and was 

completely overwhelmed by the amount of input that she was trying to understand in the 

game interface, which led her to play the game in English for two hours to figure out 

play. After figuring how to navigate the game and manage play, she found languaging in-

game discourses to be more manageable. On the other hand, having limited L2 

proficiency offered participants ample opportunities for languaging in-game discourses 

(after they figured out play in the English interface). This might explain why the pilot 

study participants, who had lower proficiency levels in Egyptian Arabic, were heavily 

involved in languaging at every juncture of their play trajectories. Conversely, high L2 

proficiency appeared to limit languaging opportunities that player-game interaction 

offered and decreased the L2 learning potential of the game because many of the in-game 

discourses were familiar to the learners. This might be one reason why the follow-up 

study participants appeared to language heavily during the first session only to figure out 

the rules of the game and did not language again unless they reached a dead end (e.g. 

accident) in play, in which case they fell back on in-game discourses to find a solution. 
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This finding is consistent with those of Peterson (2010, 2011) and Rankin et al. 

(2006) who reported that low-proficiency learners had difficulty learning the rules of play 

in L2 games. Also, the cognitive difficulty of languaging in-game discourses and figuring 

out play simultaneously is consistent with the findings of deHaan (2005) and deHaan et 

al. (2009) that paying attention to in-game discourses while engaging play might induce 

an extraneous cognitive load (Paas, 2003). Framing these finding in previous research it 

is reasonable to assume that the game might be too challenging and cognitively 

overwhelming for novice L2 learners and of a limited learning potential for advanced L2 

learners; therefore, an intermediate L2 proficiency might be the threshold for using this 

game for L2 learning.  

 

5.1.4.2. Gaming experience. 

 

Gaming experience appeared to be another factor that mediated players’ 

interaction with the game. Data analysis suggested that gaming experience functioned as 

a schemata that facilitated understanding how the game works (i.e. play), which had a 

strong effect on participants’ play and languaging activities. Regarding play, lack of 

gaming experience seemed to have slowed learners’ interaction with the game and 

limited their ability to develop an effective play strategy. This was evident in the cases of 

Marissa and Nicole who had almost no gaming experience; they appeared to only have 
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learned basic actions, but could not develop an overarching strategy that coordinates 

different actions to level up in the game. On a positive note, having limited background 

about the structure of video games, they had to draw heavily on in-game discourses to 

deduce the rules of play, which motivated extended languaging. On the other hand, 

participants who had above average gaming experience were less engaged in languaging 

as they relied heavily on experimentation to learn play. As for languaging, gaming 

literacy appeared to have affected languaging both positively and negatively depending 

on the intended purpose of languaging. When participants engaged in languaging to 

inform action, gaming experience offered participants some ideas about how the game 

works and the potential outcomes of specific actions, which reduced their dependence on 

in-game discourses and minimized their languaging activities; on the other hand, when 

participants engaged in languaging for L2 learning purposes, gaming experience offered 

participants semiotic information that informed languaging (e.g. expecting that any 

additional options that the player pays for should have some positive impact on sales). 

 

5.1.4.3. Participants’ L2-learner identity. 

 

The participants’ identity as L2 learners was another factor that affected how they 

interacted with the game. Even though all participants were immersed in play, and 

absorbed into the challenge of making profit in the game, they occasionally switched 

their focus from play to L2 learning, and used the game as a situated context for L2 



 

 

171 

practice and learning. This involved using the game as a multimodal text and languaging 

in-game discourses for the sake of L2 practice, when these discourses did not inform 

action. In these instances they drew on various resources, including their linguistic 

knowledge and the researcher, to inform their languaging activities and scaffold/guide L2 

practice; also, they utilized think-aloud protocol and private speech to practice using 

salient in-game discourses and relate their meaning to form.  

 

This discussion suggests that the main factors in the gaming ecology that affected 

player-game interaction pertained to the participants’ background. This background 

shaped how participants approached play, and offered them resources for managing and 

mediating their interaction with the game. These finding suggest that games are “contexts 

that emerge from the intersection of representations in the game, players’ goals, and the 

social contexts in which they are embedded” (P.175, Squire, 2008). That is player-game 

interaction is a dynamic multi-layered activity embedded in the gaming ecology and 

shaped by the interaction of different forces in that ecology. 

 

In summary, this discussion section demonstrates that player-game interaction is a 

dynamics multilayered activity comprised by the interaction of languaging, play, and 

narration activities, and that the interaction of these activities is dynamic, mutually 

constitutive, and embedded in the gaming ecology.  An ecological model of player-game 

interaction emerged from this discussion. 
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5.2. Player-game Interaction Model 

 

An ecological model of player-game interaction as a dynamic multilayered 

activity constituted by the player’s participation in iterative levels of mutually constituted 

activity emerged from the research project. The model conceptualizes player-game 

interaction as comprised of the interaction between languaging, play, and narration 

activities.  The model also describes the relationships and interactions between these 

activities shedding light on the role of these relationships and interactions in constituting 

player-game interaction as a holistic activity. In addition, the model emphasizes the 

embeddedness of player-game interaction in the gaming ecology and underlines the effect 

of different ecological factors on that interaction. For the rest of this section the model 

will be describes in details; first the levels of activity that comprise player-game 

interaction will be discussed, and then relationships and interaction between these 

activities and dynamics will be described. 

 

5.2.1. Player-game interaction activities. 

 

5.2.1.1. Languaging. 
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The first level of activity is the level of languaging in which the player 

participates by engaging in linguistic decoding, semiotic design, and situated 

contextualization of in-game discourses to infer their meaning and deduce the rules of the 

game from them. In that activity the player utilizes any available resources, including 

linguistic knowledge, gaming experience, semiotic resources, content knowledge, and/or 

gaming-genre literacy (i.e. simulation-management games), and game design qualities 

(e.g. multilingual interface) as languaging affordances to decode and design in-game 

discourses. Using these affordances, the player designs in-game discourses, including 

messages, tips, non-player-character dialogues, titles, menus, and descriptions, to the 

ends of understanding the rules of the game and informing action.  

 

In languaging the player capitalizes on immediate resources and affordances 

designed in the game system to maintain the flow of the gaming experience. On this level 

the player identifies himself/herself as a language learner (since s/he approaches 

gameplay as an L2 learning opportunity in the first place), views the game as a text to be 

analyzed and interpreted for meaning, and engages in languaging activities. This level of 

activity mediates and facilitates the next level in which the player utilizes information 

made available through languaging to apply the rules of the game and inform action. In 

this way, languaging can be viewed as a game-literacy practice that facilitates gameplay 

literacy. 
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5.2.1.2. Play. 

 

The second level of activity is the level of play in which the player applies the 

game rules in the game world to develop situated understanding of how these rules 

materialize in the virtual world of the game. The player explores the virtual world of the 

game, and experiments with different actions/choices to understand the game system 

experientially through trial and error. In this activity the player applies the abstract rules 

deduced from in-game discourses in the virtual world of the game to develop situated 

understanding of their potentials and constraints for manipulating that world, to identify 

affordances for action in that world, and to relate specific actions to specific outcomes; 

the main goal of this level of activity is developing an effective play strategy that 

facilitates leveling up in the game and extending play trajectory. In play the player 

capitalizes on the interactive design and embodied learning dynamics designed in the 

game system to learn play, but also s/he draws on his/her gaming experience in Baalty, 

understanding of the design of simulation- management gaming genre, and gaming 

experience in general; also, the player might draw on resources external to the game such 

as online fan sites and strategy guides in extreme cases when s/he cannot figure out play 

experientially.  

 

On this level, the player identifies himself/herself as a gamer interacting with the 

game system to learn gameplay experientially; views the game as an interactive virtual 
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world that affords play (i.e. a game); and engages in gameplay activities (i.e. exploring 

actions). Play is the core gaming activity that motivates the previous level (i.e. 

languaging) and mediates the next level in which the player utilizes his/her situated 

understanding of game rules to develop his/her in-game narrative by taking appropriate 

action. 

 

5.2.1.3. Narration. 

 

The third level of activity is that of narration in which the player develops the 

game narrative by acting on and manipulating the game world to level up in the game 

(i.e. play). In this activity the player uses his/her situated understanding of the game rules 

to inform, guide, and strategize action to progress in the game and develop his/her 

personal narrative in play.  

 

On this level the player identifies himself/herself as a narrator (i.e. story teller) 

who develops the game narrative by extending his/her personal play trajectory; s/he 

views the game on that level as an interactive fiction that can generate personalized 

narratives based on the player’s actions/choices; and s/he engages in plotting his/her 

personal narrative by selecting, sequencing, and plotting the game events by selecting 

specific actions/choices from a variety of actions/choices available in the game system. 

This level represents the ultimate goal of gaming, which is completing all the game levels 
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successfully and beating the challenge of gameplay. Therefore, the goal of this activity 

can be understood as aligning the player’s personal narrative to one of the pre-designed 

narratives in the game system, where pre-designed narratives are all the possible play 

trajectories programmed in the game system for completing all the game levels 

successfully. Table 5.1 offers a summary of player-game interaction activities. 

 

Activity  Process Purpose Game design  

Element (s) 

Role of 

game 

Languaging Using available 

resources to design 

in-game discourse 

Understand game 

rules  

In-game 

discourses 

Text 

Play Apply game rules in 

embodied context of 

play 

Develop situated 

understanding of 

game rules 

Game system/ 

interactivity  

Game 

Narrative 

design 

Take appropriate 

action to level up  

Develop personal 

narrative  

Game narrative Interactive 

narrative 

Table 5.1 Summary of the activities that comprise player-game interaction 

 

5.2.2. Interactions between activities. 
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Even though these levels of activity occur simultaneously, they are co-constructed 

and constituted by each other according to a clear hierarchy (as shown in figure 5.4). 

Activity at higher levels is mediated and facilitated by activity at the levels below it, 

comprising what is identified as player-game interaction. To elaborate, languaging 

activities facilitate meaning making and understanding of game rules, which are 

necessary for participation in gameplay activities, which, in turn, promotes situated 

understanding of affordances for action. This understanding and capacity to act on 

affordances is essential for strategizing gameplay and making decisions that maintain 

game progress, which, in turn, is essential for narrative development. 

 

Also, each level of activity motivates and contextualizes the lower level(s). The 

activity of narrative development scaffolds the levels of languaging and play as it 

provides affordances for meaning making, which facilitate languaging, and offers 

feedback on the player’s actions in the game, which promotes situated understanding of 

play. Also, the desire to develop the narrative as a means for continued participation in 

the overall activity of gaming motivates participation in the lower levels of activity to 

learn the rules of the game by making sense of in-game discourses; understanding these 

discourses facilitates building hypotheses about effective play that are tested through 

active participation in play.  In a similar vein, play activity scaffolds and motivates 

languaging activities because it offers resources for languaging (i.e. affordances), and 
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motivates this activity as a means to understand the game rules and participate in 

gameplay. 

 

Figure 5.4 Hierarchy of player-game interaction activities 

 

5.2.3. Ecological influences. 

 

This model of player-game interaction is far from being regular or consistent and 

is connected in complex ways to various factors in the gaming ecology.  Several factors 

in the gaming ecology, especially player’s L2 proficiency, gaming experience, and L2-

learner identity, mediate player-game interaction and interact with one another in 

complex ways to facilitate or restrict participation in the 3 levels of activity that constitute 

player-game interaction. To elaborate, for the player to be able to engage in languaging 

activities s/he has to have an adequate level of L2 proficiency so that the task of 

comprehending in-game discourses is limited to making sense of a few words/phrases 

contextualized in comprehensible discourses; on the other hand, if the player is a low-

Narration	  

Play	  

Languaging	  
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proficiency L2 learner s/he will not have enough linguistic knowledge to draw on to 

contextualize unfamiliar words or phrases and the task of languaging would be daunting.  

 

Also, experience with the specific game and/or gaming genre seem to provide 

background information about what to expect in the game world that can serve as a 

semiotic resource for meaning design and understanding gameplay (e.g. an experienced 

player of first-person shooter (FPS) games would approach a FPS game with the 

understanding that his/her mission in the game involves defeating and/or destroying some 

enemy using some kind of a weapon that will be available in the game world). As a 

result, having some gaming experience is necessary for the game to be appropriate for L2 

learners, but having a strong gaming experience might minimize the learning potential of 

the game as players might reply on their gaming experience as a schemata to deduce the 

game rules experientially without engaging in languaging in-game discourses.  

 

The player’s L2-learner identity is another factor that affects how s/he approaches 

play and interacts with the game. If the player is not interested in L2 learning, s/he can 

simply deduce the game rules from in-game discourses without languaging these 

discourses. That is s/he would use in-game discourses as a means to an end, but 

understanding, decoding, and/or designing these discourses would not be a goal. In such a 

case in-game discourses will be used superficially without engaging any languaging 

activities that might facilitate L2 learning, such as designing discourses or situated L2 
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use, because these activities would be an interruption to the engaging play experience, 

which is the sole purpose of interacting with the game; therefore, the player would limit 

these activities as much as possible relying instead on deductive reasoning, gaming 

experience, and trial and error to deduce how the game works. In this case L2 learning 

would be minimized to unintentional internalization of a few salient discourses from 

repeated exposure in the course of play. On the other hand, a player who approaches the 

game with an L2-learner identity has L2 learning as a primary or at least a secondary goal 

for their interaction with the game, which leads them to engage actively in languaging in-

game discourses, and use the game as an engaging situated context for L2 use, rather than 

just a recreational activity. As a result, s/he would pay attention to in-game discourses, 

situate them in their embodied contexts, and relate their form to meaning, which could 

facilitate situated L2 learning.  

 

5.2.4. Player-game interaction flow. 

 

According to the model, player-game interaction is the product of player’s 

engagement with the game system to participate in/experience gameplay. The game 

system is designed to facilitate this engagement by embedding the rules of the game in 

the game interface multimodally. These rules are presented to players verbally on the 

screen as they navigate the game world in the form of messages, tips, and notifications. 

Also, the explicit interactivity of the game situates the game rules in multimodal semiotic 
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signs in the game world to facilitate experiential learning of gameplay. When the player 

interacts with the game to learn play, s/he explores the game interface and experiments 

with different actions in the game world, which leads him/her to realize that his L2 

proficiency falls short of decoding in-game discourses, and that in-game semiotic signs 

embody the rules of the game and in-game discourses. As a result, the player identifies 

in-game semiotic resources as languaging affordances, and utilizes these affordances in 

languaging in-game discourses to decode discourses and deduce the rules of the game 

from them. The player develops interest in learning not only the rules of the game, but 

also in-game discourse because of his/her L2-learner identity that leads him/her to view 

L2 gaming as an interactive situated L2 learning activity, and s/he tries to internalize in-

game discourses that s/he languages to inform play. The player draws on his/her L2 

linguistic and cultural background to facilitate languaging activities along with in-game 

affordances. Experienced players might also draw on their gaming experience to inform 

languaging as it provides some idea about what to expect in the game. As a result of 

languaging in-game discourses, the player develops some hypotheses about the rules of 

the game that are tested experientially in play. Besides testing his/her hypotheses about 

the rules of the game in experiential play, the player develops situated understanding of 

these rules by observing how they materialize in the virtual world of the game. For 

experienced players, experiential play is informed not only by the players’ exploration of 

the game world and languaging of in-game discourses, but also by the player’s 

experience with the game or with the gaming genre. Eventually, the player develops a 
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general play strategy that guides his/her action in play and facilitates leveling up in the 

game. As the player develops his/her strategy, languaging and experiential play activities 

continue to iterate and constitute each other as play generates affordances for languaging 

(i.e. interactivity assigns meaning to in-game signs), and languaging in-game discourses 

informs play. This strategy is constantly developed, tested, and revised in play until it is 

solid and comprehensive enough to guide play until s/he finishes all the game levels 

successfully. Figure 5.5 demonstrates the flow of player-game interaction between the 

elements of the gaming ecology.  
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Figure 5.5. Flow of player-game interaction dynamics 

 

5.3. Implications 

 

The findings of this project and the model of player-game interaction that 

emerged from these findings have important pedagogical and research implications. 
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5.3.1. Pedagogical implications. 

 

The findings of this project shed some light on the activities and dynamics of 

player-game interaction in L2 contexts and forces in the gaming ecology that shape 

and/or mediate that interaction. Since the investigation focused on the potential of these 

activities and forces to mediate and/or facilitate L2 languaging and learning, the findings 

of this project offers some guidelines for designing game-mediated L2 learning activities 

and spaces: 

 

5.3.1. Learners’ L2 proficiency. 

 

 It seems that game-mediated L2 learning is appropriate for intermediate L2 

learners, for languaging in-game discourses requires some L2 proficiency without which 

languaging discourses along with learning play might be too challenging.  Therefore, 

depending on how sophisticated the game is and the in-game discourses used in the 

game, game-mediated L2 learning might be too challenging for beginners. However, this 

challenge can be controlled with simple games by scaffolding play with L2 practice 

activities or vocabulary lists of salient in-game discourses. Also, depending on the 

complexity of in-game discourses, game-mediated L2 learning might offer limited 

languaging opportunities for advanced learners since most of the in-game discourse 
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might be familiar at their proficiency level. However, some game can be used as 

extracurricular review activities for advanced learners.  

 

5.3.1.1. Learners’ gaming experience.  

 

It appears that gaming experience is an important ingredient for interacting with 

games and languaging in-game discourses because it functions as a schemata that 

facilitates learning of play and languaging in-game discourses. However, having high 

gaming experience can be a distraction from languaging if the game is not sophisticated 

enough because it can facilitate learning play experientially without drawing on 

discourses at all. Therefore, having some gaming experience is essential for 

implementing game-mediated L2 learning. For non-gamers orientation to the game and 

its basic activities and/or some gameplay training might be necessary, especially if the 

game is sophisticated and/or if their proficiency level is low, each of which increases the 

challenge of learning gameplay in L2 contexts.   

 

5.3.1.2. Semiotic complexity. 

 

It appears that the key potential of games for languaging L2 in-game discourses is 

that they embody and situate these discourses in play and, that way, they facilitate 

situated understanding of these discourses through multimodal semiotic resources in the 
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game world. Therefore, on selecting, adapting, or designing a game for L2 learning the 

semiotic complexity of play should be a key criterion. Semiotic complexity here refers to 

the quality, quantity, and multimodality of gameplay as an integrated semiotic system 

that can facilitate the generation of meaning from the relationships and dynamics of that 

system. This quality is extremely important for languaging in-game discourses because it 

determines the quantity and quality of semiotic resources available to the learner that s/he 

can utilize as languaging affordances. These semiotic resources are detrimental to the 

languaging potential of gameplay because they both facilitate situated understanding of 

these discourses in the context of play and maintain learners’ engagement with these 

discourses by integrating them in the enjoyable activity of play and eliminating possible 

interruptions to gameplay to consult an external resources (e.g. a dictionary). However,  

learners with limited or no gaming experience might find it challenging to interpret in-

game semiotic resources and use it in languaging in-game discourse if the semiotic 

ecology of the game is too complex. Therefore, it is recommended to use simple games 

with non-gamer learners.  

 

5.3.1.4. Integration of in-game discourses in play. 

 

  It appears that languaging of in-game L2 discourses is motivated mainly by the 

desire to inform action and progress in play, so game-mediated L2 learning should use 

games that integrate in-game discourses heavily in play; integrating discourses in play 
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means that understanding these discourses is indispensable for guiding and informing 

action in the game; and as a result, the player has to draw on and language these 

discourses to level up in the game. In other words, if the player disregards these 

discourses and acts solely on other sources of input in the game, the player should fail the 

game. This is really important to maintain focus on languaging as a basic ingredient of 

play because learners can be easily distracted by play, and overlook valuable 

opportunities for languaging, unless they need it to inform play. Also, languaging in-

game discourses should only be one component of play, and not the main focus of player-

game interaction, so play does not turn into a learning task and lose its appeal and 

engaging qualities as an autonomous recreational activity that makes learning ‘effortless’ 

(as one the participants reported).  

 

5.3.1.5. L2-learner identity. 

 

 L2-learner identity seems to be another factor that affects how learners approach play, 

which determines to a certain extent the learning potential of game-mediated interactions. 

When players approach the game simply as players they engage in languaging only to the 

extent to which it facilitates play, while when they approach the game as player-learners 

they capitalize on the game as a situated L2 text and on game-mediated languaging as a 

situated L2 learning activity. As a result, approaching the game with an L2-learner 

identity enhances the extent and depth of languaging activities (e.g. using private speech 
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to internalize discourses) beyond what is necessary to inform play (i.e. decoding) and 

increases the L2 learning potential of player-game interaction.  

 

5.3.1.6. Pace of play. 

 

  It appears that engaging in languaging can take quite some time and/or interrupt 

action. Therefore, game-mediated L2 learning should use games in which the pace of 

play is slow, open-ended, or involves regular pauses of action. In other words, fast-paced 

action games that require constant action or timed games that force players to make quick 

decisions without reflecting or thinking about their meaning or outcomes are not 

appropriate for L2 learning because they do not allow enough time for languaging 

activities. Thus, many first-person shooter or action-adventure games might be too fast to 

integrate languaging in play, while many simulation-management games and adventure-

role-playing games are more conducive of languaging.  

 

 5.3.1.7. Gaming genre. 

 

It appears that L2 learning potential of digital games is closely connected to qualities of 

design that are determined to a certain extent by the gaming genre. In this project, 

simulation-management games appeared to be interactive semiotic systems that situate 

in-game discourses in relevant embodied multimodal contexts. Also, they are open-
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ended, dynamic, and complex world that present players with engaging tasks and provide 

authentic contexts for using L2 discourses as a resource to complete these tasks. These 

distinct qualities of simulation-management allowed players to engage in languaging in-

game discourses to manage gameplay that might not be available in other gaming genres. 

 

5.3.2. Research implications. 

 

The findings of this research project have some important implication for game-

mediated L2 learning/teaching research. Data analysis and interpretation demonstrate that 

certain theoretical concepts can conceptualize gaming activities in L2 contexts and 

further our understanding of game-mediated L2 learning/teaching: 

 

5.3.2.1. Languaging. 

 

Data analysis demonstrated that the concept of languaging can be understood to 

explain game-mediated L2 use, insofar as it involves using in-game discourses to decode, 

design, and/or make meaning using available affordances and semiotic resources. In that 

sense languaging is a dynamic multimodal concept that conceptualized game mediated 

L2 use and learning including use of language to mediate or coordinate action or, use of 

discourses to inform action, use of games as authentic embodied L2 texts for L2 practice, 

etc. This semiotic sense encompasses non-verbal semiotic resources that contribute to 
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languaging, specially designing discourses (Kern, 2001), such as semiotic signs and 

embodied game feedback (i.e. embodied outcomes of a player’s actions).  

 

5.3.2.2. Situated learning. 

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that the concept of situated learning 

(Lave &Wagner, 1994) could be used to understand how play facilitates game-mediated 

L2 learning by situating in-game L2 discourses in embodied action and offering 

affordances for languaging these discourses. This implication is consistent with Gee 

(2004, 2008)’s explanation that digital games are situated learning contexts that embody 

meaning in play.  

 

5.3.2.3. Constructionist approach. 

 

Data analysis suggests that research on player-game interaction can benefit from a 

constructionist approach that uses various sources of data on different dimensions to 

reconstruct player-game interaction as a holistic activity. This innovative approach to 

educational research can disentangle the complex and interconnected forces and 

dynamics in play in digital gaming, and explain how these forces and dynamics interact 

to comprise player-game interaction. 
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5.3.2.4. Pre-designed narrative. 

 

Data interpretation revealed that the goal of play to develop the players’ personal 

narrative in the game by following an effective play strategy. Personal narrative 

development is facilitated by taking appropriate actions and making suitable choices in 

play that, collectively, facilitate leveling up in the game. This suggests that specific routes 

of action (i.e. combination of actions and choices) are programmed into the game system 

as appropriate play trajectories that trigger leveling up in the game. Since these pre-

programmed play trajectories plot certain actions/choices in a specific sequence to create 

meaningful play (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005), these trajectories can be considered pre-

designed narratives in the game system that determine possible trajectories of leveling up 

in play. And since players are always trying to follow an effective play strategy to 

develop their personal narratives in play, the goal of play can be conceptualized as 

aligning the player’s personal narrative in play to one of the pre-designed game narrative. 

The concept of a pre-designed narrative is useful in understanding how game design 

shapes play, and leads player-game interaction in certain directions determined by the 

game designer; depending on the open-endedness of a game design the number of 

predesigned narratives that a game system can generate can vary from one fixed linear 

narrative to an infinite number of different narratives that plot the same events in many 

different ways. Therefore, along with developing personal and designed narrative 
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(Calleja, 2007), play involved unraveling a predesigned narrative that shapes, to a certain 

extent, the player’s trajectory in the game.  

 

5.4. Future Research Directions 

 

To build on these findings studies can examine (a) the narrative structure of 

digital games and the potential to present different cultural perspectives to L2 learners; 

(b) the diglossic use of Arabic in the game and its potential to facilitate teaching of 

Arabic diglossia; (c) pedagogical applications of the model of gaming activities in L2 

classrooms; and (d) the use of the game as an authentic cultural artifacts to promote 

intercultural analysis and competence. 

 

Also, Future research should test and examine the model of player-game 

interaction across different learner populations and languages. To elaborate, more 

research should investigate the potential of player-game interaction and how it interacts 

with player-player interaction. Also, research should examine the gaming ecology in 

more depth, and examine how different factors in the ecology interact and affect player-

game interaction. Further more, game-mediated L2 learning research should investigate 

in more depth how qualities of game design affects L2 learning potential of digital games 

and identify design qualities that are conducive of L2 languaging. Finally, future research 
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should investigate how non-verbal semiotic systems in the game design afford or support 

L2 languaging and learning.  

 

5.5. Limitations 

 

The present research project has several limitations that need to be considered 

when interpreting or using the results. First, the small sample size, the use of convenience 

sampling, and the use of qualitative analysis makes it difficult to generalize the findings 

to any sizeable population of learners (Duff, 2006). Second, the findings might be 

influenced by a specific quality of the self-selected participants that does not extend to 

the larger population of L2 learners. For instance, the fact that all the participants were 

self-selected suggests that they are self-motivated autonomous L2 learners, which might 

have influenced how they interacted with the game. Third, the findings might have been 

influenced by qualities of the game design (e.g. simple design, limited interactivity, 

educational nature), the game genre, or the gaming ecology that does not apply to other 

games, gaming genres, or gaming ecologies. Fourth, the instruments used in the studies 

might have affected languaging and cognition of in-game discourses through practice 

effects (Swain, 2006). For instance, having to fill in a gaming journal might have caused 

participants to pay attention to in-game discourses that they might not have observed 

otherwise. Fifth, data interpretation might be influenced by the researcher’s bias for his 

theoretical believes. Sixth, the scope of data analysis was limited by the narrow focus of 
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the project. To elaborate, the data reveal important implications for design of pedagogical 

activities around video games, intercultural interaction with the game as an embodied 

authentic cultural artifact, the game narrative as an embodiment of different cultural 

perspectives, and exposure to diglossic use of Arabic, all of which fall beyond the scope 

of this dissertation project. Finally, most of the findings are based on self-reported data, 

which have limited validity.  

 

5.6. Conclusion 

 

The primary objective of the present research project was to describe the activities 

that comprise player-game interaction, and explain how they interact and interrelate. The 

secondary aim was to account for game-mediated L2 learning in light of familiar learning 

theories, explain how affordances for L2 learning emerge in play, and how L2 in-game 

discourses are used to manage play. The third goal was to account for the effect of 

different forces in the gaming ecology on player-game interaction, and explain how they 

affect the activities and dynamics that comprise this interaction. To address these goals 

data about the participants’ interaction with the game Baalty were collected, triangulated, 

and analyzed for patterns and trends.  

 

Data analysis and interpretation revealed that player-game interaction is a 

dynamic multi-layered activity comprised of the iterative mutually-constitutive 
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interaction between languaging, play, and narration activities.  Data interpretation further 

revealed that the explicit interactivity of play situated in-game discourses in the embodied 

virtual world of the game creating several multimodal affordances for languaging these 

discourses. The analysis also demonstrated that gamers’ background, especially their 

gaming experience, L2 proficiency, and L2 learner identity, mediated and shaped their 

interactions with the game and determined the learning potential of the game. 

 

In conclusion, this research project demonstrated that player-game interaction is a 

dynamic, complex, and multilayered activity, and that games are engaging 

multidimensional semiotic spaces that can afford purposeful task-based languaging 

activities and situated L2 use in the engaging and situated context of play. 
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