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Abstract

The role of games in improving EFL students’ motivation to participate in interactive practices
has been highly emphasized in past research. Although Iranian students are reluctant to interact
in online language classes, the current study explored the impact of using game-based tasks on
Iranian students' virtual interaction in EFL classes. The subjects included 35 female students
in the seventh grade of a junior high school in Tabriz, Iran were selected by convenience
sampling method. Classroom Action Research was conducted in four stages: planning, acting,
observing, and reflecting. Innovative game-based activities, such as Roleplay, This or That,
Café Owner, and Let's Make Salad were used to improve students’ interaction. Interviews,
tests, and class observations were used to collect and triangulate the data. In this study,
descriptive statistics were used to analyze the obtained data. The findings revealed that the use
of games could improve students’ interaction in online language classes. The results can yield
useful implications for language teachers and materials developers in increasing EFL students'
virtual interaction through different game-based techniques.

Keywords: Action Research; EFL students; Game-Based Tasks; Online Classes; Virtual
Interaction

1. Introduction

In the educational context, digital transformation is not new (Kopp et al., 2019);
however, with the rapid spread of the Coronavirus, the director-general of the World Health
Organization (WHO) March 2020 announced the necessity of social distancing during this
pandemic (WHO, 2020). Therefore, the pandemic pushed schools to migrate to online
platforms (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). This condition led to emergency online education
(Bozkurt et al., 2020) that would bring a revolution in the teaching-learning process while
adding technology-related problems to the educational ones.

English, as an international language, is one of the subjects being taught in Iranian

schools and plays an important role in high school courses (Khanahmadi & Nasiri, 2022). Since
English is considered a foreign language in Iran, learners of this language might get few
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opportunities to practice a real conversation or be familiar with its people or culture (Chasten,
1976). It is considered that learning a language occurs by interaction through negotiating the
meaning (Long, 1996), and one of the most important elements in learning a language,
especially in communicative language learning is interaction (Sundari, 2017). Moreover,
according to Brown (2000), interaction is the heart of communication and is defined as the
“collaborative exchange of thoughts, feelings or ideas between two or more people, resulting
in a reciprocal effect on each other” (p. 165). It can also increase students’ commitment to
learning as well (Gabriel, 2004; Rovai & Barnum, 2003).

Interaction in the online environment is different from face-to-face classes (Kearsley,
2000). While interaction is face-to-face in physical classrooms, it is through the school's online
platforms or social media applications in online classes. However, not every student is willing
to participate in these types of classes. Understanding online interaction between students is
important as it affects their learning (Trentin, 2000). Flottemesch (2000) argues that the quality
of online courses is judged by learners' perceptions of their online interactions in class. Given
this, maintaining balanced online interaction is a challenging task for a teacher while keeping
students engaged and improving their communication skills and communicative competence
(Mariano & Silva, 2018). To enhance interaction and cooperation, teachers should use authentic
activities to create a meaningful and joyful learning environment (Ahmadpour et al., 2022).

As Israel (2017) puts it, games can provide various levels of interaction. In game-based
learning (GBL), games are integrated into the learning process to reach educational objectives
(Kim et al., 2009). In addition, GBL is unique in that learners gain satisfaction from solving
problems by engaging themselves in the problem-solving process (Anonymous, 2021).
Moreover, it allows the students to learn in a non-threatening environment and obtain social
interaction with the environment and their peers (Anonymous, 2021).

Interaction is necessary (Hanum, 2017) and a critical factor in online education (Jiang
et al., 2019). Furthermore, effective teacher-student interaction is referred to as an essential
condition for deep learning in online education (Mu & Wang, 2019). Research has shown that
interaction greatly influences foreign language learning. However, interaction in the online
classroom does not take place automatically and requires incorporation into the instructional
design (Ragan, 1999). Different teaching methods rarely produce interactions between students
and instructors in online environments or (in some cases) focus on instructor-student
interaction. Moreover, students, particularly in Iran, did not put effort into interaction in online
classes as well. It is worth noting that most Iranian students’ online school classes take place at
Shaad Application. Shaad is an educational social medium designed by Iran's ministry of
education after the Coronavirus breakout to enable online education for Iranian students. It has
been updated several times and has provided text and voice chat to its users in the current
research.

Furthermore, it is important to mention that despite extensive research on gaming, few
Action Research (AR) studies have focused on whether or not GBL can promote interaction in
the classroom. An extensive literature search using educational databases did not reveal much-
published research regarding the relation between using GBL and online classroom interaction.
Thus, the results of this study can be useful for teachers and material developers to get
acquainted with the possible effects of gaming on students’ online interaction.
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The current research, accordingly, aims to examine the effect of using GBL on the
improvement of EFL learners' virtual interaction, especially for classes held during the
Coronavirus pandemic as emergent online classes with little current attention to creativity,
motivation, interaction, and engagement. Thus, the research questions of the present study are
as follows:

Q1. Can Game-based learning improve virtual interaction in Iranian EFL online classes?

Q2. Is there any difference in the number of students’ meaningful messages after gaming
sessions?
According to the questions mentioned above, the study aims at testing the following null
hypothesis:

Hol. Game-based learning cannot improve virtual interaction on online platforms.

2. Review of Literature
2.1. Theoretical Background

2.1.1. Interaction. Thurmond (2003) defined interaction as the engagement of the
learner with the content, teacher, other learners, and technology that is used. Interaction should
result in a reciprocal exchange of information that will improve knowledge development
(Thurmond, 2003). It can enhance learners' language ability and help them use language
successfully (Murtiningrum, 2009).

In an interactive classroom, students are expected to be active and use language to show
their mastery of language (Murtiningrum, 2009). Teachers should use language activities that
provide interaction. Frequently used methods such as lecturing or recitation are not appropriate
modes of language for providing enough interaction (Murtiningrum, 2009). Concerning
technology, online interaction can take place through different communication tools such as
chats, emails, announcements, etc. (Davidson-Shivers, 2009).

There are different forms of interaction (Davidson-Shivers & Rasmussen, 2006; Moore,
1989; Wagner, 2001) including student-student interaction (students work together in small or
large groups); student-instruction interaction (students work with materials or activities);
student-learning management system interaction (the application that students can use to
manage and complete their assignments and check their grades); and instructor-student
interaction (the teacher and learners work together). The last type has been reported to be the
most dominant pattern of interaction (Dagarin, 2004).

2.1.2. Game-based Learning. Although games are not new ideas in the EFL context and
they are believed to be at the center of language teaching programs to encourage interaction
(Hadfield, 1990; Yolageldili & Arikan, 2011), not every teacher is aware of them and their
significant role as a key component in EFL classrooms (Gozcu & Caganaga, 2016). A game
presents novelty, provides a better atmosphere, and helps learners to focus on the lesson
(Heinich, et al., 2002). Educational games which are controlled by rules (Hadfield, 1990) can
make the learning process easier and more effective (Cheng & Su, 2011). Besides these
elements, they have several other benefits such as attracting students' attention as they are fun
and interesting (Mei & Yu-Jing, 2000), preventing boring ordinary classes, and making a
positive environment (Gozcu & Caganaga, 2016). Qualified educational games have several
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qualities to contemplate among which interactivity is an essential one (Plass et al., 2015). They
can also include dynamic visuals, regulations, and objectives (Boctor, 2013).

According to Israel (2017), Game-based Learning (GBL) is the “integration of games
and the learning process” (p. 3) and focuses on educational content objectives through games
(Kim et al., 2009). GBL should help students to be involved in their education (Boctor, 2013).
Using game-like interactions, simulation strategies, or structures to support educational goals
(Israel, 2017). GBL reminds learners of what they have already learned, makes complex
lessons easier, and engages learners in-class activities (Israel, 2017). Students can recall
previous knowledge through games more than the other approaches (Adipat, et al., 2021).
However, the teacher should be careful of what games they use in their classroom and relate
them to the syllabus, as well as the textbook (Gozcu & Caganaga, 2016).

GBL advocates believe that learners get motivated by educational games. (e.g., Garris
et al., 2002; Huang et al., 2013; Malone, 1981; Prensky, 2001). Motivation in learning occurs
when learners perceive their competence, experience autonomy, and sense of relatedness to
others (Deci & Ryan, 2013).

However, the relationship between educational games and motivation is not always
positive (Chen & Law, 2016). Game designers face some challenges in generating intrinsic
motivation. Intrinsic motivation is "The doing of an activity for its inherent satisfactions rather
than for some separable consequences” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p56).

2.1.3. Roleplay. Role-play is an activity suggested in several approaches for language
learning purposes (Tatayama, 1998). The role applies to the part the learner acts according to
the teacher's instructions (Richard & Rodgers, 2001). It can enable learners to improve their
real-life spoken language (Cook, 2016). For example, in a language class, the teacher may
choose a conversation and repeat it out loud and after that, she may choose learners to play the
dialogues. This can help learners overcome their shyness and fear (Celce-Murica, 1991). The
other kind of activity is that learners pretend to be in a different social context with different
social roles. In this kind of activity, teachers give some information about learners' roles such
as their personality, names, characteristics, what they think, etc. (Kayi, 2006). Role-play also
helps the learners to use their knowledge of the language in different contexts (Richards, 1985).

2.2. Related Studies

Games have various roles and advantages in the classroom (Boyle, 2011;
Constantinescu, 2012). Therefore, they have been popular in EFL contexts, and a plethora of
research has investigated their effects on various learner and teacher-related variables.
Different studies have examined games in face-to-face classrooms, digital games, virtual reality
games, computer games, and video games in the educational context. These studies have
revealed that games can be useful in classrooms.

For instance, recent research by Christopoulos et al. (2018) focused on learners'
engagement while using Hybrid virtual learning, investigating the impact of educational and
leisure games on university students. Their results showed that the impact can be positive in
the engagement context; however, it varies as leisure games attract more attention. It indicated
that not all students are attracted to the same game design. The findings also suggested that
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game-like content can improve students' engagement, albeit with no significant effect on the
learning process. Furthermore, the study emphasizes that educators should be careful with
game designs as the purpose of increasing motivation or engagement is to expand their
knowledge.

Yusoff et al. (2017) did research on computer games. They aimed to review related
studies in educational games and the function of games in the interaction design tool. Their
results revealed many benefits of playing games, showing that games have the potential to
educate people based on concept interaction design.

Reinders and Wattana (2015), in a similar study, examined 30 students that attended 18
face-to-face classes and 6 sessions of online Ragnarok games. The authors analyzed samples
of both text and voice messages and they found that the games led to significant English
interaction.

Creighton and Szymkowiak (2014) studied the effect of cooperative and comparative
games on students' classroom interaction frequency. The participants were 32 schoolchildren
with learning and behavioral difficulties. They revealed that using cooperative games in the
class resulted in a higher amount of interaction than competitive games. Therefore, the study
suggested that cooperative games can enhance the degree of classroom interaction.

In addition, Aldabbus (2008) worked on two traditional classes, and two language game
classes. Findings showed that a game-based approach can provide more learning opportunities
while making an enjoyable environment for students to increase interaction between teachers
and students. Findings presented that language games had different positive impacts on the
nature of class interaction, teachers' perception of using language games, their behavior with
pupils, and pupils' language use.

As suggested by previous studies, games have been successful in face-to-face
classrooms. Also, different game designs can be successful in increasing levels of interaction.
What is missing in the literature is whether game-based learning can increase virtual interaction
in online classes in the Iranian context. Thus, the purpose of this study is to investigate if GBL
can improve Iranian students' interaction in the online EFL environment during the pandemic
era.

3. Method
3.1. Participants and Setting

To achieve the objective of the present study, 35 female EFL students being educated
in the seventh grade of a junior high school in Tabriz, Iran, were selected as the participants of
this study. Subjects were familiar with online classes, and their ages ranged between 13 and
14. Participants were selected by convenience sampling method. Convenience sampling (also
identified as Haphazard Sampling) is a nonrandom sampling in which members of the target
population who meet specific standards, such as easy accessibility, geographic location,
availability at a particular time, or willingness to participate, are included in the study (Ddrnyei,
2007). In addition, a 21-year-old teacher trainee who was one of the researchers was in charge
of teaching. She was a junior TEFL student at Farhangian University and was participating in
her internship classes.
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3.2. Instrumentation

The data were collected and triangulated using interviews, tests, and class observation.
The observation process had two phases. The first phase started several weeks before
implementing treatment to recognize the problem and adopt the best solution. The second phase
was followed during the implementation of treatment to see and record results. The next tool
was interviewing. A semi-structured interview with ten fixed questions and some open-ended
questions was conducted in two phases. In qualitative research, the semi-structured method is
the most commonly used interview technique (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The
interview questions are planned (Mason, 2004) and the interview list contains the study's main
subjects (Taylor, 2005). It provides a concentrated structure for the interview discussion,
although it should not be strictly followed (Kallio et al., 2016). Researchers interviewed in the
Persian language. The first interview was given to the teacher and ten students before applying
treatment to record their ideas and comments, and the second one was after the treatment. After
this, the researchers used indirect performance-referenced tests to observe students'
interactivity in the classroom. Finally, the researchers analyzed the data by comparing the
results obtained from observation, interviews, and class activities. For this purpose, grounded
theory was followed. Grounded theory is a research approach with simultaneous data collection
and analysis (Flick, 2013). In grounded theory method analysis is integrated and conducted
interactively with data collection (e.g., Bryant, 2017; Corbin & Strauss, 2015, as cited in Bryant
& Charmaz, 2019). However, there ought to be an organized scheme (Bryant & Charmaz,
2019). Coding as a process of grounded theory is a form of data management that involves
concepts and categories (Blaikie, 2000). Different games were used in this study, including
Roleplay, This or That, Café Owner, and Let's Make Salad.

e Roleplay: In this activity, all students had to learn the original conversation of the textbook.
Then, some students were randomly selected to play a role in the conversation. They had
the opportunity to choose their role. This activity was not a typical parroting role play, and
students had to change names, places, foods, etc.

e This or That: This or that is an easy game that normally entails answering random
questions like "apple or banana?". However, in this class students were supposed to ask
the full form of this or that questions from their friends so that they could fill the blanks
in the school's textbook (e.g., "What's your favorite food? Meat or chicken?")

o (Café Owner: Students were given a blank café menu and they were supposed to fill it
according to the fruits, foods, and drinks they had learned in that session. Then, they had
to answer random questions related to the lesson.

o Let's Make Salad: This activity is a short game to help students use vocabulary in a context.
In this activity, students had to name their favorite salad and the recipe to make it.

3.3. Procedures
The research design of this study is Action Research (AR). According to O’Brien

(2001), AR is the process of learning by doing that a group of people try to resolve a certain
problem, and if they are not satisfied with the results, they can repeat the cycle. It improves
educational practice by gathering evidence to implement a change (Clark et al., 2020). In AR,
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results emerge while the action develops and although not absolute, they are emergent and
ongoing (Koshy, 2010). Therefore, AR has a purposeful intent to improve, refine, reform, and
problem-solve issues in educational contexts (Clark et al., 2020).

The present study followed four phases of AR: planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting. In the first step, researchers prepared different games for class sessions and planned
for each session. In the acting step, researchers implemented the treatment, including games
like Role play, This or That, Café Owner, and Let’s Make Salad to solve the problem. One of
the researchers was in charge of implementing games in the classroom. The observation step
was done during the acting step to recognize changes in students' behavior patterns. Finally, in
the reflecting step, researchers analyzed data and compared and contrasted them to gain the
results.

Before starting the AR process, the researchers joined the online class and observed the
teaching and learning process. They got familiar with the teacher and students. The classes
were observed to recognize the problem and find the best solution for several weeks before
starting research.

The procedure was conducted in two sessions, each session lasting one hour and 10
minutes. In the first session, a normal teaching process was adopted. Normal teaching refers to
the usual process of teaching that the class's teacher has preferred. In this case, the teacher used
to send all the recorded voices and videos to the group, then gave students 20-30 minutes to
cover the whole lesson. After the students announced their readiness, the teacher asked students
to answer the exercises in the school textbook, Prospect One. However, in the second session,
the researcher was supposed to use games. After teaching the main lesson in each part of the
textbook, they made sure that students learned each part of the lesson completely, then
presented the textbook's activities with a game mixture. At first, participants received
instructions through the Shaad application. Then, the researchers sent new forms of activities
to students. In some of the activities, students were divided into groups. The interaction in the
Shaad application was through text and voice messages. All data remained and saved in the
Shaad application's history.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Results
In order to answer the first research question, the study participants got involved in

some activities to reveal whether game-based learning could improve interaction in the online
classroom. The process took place in two sessions. In the first session, there were no games
and the normal teaching process was adopted; however, in the second session, several games
were implemented to increase students’ interaction. A comparison of these two sessions can be
seen in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1 shows the data collected from the first session. This graph demonstrates that
42 messages were sent by students and 89 messages were sent by the teacher. According to the
results initiating the interaction was mostly by the teacher. Only 13 out of 35 students
participated in the classroom, and 8 students volunteered to participate in the activities.
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Figure 1
First Session's Data Collection

Figure 2 provides a summary of collected data in the second session. Based on this
graph, it could be said that there was a significant change in students' interaction patterns. The
interaction was more student-centered and 19 students were willing to play games. 25 students
participated in the activities; however, some students were not willing to participate in games
either.

Figure 2
The Second Session's Data Collection

Table 1 presents the checklist for the class observation. Based on the following table,
not all of the students participated in the class, neither the normal teaching method nor the
game-based method. Some students enjoyed the games and were interested in extra games.
However, there was a significant change in students' interaction patterns. Students with no or
low interaction in the normal method started asking questions about games and volunteering to
play games. Before sending the main activity to the class group, it was made sure that students
read the instructions and answered their questions to avoid misunderstanding during the
activity. Games made students more enthusiastic to interact during class time and they were
more willing to pay attention to the lessons to be able to play the related games. According to
Table 1, the obtained results were satisfying to both authors and the class.
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Table 1
Classroom Observation Checklist
Description of class observation First session Second session

Are all students attending the activity? No No
Are students interested in the activity? No Yes
Is there a change in students' interaction? No Yes
Are students curious about the activity? No Yes
Do students understand the activity? Yes Yes
Are students willing to do more practice on the subject? No Yes
Are students willing to initiate interaction? No Yes
Are the results satisfying? No Yes

4.1.1. Students’ Responses on GBL. According to students’ viewpoints based on class
observation and interviews, they enjoyed games, and they were more willing to participate.
They believed games were more of an entertaining nature rather than a teaching method. They
said games could provide more opportunities for interaction and as they followed rules and a
goal to achieve, the students felt that games could create a competitive environment. Excerpts
from student interview transcripts are presented below.

"Our friends seemed to have lots of energy. Everyone was replying. I was
trying to type faster to be chosen for the game." (1)

"l was talking with my friend, and she wasn't satisfied with games at first.

She said it is not in the book so it is waste of time. But I believe we don't get bored
and we learn something new. It was practical for me." (2)

"It was fun for me. Learning vocabulary with games was easier. I didn’t even have to
review them after class. We repeated words so many times in the games." (3)

"When you explained the instruction of the games, I felt more serious about
joining to the activity. It gave me sort of responsibility." (4)

Consequently, the present study aimed to investigate the improvement of students'
virtual interaction through GBL, following the four phases of AR. From the results of the study
and research findings, it can be seen that students made improvements in the second session,
and they were more interactive in the first session. Students also seemed more willing to
participate in the activities. Through observation in the class at first, some students seemed
reluctant to play games and regarded them as useless, however, they were enjoying games after
the researchers gave them instructions. Students found that interacting with each other is
important for learning, and games can help them to meet educational goals.

As noticed, it could be said that GBL had a significant effect on the student's interaction.
Furthermore, it is shown that using appropriate games in an online class can increase interaction
while meeting educational goals. However, in this study, games could be more effective if
games were applied every session during school time and students had a positive former
experience with games. In applying games, teachers should consider that it is of high
significance to design an appropriate game that is less time-consuming and more in line with
the textbook's objectives. Games are, therefore, useful tools in the EFL contexts, since they can
motivate students, increase class interaction, help shy students, ease the learning process, bring
new experiences to class, and teach hidden objectives. Thus, the obtained results are in
accordance with Israel’s (2017) study who supported the idea that games could provide some
levels of interaction in the classroom and raise their enjoyment and motivation. Besides, our
findings are consistent with Aldabbus’s (2008) study, indicating that using games can have a
significant effect on the nature of the interaction. Also, some authors such as Wattana (2013),
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Gasior (2019), and Jaramillo Arias (2021) conducted research on the effect of games in
increasing interaction in the classroom, and their results have shown that different games can
be effective in this case.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study aimed at improving students' virtual interaction through GBL.
It investigated 35 female students who were studying seventh grade of junior high school in
Tabriz, Iran. The findings showed a significant difference in interaction patterns between the
first session and second session indicating that GBL could increase interaction in online
classes. In addition, the study revealed more advantages of using games in language online
classes: motivating students, providing competition for students, making it easier to implement
textbook practices, covering educational goals, and improving pair and group work.

Accordingly, some suggestions are presented based on this research's findings. EFL
Teachers are recommended to use GBL to improve their students' interaction. They should also
clearly explain the instruction of games to students. Moreover, game-based activities can be
implemented as group or pair tasks. Teachers are also recommended to select and design class
games that meet educational goals.

The AR study, however, had some limitations. The main limitation of this research lies
in the effect of students' prior negative beliefs about games on their participation patterns.
Although learners showed enthusiasm toward participation in games, some students did not
believe that games could lead to educational goals. The second limitation can be attributed to
the length of the study which could be more effective if it lasted for more sessions.

This study provides some suggestions for further research. Future research can
investigate the relationship between virtual interaction and different teaching methods. The
effective games for improving interaction can be also investigated in terms of Iranian school
settings. The effect of teachers' and students’ beliefs about games on the learning process can
be also the focus of further research.
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