
 

Department of English 

Bachelor Degree Project 

English Linguistics 

  

Spring 2016 

  

Supervisor: Kathrin Kaufhold 

The effects of video 

games on the receptive 

vocabulary proficiency 
of Swedish ESL 

students 
Andreas Cabraja  

 

 



 

 

 

The effects of video games on 
the receptive vocabulary 
proficiency of Swedish ESL 

students 
Andreas Cabraja 

 

Abstract 

Playing video games is an activity that takes up an increasing amount of children’s and 

adolescent’s spare time. While some previous studies have highlighted the negative 

aspects of video games, little research has been carried out on the linguistic learning 

opportunities that video games present. This study primarily investigates if Swedish 

second language learners of English can increase their vocabulary proficiency in 

English with the use of video games. In order to answer the research questions, two 

quantitative data elicitation methods are used: a questionnaire which aims to gather 

attitudinal and behavioral data, and a Vocabulary Levels Test which elicits data about 

the participants’ receptive vocabulary proficiency. The participants consist of 25 

students at an upper secondary school in Stockholm. The results show that participants 

who played video games scored higher on the Vocabulary Levels Test, indicating a 

higher receptive vocabulary proficiency. Furthermore, the results show that participants 

who played moderate to frequent amounts of time performed better in the Vocabulary 

Levels Test than infrequent players. The results also show that video games 

emphasizing co-operation and communication are preferable to use for vocabulary 

acquisition. Additionally, the study discusses if video games could be integrated into the 

Swedish upper secondary school system. 
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1 Introduction 

Digital media has transformed the modern social and interactional landscape, often 

transporting various social functions, such as communication and conversation, to 

digital arenas. One of these arenas is video games, in which people can immerse 

themselves and socially interact with other real-life players, as well as with artificial 

intelligence (Korhonen, Montola, & Arrasvuori, 2009). Playing video games is an 

activity that has progressed into becoming a significant portion of children’s and 

adolescents’ daily spare time (Gentile & Walsh, 2002). Previous research has mostly 

highlighted the negative aspects of video games, which include “increases in aggressive 

behavior, aggressive cognition, aggressive affect, and cardiovascular arousal” 

(Anderson, 2004). In contrast to Anderson, Prensky (2006) emphasized positive aspects 

of video games, claiming that video games could accelerate children’s cognition and 

language acquisition. However, while a select few studies have concluded that video 

games present possible linguistic learning opportunities, little research has investigated 

if second language learners could increase their vocabulary proficiency in English with 

the use of video games.  

 

Video games contain vast amounts of pre-written dialogue and texts, as well as the 

opportunity for spontaneous player-to-player communication. For instance, the video 

game World of Warcraft contains over 6 million pre-written words, making it a huge 

source of linguistic input (Blizzard Entertainment, 2014). However, multi-player games, 

such as World of Warcraft, often also feature a social layer as players can chat and 

communicate with each other, allowing players to receive additional opportunities for 

language input. According to Schmitz (2010), frequency of input is an important factor 

for language acquisition, which indicates that computer games containing a large 

quantity of words could aid in vocabulary acquisition. Furthermore, Sundqvist and 

Wikström (2015) found that video games were more important than other out-of-school 

activities for the vocabulary proficiency of Swedish ESL learners, but they do maintain 

that more research is needed within the research area to confirm their findings. 

Additionally, even though Sundqvist and Wikström found that video games were 

beneficial for vocabulary acquisition, they did not specify which games could be the 

most appropriate games for vocabulary acquisition. The aims of the present study are 

multiple. Firstly, this study will investigate if students who play video games are more 

proficient in vocabulary reception than students who do not play video games. 

Secondly, the study will examine if students who play video games more than other 

students are more proficient in vocabulary reception. Thirdly, the study will examine 

which video games are most beneficial for receptive vocabulary acquisition. Finally, the 

study will also discuss how video games could be integrated into L2 language 

education.  
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2 Literature review 

English has become one of the most vital languages for communication. According to 

Graddol (2006), the number of people learning English will, in the foreseeable future, 

peak at around 2 billion speakers. The rapid expansion of the English language has 

made the language a common means of conveying information in many countries that 

have other native languages, such as Sweden. Josephson mentions that “Swedish and 

English have about the same status among Swedes in general, leaving other languages 

far behind” (Josephson, 2014). Additionally, English is widely integrated into Swedish 

advertisements, further indicating that the English language has a very strong societal 

foothold in Sweden (Hodzic, 2013). This input - or prevalence - of the English language 

naturally leads to many opportunities for informal learning, even in out-of-school 

scenarios (Sundqvist & Wikström, 2015).  

 

Krashen’s Input Hypothesis, which is a part of Krashen’s Monitor Model, has been an 

influential theory in the field of vocabulary acquisition research. The Input Hypothesis 

suggests that individuals develop their language by receiving and processing 

‘comprehensible input’, which Mitchell et al. (2013) define as “L2 input just beyond the 

learner’s current L2 competence. L2 input that is too easy or too difficult for a learner 

will therefore not be helpful in the learner’s language acquisition. Despite the criticism 

that has been directed towards the Input Hypothesis’ lack of verifiability, Krashen’s 

hypothesis underlines the importance of “naturalistic and meaning-oriented exposure to 

the target language” (Mitchell, Marsden, & Myles, 2013), indicating that exposure to 

natural, authentic language may improve L2 learners’ language acquisition.  

 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory has also been a prominent theory in the area of 

language acquisition and cognitive development. The theory implies that learning takes 

place in the social interaction between individuals, and that different social 

environments can have different outcomes for the learning process of individuals. 

(1962). Therefore, what individuals learn, and the rate at which they learn, depends on 

the social environment that surrounds the individuals.  

 

In her dissertation Extramural English Matters, Sundqvist (2009) examines the impact 

of out-of-school English on the oral and vocabulary proficiency of Swedish ESL 

learners in grade 9. A multitude of out-of-school linguistic activities, which Sundqvist 

denoted as ‘extramural English’ (EE), were included in the study. These various 

opportunities for EE covered most sources of out-of-school English that the students 

were likely to engage in. Her results indicated that there was a statistically significant (p 

<.01) correlation between the time spent on EE and size of vocabulary (Sundqvist, 

2009). Furthermore, she found that some activities had a greater impact on both oral and 

vocabulary proficiency; activities which forced the learners to be more productive, such 

as video games, had a greater effect on both oral and vocabulary proficiency. 

 

Zhong (2016) claims that a very common way of examining the vocabulary learning 

process is to focus on the receptive and productive continuum, which focuses on 
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learners’ vocabulary knowledge in use. Davies & Pearse (2000) note that listening and 

reading are the two main receptive skills, whilst writing and speaking are the two main 

productive skills.  

 

3 Theory 

3.1 Video games 

This study defines ‘video games’ as games that could be played on a computer or on a 

dedicated video game unit: a ‘console’. Mobile video games, such as smartphone games 

or handheld console games, were not included as the opportunity for language input and 

output are often limited in these types of games.  

 

The video games that the participants reported to play had varied opportunities for 

linguistic input. This variation of input can be attributed to the differing importance of 

communication in the video games. The participants in the study reported to play the 

video games presented below. 

 

3.1.1 Counter-Strike: Global Offensive 

Counter-Strike: Global Offensive (CS:GO) is a competitive video game in which the 

main objectives are to either eliminate the enemy team, or arm/disarm a bomb. There 

are two teams in the game, and the standard number of real-life players per team is 5. 

The game places a heavy emphasis on teamwork and communication, which are two 

components that are required in order to achieve victory.  

 

3.1.2 League of Legends 

League of Legends (LoL) is a Multiplayer Online Battle Arena (MOBA) that contains a 

vast amount of heroes and skillsets to choose from. Players are typically grouped into 

two teams of five players, and the goal is to eliminate the opposing team’s control 

center, which is known as a Nexus. Much like in CS:GO, communication and teamwork 

are needed in order to be victorious. 

 

3.1.3 World of Warcraft 

World of Warcraft (WoW) is a Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game 

(MMORPG), in which a player can join one of two races and explore a massive world 

full of characters controlled by real-life players. Since World of Warcraft was recently 

reported to have 5.5 million active subscribers (Skipper, 2015), there are ample 

opportunities for human-to-human interaction within the game. There is no need to co-

operate in the video game, although players may choose to do so. 
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3.1.4 Guild Wars 2 

Guild Wars 2 (GW2) is, like World of Warcraft, an MMORPG focused on uniting the 

characters of real-life players in a massive virtual world. As a result, Guild Wars 2 also 

allows a great number of real-life players to interact with each other over the internet. 

Much like in WoW, players are free to roam the virtual world, and co-operation is not 

required.  

 

3.2 ESL 

According to Cambridge Online Dictionaries, ESL, short for English as a Second 

Language, is “the teaching of English to speakers of other languages who live in a 

country where English is an official or important language” (Cambridge Online 

Dictionaries, 2016). As Josephson (2014) mentions, Swedish and English have roughly 

the same status in Sweden, indicating that Cambridge Online Dictionaries’ definition of 

ESL is applicable for describing the Swedish people’s relation to the English language.  

 

4 Method 

4.1 Main study 

In order to answer the research questions, a quantitative analysis was used to analyze 

the results from the data elicitation methods. The study was divided into two parts. The 

first part consisted of a questionnaire which made it possible to obtain background 

information about the participants’ attitudes in regards to their own English proficiency, 

the participants’ behavior regarding the amount of time they spent playing video games 

as well as what kind of video games that the participants played. The second part of the 

study consisted of a Vocabulary Levels Test, which in combination with the 

questionnaire aimed to investigate the receptive vocabulary proficiency of the 

participants.  

 

4.2 Participants 

A total of 29 participants chose to participate in the study. However, only 25 results 

could be used in this study: three participants failed to sign a consent form, and the 

fourth participant had English as a mother tongue. No remaining participant wished to 

be excluded from the study. The participants in this study were all eighteen years of age, 

and they were all enrolled in an optional English 7 course at an upper secondary school 

in Stockholm. The participants were informed that they would be able to participate in a 

study by their teacher prior to my visit. Consent forms were distributed along with the 

questionnaire and test. The participants were chosen because they had opted to partake 

in an advanced English 7 course, indicating that they would likely be able to 

comprehend the questionnaire and test. Furthermore, the participants were also chosen 

because they were all eighteen years old, in order to attempt to ensure that there was not 

a substantial difference between the amount of education that each participant had 

received. The participants were thus expected to have received a similar amount of 
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English education in school, and they were likely exposed to English input in 

extracurricular activities.  

 

4.3 Questionnaire 

Since the study aimed to investigate a relatively high number of participants (n=25), a 

questionnaire was used to elicit behavioral and attitudinal data from the participants, as 

questionnaires are one of the most common method to use when eliciting data from 

large groups of people (Gass & Mackey, 2011). Questionnaires can contain either open-

ended questions (prompted production) which allow participants to answer in any way 

they deem fit, or close-ended questions (prompted response) in which the range of 

answers is predetermined (Gass & Mackey, 2011). The questionnaire mostly contained 

close-ended questions, as these kinds of questions “lead to answers that can be easily 

quantified and analyzed” (Gass & Mackey, 2011, p. 152). However, two open-ended 

questions focusing on the participants’ native languages and the participants’ most 

played video games were also included in the questionnaire.  

 

The questionnaire contained six questions regarding the participants’ mother tongues, 

the participants’ estimated proficiency in English, if and to what extent the participants 

played computer games, which video games the participants played the most, and if the 

participants who played computer games communicated in English whilst playing. 

Questions 1, 2 and 3 were directed towards all participants, and the remaining three 

questions were directed towards participants who had answered ‘Yes’ on the third 

question. 

 

Question 1, regarding the participants’ mother tongues, was asked in order to validate 

that the participants did not have English as their first language, as the study had a focus 

on investigating the receptive vocabulary proficiency of ESL learners. Question 2 was 

asked in order to find out how the participants rated their proficiency in English, 

allowing the participants’ results to be linked to their reported proficiency levels. 

Question 3 was asked in order to distinguish the participants who reported to play video 

games from the participants who reported to not play video games, allowing the first 

research question to be answered by comparing the two groups’ results from the 

Vocabulary Levels Test. Question 4 allowed for the participants to be grouped 

according to which game they reported to play the most, which in conjunction with the 

participants’ test results would provide an answer to the third research question.  

Question 5 was asked in order to find out if the participants communicated in English 

while playing, and question 6 was asked in order to slot the video game-playing 

participants into three groups based on how many hours they reported to be playing 

video games per week. Coupled with the Vocabulary Levels Test results from the 

participants in the three groups, question 6 allowed the second research question to be 

answered.  

 

4.4 Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) 

The study included a shortened version of Schmitt’s Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) 

(Appendix C, D, E). The VLT aims to measure learners’ receptive vocabulary (input-
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oriented vocabulary pertaining to listening or reading), omitting the productive aspect of 

vocabulary. Since the focus of the study was to examine how out-of-school language 

input affected the participants’ vocabulary proficiency, a productive vocabulary test 

would not have been appropriate for this study, as productive tests examine output-

oriented vocabulary proficiency. The usage of the VLT as a vocabulary test has been 

validated by research that has indicated the direct relation between vocabulary size and 

the ability to use English (Schmitt, Schmitt, & Clapham, 2001).  

 

The participants first received written instructions on how to perform the Vocabulary 

Levels Test, and were then prompted to take the test. The test contained 30 sections, 

each consisting of six words and three definitions or synonyms. The participants were 

tasked to match three words to three definitions or synonyms in each section. The test 

used 10 sections from three levels, totaling 30 sections, from version 2 of Schmitt’s 

Vocabulary Levels Test: the 3,000-word level (Appendix C), the 5,000-word level 

(Appendix D) and the 10,000-word level (Appendix E). The study omitted the 2,000 

word level, as the 3,000 word level “is the threshold which should allow learners to 

begin to read authentic texts” (Schmitt et al., 2001 .p 56), which is a level that all 

students in an English 7 course should be able to comprehend. Acquisition of the 5,000 

word level should provide sufficient vocabulary for learners to read authentic texts, and 

the 10,000 word level could be required in order to manage studying at a university in 

an L2 (Schmitt et al., 2001). Since the participants were in the final year of a University 

preparatory course, they would likely have needed to obtain basic vocabulary needed to 

study at a University level, which validated the inclusion of the 10,000-word level test.  

 

The VLT score for each participant was established by counting the amount of correct 

word-definition matches (1 point per correct match). Points were not deducted if a 

participant had answered incorrectly or chose to not provide an answer. The 

participants’ scores were first grouped into a non-gaming group (NG) and a gaming 

group (G) in order to investigate the primary research question. A mean value was 

calculated for every word level in the VLT, and mean values were also calculated based 

on the participants’ total scores in the VLT. The scores were also compared in a t-test 

(Appendix F), which revealed if the results were statistically significant. The results 

were also grouped into four groups, depending on how much the participants reported to 

be playing computer games: non-gamers (0 hours; NG), infrequent gamers (<5 hours; 

G1), moderately frequent gamers (5-15 hours; G2) and frequent gamers (15-30 hours; 

G3). The four separate groups allowed me to calculate mean values for each group and 

determine if the differences between the groups were statistically significant by using a 

one-way ANOVA. In order to find out if participants who played a particular game 

scored higher on the VLT compared to other participants, the participants were also 

grouped according to which games they reported to be playing the most. A one-way 

ANOVA was then used to verify if the results were statistically significant. 

 

4.5 Pilot study 

A pilot study was conducted one week prior to the first study event in preparation for 

the main study. In the pilot study, four students at Stockholm University and two adult 
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speakers of English were asked to review the questionnaire and the test in the study. 

The pilot study was conducted in order to: (1) figure out if the oral and written 

instructions were comprehensible; (2) practice conducting a survey and questionnaire; 

(3) plot the amount of time required for each answer sheet; (4) identify any 

misspellings, word formulations or similar elements which would make the 

questionnaire or test harder to interpret.  

 

Some of the questions were similar or identical to questions used in previous studies 

(Sundqvist, 2009). However, some questions were created specifically for the present 

study, and these questions had to be piloted in order to rule out any potential 

misunderstandings. The pilot study revealed that there was an uncertainty around which 

questions the non-gaming participants were supposed to fill out, which was made more 

clear in the main study. 

 

5 Limitations 

The parameter that was analyzed in this study was receptive vocabulary proficiency. 

Since other types of vocabulary proficiencies - such as productive vocabulary 

proficiency - were excluded from the study, generalizations regarding the participants’ 

vocabulary proficiencies can only be confined to receptive vocabulary proficiency. 

Furthermore, the Vocabulary Levels Test is not the only way of measuring receptive 

vocabulary proficiency, and other tests would likely have to be conducted in order to 

obtain more holistic results regarding the participants’ receptive vocabulary proficiency. 

The limited number of participants is also a factor that has to be taken into 

consideration, as the sample size might not have been large enough to provide accurate 

results. Additionally, as correlation does not imply causation, the results presented in 

this study may have been affected by external variables that have not been possible to 

measure. 

 

6 Results 

This section will present the results of the study. The section will be divided into two 

parts in order to present the data that were obtained from the questionnaire and from the 

Vocabulary Levels Test. 

 

6.1 Questionnaire 

 

6.1.1 Mother tongues 

The data pertaining to the participants’ mother tongues reveal that 17 of the participants 

(68%) reported Swedish to be their mother tongue. Two participants (8%) had Spanish 

as a mother tongue, and two participants (8%) had Lithuanian as their mother tongue. 

The remaining participants (16%) had other languages as their mother tongues. These 
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results indicate that all of the participants in the study were ESL-learners of English, 

which is the target group that the study aimed to investigate.  

 

Figure 1. The participants’ reported mother-tongues  

 

6.1.2 Self-reported proficiency ratings 

The participants rated their estimated proficiency on a scale of 1-5, and the mean results 

from the participants’ questionnaire responses are presented below. 

The NG-group (n=10) had a mean reading proficiency score of 3.90/5. The mean 

writing proficiency score in the NG-group was 3.2/5, and the mean speaking 

proficiency score was 3.6/5. 

 

The G-group (n=15) had a mean reading proficiency score of 4.53/5, a mean writing 

proficiency score of 3.73/5, and a mean speaking proficiency score of 3.8/5.  

 

The G-group had higher self-reported proficiency scores across all types of 

proficiencies. The mean reading proficiency score was 0.63 points higher in the G-

group than the NG-group. The mean writing proficiency score was 0.53 points higher in 

the G-group compared to the NG-group, and the mean speaking proficiency score was 

0.20 points higher in the G-group.  

 

6.1.3 Video game players / non-video game players 

Of the 25 participants in the study, 15 reported to have played video games at least once 

in the past 6 months, and 10 reported not to have played video games once in the past 6 

months. 
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Figure 2. The participants’ reported video game activity in the past six months. 

6.1.4 Participants’ most played games 

The distribution between which games the participants reported to play the most 

revealed that CS:GO constituted the largest group with 6 participants, or 40%. 

 

 
Figure 3. The participants’ reported most played video games. 

 

 

6.1.5 Time spent playing video games in hours 

The data regarding how much time the participants spent on playing video games 

showed that 4 participants played less than 5 hours, 4 participants between 5-15 hours 

and 7 participants between 15-30 hours. 

 

 
Figure 4. The participants’ reported time spent playing video games in hours. 

 

6.1.6 Communication in English whilst playing video games 

The questionnaire contained a question regarding if the participants who did play video 

games communicated in English whilst they were playing video games. The results 

from the question showed that all of the participants in the G-group (n=15) 

communicated in English during gameplay.  
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6.2 Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) 

This section will be divided into three parts. The first part will show the results found 

when comparing the NG-group’s VLT scores to the G-group’s VLT scores. The second 

will show the results found when comparing the NG-group’s results to the ‘infrequent’ 

(G1, <5 hours/week), ‘moderately frequent’ (G2, 5-15 hours/week) gamers’ results, as 

well as to the scores of the ‘frequent gamers’ (G3, 15> hours/week) group. The third 

part will reveal the results found when grouping the participants’ VLT results according 

to the participants reported ‘most played game’.  

 

6.2.1 NG and G-group 

The NG-group’s test scores on the 3,000-word level had a mean value of 27.10/30.00 

points. On the 5,000-word level, the NG-group scored a mean score of 25.20/30.00. The 

test scores on the 10,000-word level had a mean value of 14.40/30.00. The NG-group 

had a combined average mean score of 66.70/90.00 across all word levels.  

 

The G-group scored a mean of 28.87/30.00 points on the 3,000-word level. On the 

5,000-word level, the G-group had a mean score of 27.40/30.00 points. The mean score 

for the 10,000-word level was 18.53/30.00. The average combined mean score of the G-

group was at 74.80/90.00 points.  

A t-test (Appendix F) comparing the participants’ individual total scores in each of the 

groups indicated that the differences in the results between the NG- and G-group in the 

study were statistically significant (p = 0.0304).  

Figure 5. The participants’ mean VLT scores, divided into non-gaming participants (NG) and 

gaming participants (G). 

6.2.2 NG-group vs G1-, G2-, and G3-group 

As previously mentioned, the NG-group had a mean value of 27.10/30.00 points on the 

3,000-word level, 25.20/30.00 points on the 5,000-word level and 14.40/30.00 points on 

the 10,000-word level. The combined average mean score in the NG-group was 

66.70/90.00 points. 
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The infrequent gamers (G1, <5 hours/week) had a mean value of 29.25/30.00 points on 

the 3,000-word level, 27.00/30.00 points on the 5,000-word level, and 14.75/30.00 

points on the 10,000-word level. The G1-group had a combined average mean score of 

71.00/90.00 points. 

 

The moderately frequent gamers (G2, 5-15 hours/week) had a mean value of 

29.00/30.00 points on the 3,000-word level, 27.50/30.00 points on the 5,000-word level, 

and 21.75/30.00 points on the 10,000-word level. The G2-group had a combined 

average mean score of 78.00/90.00 points. 

 

The frequent gamers (G3, 15> hours/week) had a mean value of 28.57/30.00 points on 

the 3,000-word level, 27.57/30,00 points on the 5,000-word level, and 18.86/30,00 

points on the 10,000-word level. The G3-group had a combined average mean score of 

75.00/90.00 points. 

Figure 6. The participants’ mean VLT scores, divided into non-gaming participants (NG), 

infrequent gamers (G1), moderately frequent gamers (G2) and frequent gamers (G3).  

6.2.3 VLT results per self-reported most played games 

This section will group the video-game playing participants’ VLT results depending on 

which game they reported to play the most. The four games that the participants 

reported to play the most were CS:GO, WoW, LoL and GW2. 

 

The CS:GO group had the highest mean total VLT score at 80.67/90.00, followed by 

LoL at 77.25/90.00. WoW and GW2 had the two lowest mean total VLT scores at 

68.67/90.00 and 64.5/90.00 respectively. An ANOVA-test (Appendix G) revealed that 

there was a statistically significant difference between the VLT scores matched to each 

game (p = 0.0007).  
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Figure 7. The participants’ mean total VLT scores grouped according to each participant’s 

reported most played video game. 

 

7 Discussion 

As previously mentioned, the study aimed to answer the following research questions: 

 

1. Are students who play video games more proficient in vocabulary reception than 

students who do not play video games? 

2. Are students who play video games more proficient in vocabulary reception than 

students who play video games less? 

3. Are certain games more beneficial for receptive vocabulary proficiency than 

other games?  

 

The first research question can be answered by analyzing the results presented in Figure 

5. The participants who played video games (G) scored higher on every word level in 

the VLT compared to the non-gaming (NG) participants. The G-group scored 1.77 

points higher on the 3,000-word level, 2.2 points higher on the 5,000-word level and 

4.13 points higher on the 10,000-word level. In total, the G-group scored 8.1 points 

higher than the NG-group.  

 

The results reported in the figure indicate that students who do play video games are 

more proficient in vocabulary reception than students who do not play video games. 

Moreover, the fact that the G-group scored higher on every word level, and that the 

difference between the NG- and G-group was increasingly larger further up the word 

levels, could indicate that students who play video games are exposed to a broader 

range of language input than non-gaming students. According to Cho & Krashen 

(1994), reading can expedite vocabulary acquisition. Considering that three of the 

participants in the study played World of Warcraft, a game that contains over 6 million 

pre-written words (Blizzard Entertainment, 2014), it is not surprising that participants 

who engage in video games are exposed to a substantially large amount of text, which 

could have had a positive effect on the participants’ vocabulary acquisition. The self-

reports about the participants’ proficiency level also coincide with the results, as gamers 

rated themselves higher than the non-gamers in reading, writing and speaking. Based on 
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the self-reported proficiency level data, the participants who played video games 

seemed to be more confident in their ability to use the English language. 

 

The answer to the second research question can be found by analyzing the data in 

Figure 6. The 3,000-word level was the easiest level for all groups, which was to be 

expected since the 3,000-word level provides the basis for starting to read authentic 

texts (Schmitt et al., 2001), which the participants likely had read in their University 

preparatory program. Every gaming group outperformed NG with a minimum of 1.47 

points. Moreover, G1 outperformed G2 and G3, but not by large margins. According to 

Xing and Fulcher (Xing & Fulcher, 2007), Schmitt suggests that the limit for when a 

word level could be said to be acquired is 24/30, or 80%, which all groups surpassed 

(NG, 27.1; G1, 29.25; G2, 29; G3, 28.57). 

 

The 5,000-word level was the second hardest word level for the groups, as it contains a 

wider range of lexical items than the 3,000-word level. The gaming groups 

outperformed NG with a minimum of 1.8 points. G3 was the best performer on the 

5,000-word level, but the score was not significantly higher than the other groups. All 

groups passed the 80% limit, indicating that the word level had been acquired (NG, 

25.2, G1, 27; G2, 27.5; G3, 27.57). 

 

The 10,000-word level was clearly the hardest word level for all of the groups, which is 

not surprising as the acquisition of the 10,000-word level would indicate that an L2 

learner has a wide vocabulary (Schmitt et al., 2001). The three gaming groups 

outperformed NG with a minimum of 0.35 points. G2 had a remarkably higher score on 

the 10,000-word levels compared to the other groups at 21.75/30.00 points. However, 

none of the groups managed to pass the 80% acquisition limit (NG, 14.4; G1, 14.75; 

G2, 21.75; G3, 18.86). Schmitt mentions that acquisition of the 10,000-word level could 

be required for L2 learners to manage University studies. Considering that the 

participants in the study were in the final year of their University preparatory program, 

and that the groups’ average score did not exceed 80% on the 10,000-word level, some 

students may struggle with their University studies.  

 

Across all word levels, G2 was the best-performing group, indicating that playing video 

games in moderate amounts (5-15 hours/week) is the best amount of time to play video 

games for the purpose of improving an individual’s receptive vocabulary proficiency. 

Moreover, G3 had higher scores than G1, signifying that students who played video 

games for moderate to frequent amounts of time had better vocabulary reception than 

students who played video games infrequently. A three-way ANOVA comparing the 

scores between G1, G2 and G3 (Appendix I) showed that the VLT score differences 

were not statistically significant (p=0.4112). Further research is therefore required in 

order to confirm which amount of video game playing is most beneficial for receptive 

vocabulary acquisition.  

 

The results correlate with Schmitz’ (2010) thoughts about how frequency of input may 

help vocabulary acquisition, as the participants who played games moderately 

frequently or more had higher scores on all word levels, and therefore likely received 



 

14 

 

larger amounts of language input compared to the infrequent gamers. Additionally, all 

of the video game-playing participants reported that they communicated in English 

whilst they were playing video games. This may have caused the video game-playing 

students to acquire vocabulary through interacting with other players. This type of 

learning is rooted in Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning theory, in which learning is said 

to take place in the interactions between individuals. (Vygotsky, 1962). It is reasonable 

to assume that the video game-playing participants, who in some cases could interact 

with up to millions of peers (Skipper, 2015), scored higher on the advanced 10,000-

word level than the non-gaming participants since the video game-playing participants 

interact with other players with varying vocabularies, leading to an increase in language 

input for the video game-playing participants. 

 

The third research question can be answered by investigating the data in Figure 7. An 

ANOVA-test (Appendix G) revealed that there was a statistically significant difference 

between the VLT scores that were matched to each game (p = 0.0007), indicating that 

some games can be more beneficial than others for increasing vocabulary proficiency. 

Moreover, since the unifying factor for CS:GO and LoL is their similar focus on 

communication and co-operation, the participants’ VLT scores for each game can be 

combined and compared to WoW and GW2, two games that do not place heavy 

emphasis on co-operation and communication. If combined this way, the mean VLT 

score for CS:GO and LoL is 79.30/90.00, and the mean VLT score for WoW and GW2 

is 67.00/90.00. A t-test (Appendix H) comparing the VLT scores for CS:GO and LoL to 

WoW and GW2 reveal that the differences between the games are statistically 

significant (p < 0.0001). This suggests that video games that contain ample 

opportunities for teamwork in conjunction with communication, such as CS:GO and 

LoL, provide the best environments for increasing receptive vocabulary proficiency. 

 

8 Implications 

Since the above results imply that there is a positive correlation between playing video 

games and receptive vocabulary proficiency, the question that remains is if video games 

could be integrated into ESL education in Swedish schools. The Swedish curriculum for 

the upper secondary school has placed a heavy emphasis on digital learning, and that 

students should use digital tools to improve their own learning; all individual students 

should be able to use “[…] modern technology as a tool in the search for knowledge, 

communication, creativity and learning” (Skolverket, 2013). As all video game-playing 

participants outscored the non-gaming participants in the VLT, it could be argued that 

video games appear to be appropriate tools that could be included in the process of 

receptive vocabulary acquisition in Swedish schools. The data in this study showed that 

participants playing video games requiring extensive teamwork and communication had 

the best total mean scores, indicating that video games focusing on interaction between 

students would be most suitable for integration into ESL education. This is also 
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supported by Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning theory, in which learning is said to take 

place in the interaction between individuals (Vygotsky, 1962). 

 

 

9 Conclusion 

This study employed quantitative data elicitation methods in order to investigate if ESL 

learners could utilize video games in order to increase their vocabulary proficiency in 

English. The results that were presented in the study show that students who reported to 

play video games had higher VLT scores than students who reported to not play video 

games, indicating that the video game-playing participants’ receptive vocabulary 

proficiency was better. Furthermore, the students who reported to play video games for 

moderate to frequent amounts of time outperformed the students who reported to play 

infrequently in the VLT. Additionally, the results show that video games that emphasize 

teamwork and communication are better for receptive vocabulary proficiency than 

games which do not place a heavy emphasis on the two aforementioned traits. 

Moreover, the study aimed to discuss how video games could be integrated into ESL 

education in Swedish upper secondary schools. 

 

The limitations in the present study prevent the statistical results from being 

generalized. As the topic of video games’ effects on vocabulary acquisition is not yet 

fully examined, more research within the area is needed to verify the results that are 

presented in this study.  
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Appendix B 

Vocabulary Levels Test Instructions 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

 

This is a vocabulary test.   You must choose the right word to go with each 

meaning.   Write the number of that word next to its meaning.   Here is an 

example. 

 

l    business 

2    clock    ______ part of a house 

3    horse     ______ animal with four legs 

4    pencil   ______ something used for writing 
5    shoe 

6    wall 

 

You answer it in the following way. 

 

l     business 

2    clock   ___6__ part of a house 

3    horse   ___3__ animal with four legs 

4    pencil   ___4__ something used for writing 

5    shoe 

6    wall 

 

Some words are in the test to make it more difficult.   You do not have to 

find a meaning for these words.   In the example above, these words are 

business, clock, and shoe. 

 

If you have no idea about the meaning of a word, do not guess.  But if you 

think you might know the meaning, then you should try to find the answer.   
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 

T-test comparing G-group to NG-group 
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Appendix G 

ANOVA comparing mean total VLT score between the participants’ most played games 

 

Groups Count Sum Average Variance 
  Column 1 6 484 80,66667 6,666667 

  Column 2 3 206 68,66667 16,33333 
  Column 3 4 309 77,25 24,25 
  Column 4 2 129 64,5 24,5 
  

       

       ANOVA 
      Source of Variation SS df MS F p-value F crit 

Between Groups 553,15 3 184,3833 12,42399 0,000744 3,587434 

Within Groups 163,25 11 14,84091 
   

       Total 716,4 14         
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Appendix H 

T-test comparing the VLT scores for CS:GO and LoL to WoW and GW2 
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Appendix I 

ANOVA comparing the results from G1, G2 and G3 

 

Groups Count Sum Average Variance 
  Column 1 4 284 71 64,66667 

  Column 2 4 313 78,25 27,58333 
  Column 3 5 375 75 66,5 
  

       

       ANOVA 
      Source of Variation SS df MS F p-value F crit 

Between Groups 105,5577 2 52,77885 0,972434 0,411238 4,102821 

Within Groups 542,75 10 54,275 
   

       Total 648,3077 12         
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