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This article examines how gamified practices in online settings can

support adolescents’ acquisition and application of vocabulary.

amification is “the process of using game

thinking and game mechanics to engage au-

diences and solve problems” (Zichermann,

2012, para 1), and it includes “game-like” elements,
such as rewards, points, and top score leaderboards in
non-game activities and environments (Kapp, 2012).
Gamification is rooted in problem solving (Zichermann
& Cunningham, 2011), and it is not to be confused with
edutainment, or “any electronic games that use enter-
tainment in the service of education... [and] tend to fo-
cus on simple game structures, which provide a limited
learning experience for younger children because
edutainment feeds the player information, rather than
encouraging curiosity and exploration” (Nielsen, Smith,
& Tosca, 2008, p. 212).
In this article, we
focus on the gamified
features of web-based
software —rewards,
adaptive feedback, and
problem  solving—in
relation to students’ in-
dependent and collab-
orative development of
vocabulary. More spe-
cifically, we draw upon
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our separate experiences teaching vocabulary using
online, adaptive resources as assistive tools, and we
present data from two different settings: an after-
school program and an in-school classroom. In so
doing, we highlight features of online gamified educa-
tional spaces that can be continuously updated, cus-
tomized by the user, and responsive to individual
learning trajectories. Such technology is adaptive,
providing feedback tailored to each student’s needs
and, thus, supports differentiated approaches that help
students learn vocabulary both in a contextualized
and rote fashion.

This current discussion stems from our interac-
tions with eleventh grade students and young adults
in the New York City metropolitan area. Our inquiry
emerged from the overarching question: What role
does gamification have in adolescents’ vocabulary de-
velopment and their attitudes toward learning vocab-
ulary? In order to answer this question, we needed to
examine the features of online vocabulary sites, as
well as students” behavior and feelings related to their
experiences with vocabulary learning. Similar to
Gomez and Kuronen (2011), who conducted a cross-
national study by comparing their separate, respective
ethnographic and case studies of local practices, we
juxtaposed and compared our individual qualitative
discoveries of vocabulary learning, engaging in
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collaborative data analysis to inform research-based
instructional practice.

During the 2011-2012 school year, we indepen-
dently developed class sessions and activities that
hinged on vocabulary instruction with online tools.
The two different settings—the university classroom-
as-after-school tutoring space for high school juniors
from various public and private schools and the elev-
enth grade English classroom of an international
school —served as backdrops for our collaborative
analysis of how students best learn vocabulary using
adaptive technology. Whereas the after-school partici-
pants were primarily interested in vocabulary acquisi-
tion to boost their verbal SAT scores, the international
high school students were learning required
literature-related vocabulary.

As educators with common interests in digital
technologies and contemporary pedagogy, we sur-
veyed numerous online vocabulary resources to assess
their effectiveness with our different student popula-
tions. Though there were a number of online resources
our students used to learn vocabulary, from Google to
Wikipedia to Dictionary.com, in this article we focus
on the Vocabulary.com Challenge (henceforth re-
ferred to as “T'he Challenge”) and the site’s related
word list features because the software engaged stu-
dents in vocabulary learning beyond word definitions.
The Challenge uses adaptive technology to determine
words students need to learn, and the site also uses a
similar approach to teach customized word lists from
particular texts. We found that the game-like features
of the site, coupled with its integrated dictionary, of-
fered an effective hybrid teaching tool that honored
independent and flexible learning opportunities.

Gamification and Current
Vocabulary Research

Though online vocabulary sites—from Dictionary.
com to The Challenge —involve some rote learning,
we found gamification elements promoted problem
solving, collaboration, and independent learning.
Gamification often involves a points-and-rewards
system, but, unlike edutainment, which does not typi-
cally focus on problem solving, gamification ulti-
mately is about “the sense of engagement, immediate
feedback, feeling of accomplishment, and success of
striving against a challenge and overcoming it” (Kapp,
2012, xxii).

In terms of vocabulary instruction, little is known
about gamified word-learning resources. Research on

videogames suggests that games can provide students
a visual context for understanding of vocabulary, as
well as a schema for factual information (Abrams,
2009; Squire, 2013; Squire, Giovanetto, Devane, &
Durga, 2005). Multimodal representations of words,
and the presence of online annotations or glosses, are
also known to support vocabulary development
in English Language Learners (Guichon, N. &
McLornan, 2008; Yoshii, 2006). Further, a study of
Chinese undergraduates” experiences with website-
based English vocabulary games indicated that learn-
ing a word through repetition, as well as in the context
of a sentence (as opposed to an isolated definition),
aided vocabulary development (Yip & Kwan, 2006).
However, Yip and Kwan also noted that specific
design characteristics unrelated to vocabulary (e.g.,
shooting-based and time-based games) distracted stu-
dents from focusing on the vocabulary at hand.
Moving forward, there remains a dearth of re-
search related to online dictionary-based sites that in-
clude game-like features. However, we do know that
offline “classroom vocabulary games provide a social
context and a social purpose for reading... [and] can
be designed to supplement teacher directed instruc-
tion and support student comprehension” (Wells &
Narkon, 2011, p. 46). In their most recent book,
Vocabulary for the Common Core, Marzano and
Simms (2013) also called attention to online and of-
fline academic games, which “are an extremely effec-
tive (but typically underutilized) way to help students
engage with academic content” (p. 36). Of the 30
games Marzano and Simms listed, only three
approaches explicitly involved digital resources: 1) a
program supporting teachers’ collection and annota-
tion of websites for students to use, 2) the creation of
one-minute videos that reveal students” word knowl-
edge, and 3) the use of word clouds (via Wordle.net) to
support experimentation with words and how arrange-
ment affects meaning. Though these three suggestions
may be effective, none involves a gamified approach or
adaptive technology that provides “explicit information
on-demand and justin-time,” a gaming principle that
can help the learner attain information when needed
or “just at the point where the information can be
understood and used in practice” (Gee, 2007, p. 226).

Looking More Closely at Gamified
Vocabulary

Lee and Hammer (2011) acknowledged that, in addi-
tion to cognitive mastery and flexible social roles,



gamification involves an emotional element in real-time
feedback and rewards as the player experiences “con-
crete challenges that are perfectly tailored to the player’s
skill level, increasing the difficulty as the player’s skill
expands” (p. 3). Such explicit and immediate feedback
helps the player think critically and is necessary in order
for gamification to be meaningful (Nicholson, 2012).
The Challenge requires users to identify syn-
onyms and definitions in different multiple choice

questions based on current news sources and classic
literature. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate how the site com-
bines aspects of traditional multiple choice questions
with opportunities for students to be agents of their
own learning. For example, in Figure 1, though the
multiple choice answers are four to six words in length,
the explanatory passage that appears after the student
has selected the answer offers a 100+ word passage,
further explaining the word, hirsute, in context.

FIGURE 1 An example of a multiple choice question that features the word in the context of a sentence, the
word explanation that appears once the question is answered, and the options to look up the word, listen to its

pronunciation, and add it to a vocabulary list for further practice. Reprinted from Vocabulary.com. Retrieved
August 28, 2013, from http://www.Vocabulary.com. Copyright 2013 by Vocabuary.com. Reprinted with permission

dress shirt, partly unbuttoned to reveal his hirsute chest.

In this sentence, hirsute means:
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Hirsute is an adjective that means having or covered with hair
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are hirsute people, like lumberjacks with a jungle of
chest hair, bearded ladies at a circus, or just someone
with a scraggly hairdo. The word is pronounced “HER-
suit,” so if you see a woman wearing a furry jacket with
matching pants, you could say, “Her suit is hirsute.”
Just make sure it's actually a suit and not her real hair.

NEXT QUESTION
more on hirsute
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FIGURE 2 An example of a multiple choice question without context. Hint options are featured below the set of

possible answers. Reprinted from Vocabulary.com. Retrieved August 28, 2013, from http://www.Vocabulary.com.
Copyright 2013 by Vocabuary.com. Reprinted with permission
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Additional links enable students to “look up” the
word in the website’s dictionary, “listen” to the word’s
pronunciation, and “add [the word] to list” for addi-
tional practice.

Figure 2 shows how a student may encounter a
word without any context. However, the options,
“50/50” and “Word in the Wild,” respectively enable
students to remove two incorrect answers or see how
the word is used in authentic sentences drawn from
the news or literature.

Further, the status bar to the right of the question
provides real-time feedback on progress—from one’s
degree of word mastery to the number of points
achieved to one’s status within the game (the leaf
icon is the game’s symbol for “novice”). As Figure 3
demonstrates, students can improve their status and
also earn badges, like the green crown (signifying a
perfect round) and the numbered medallions that
indicate correct consecutive answers, such as ten in a
row and five in a row. In other words, these rewards
are directly related to student performance and
immediate assessment.

This type of gamified approach hinges on soft-
ware that adapts to the student’s progression and pro-
vides real-time analytics of one’s level of “mastery,” or
word knowledge. Based on the student’s responses
and question success rate, different words are pre-
sented and re-mixed into a student’s personal learning
program. The student’s level of mastery is noted and
then continually updated as he or she plays. Research

suggests that students “need multiple opportunities to
read and use words in multiple contexts” (Nagy &
Townsend, 2012, p. 96), and The Challenge provides
these various opportunities by re-introducing trouble-
some words again and again, but in different passages
with different types of questions.

Ultimately, the eleventh graders in our two dif-
ferent settings developed their vocabulary knowledge
because they interacted with words in a variety of
contexts supported by images, sounds, and rich ex-
planations. Unlike edutainment, the games chal-
lenged students to apply their word knowledge and
provided students immediate feedback, as well as
hints or help options. The emphasis on interaction,
challenge, and immediate feedback calls attention to
the active learning opportunities that helped students
learn by doing and not just memorizing, aspects in-
herent in most gaming experiences (Gee, 2007).
Students also reaped the emotional rewards by earn-
ing points and achieving status levels that were ac-
companied by badge-like emblems for all to see,
gamification’s social currency (Zichermann &
Cunningham, 2011).

No doubt, the interactive nature—and, yes, the
novelty —of some technologies might have had a cer-
tain attraction that drew students to the digital text.
However, as research indicates, students will abandon
the text if it does not have the substance to sustain
interactivity and engagement (Clark & Rumbold,
2006). Gamification helps to maintain student

FIGURE 3 An example of the status bar and rewards displayed to the right of a question, noting the player’s
progress. The leaf icon represents “novice” status, and the badges, such as the crown and the medallions,

respectively indicate a perfect round and ten and five in a row. Reprinted from Vocabulary.com. Retrieved August
28, 2013, from http://www.Vocabulary.com. Copyright 2013 by Vocabuary.com. Reprinted with permission
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interest because it hinges upon “engagement, story,
autonomy, and meaning” (Kapp 2012, xxi), and it in-
cludes working with others in cooperative and/or
competitive situations (Smith-Robbins, 2011).

The Two Classroom Contexts

At the beginning of the 2011 academic year, Sandra
sent e-mails to principals and guidance counselors of
New York City public and private high schools within
the same borough as her university, advertising free
SAT vocabulary support sessions to take place on the
university campus during the Fall, 2011 semester. In
the university setting, Sandra led five, 75-minute after-
school SAT vocabulary support sessions in which her
graduate students tutored 14 diverse eleventh graders
who attended public and parochial schools. The stu-
dents represented a cross-section of the local popula-
tion: African American, Hispanic American, Asian
American, Russian American, Italian American, and
Middle Eastern American students, all speaking
English as their primary language. Of the students en-
rolled in the free support sessions, nine provided for-
mal permission to be part of the study. However, the
support sessions’ required activities, such as the in-class
use of online sites and weekly self-report, reflective e-
mails of vocabulary experiences during and outside of
the tutoring sessions, were completed by all of the stu-
dents, regardless of their participation in the study.

In an effort to learn more about the students’ use of
online vocabulary resources, as well as their feelings
about vocabulary learning, data collection included
the following: audio-taped tutoring sessions and adoles-
cent think-alouds; observations of adolescents’ online
vocabulary searches; individual and group interviews;
pre- and post-tests of adolescent word knowledge and
feelings associated with vocabulary learning; surveys
and field notes; graduate student reflections; adoles-
cents” weekly self-reported online and offline vocabu-
lary experiences, as well as The Challenge game
statistics (all accessed with student and parental permis-
sion). Student interviews, reflective e-mails, Challenge
statistics, and researcher field notes supported data tri-
angulation, which, along with thick, rich description,
helped to establish qualitative validity (Creswell, 2013)
and accurately inform research-based practice.

The reflective e-mails were the only required out-
of-school work, but students opted to use The
Challenge at home to learn school and SAT-related
words. It is possible that the use of The Challenge
during two after-school sessions, along with the

public acknowledgement of students” progress in The
Challenge, might have prompted students” indepen-
dent use of it beyond the after-school meetings.
Further, though the five face-to-face support sessions
took place between September and December, the
evaluation of adolescents’” use of online vocabulary
tools, which consisted of students’ self-reports and
website-based statistics, continued until February
2012. This design provided insight into participants’
independent use of online tools beyond the face-to-
face setting. Finally, the graduate tutors, who were
enrolled in a research methods course, learned about
data collection and analysis and the use of online
feedback-as-data for teaching. Graduate students pro-
vided field notes and post-tutoring reflections.

During the 2011-2012 school year, Sara inte-
grated vocabulary instruction with every literature
unit, an exercise she found benefited her two elev-
enth grade Language and Literature classes. Sara is a
teacher ata school with an International Baccalaureate
curriculum, where the students hail from more than
29 countries. Her classes were comprised of 15-20
adolescents, with the majority being second-language
learners with intermediate-to-proficient fluency in
English. Due to the many assessments required for
the International Baccalaureate diploma, little time
was available in class for intensive vocabulary instruc-
tion. However, in an attempt to supplement students’
reading experiences and to support vocabulary in-
struction, Sara created Vocabulary.com custom word
lists featuring 25 words from each class’s readings and
introduced the game to her students in October 2011.
Based on student responses and performance, Sara
continued this approach for every new literature unit,
engaging her students in collaborative game play for
40 minutes of the 50-minute class period.

In addition to documenting students” grades and
maintaining classroom participation field notes, Sara
kept a running record of Challenge victors. She
gauged all students’ progress in the online space, us-
ing the feedback as formative assessment. Informal
student conversations and sidebar comments also in-
formed Sara of students’ use of the vocabulary site
outside the classroom. Students’ grades, Challenge
statistics, student feedback, and researcher field notes
aided data triangulation, and, with thick, rich descrip-
tion, also helped to reinforce qualitative validity and
support Sara’s practice.

When we began to informally discuss our experi-
ences with The Challenge and text-based list learn-
ing, we immediately found overlapping preliminary
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discoveries regarding student engagement and vo-
cabulary development. We maintained a record of
our conversations, and given our various sources of
data across our two settings, we pre-coded our data
(Layder, 1998) by highlighting key quotes from stu-
dent interviews and think-alouds, seminal field note
entries, and debriefing notes about teaching and
pedagogy. Preliminary codes, such as “enjoyment,”
“new word identification,” and “independent learn-
ing,” supported conversation about the data and our
teaching approaches and, in turn, led to additional
iterations of coding and our theming of data
(Saldana, 2012). As such, we parsed the data and in-
cluded codes related to adolescents’ attitudes toward
learning vocabulary, engagement in online settings,
knowledge of language, and moments of applied
understandings.

Examining the Two Settings: From
Classroom Structure to Applied
Vocabulary Knowledge

The structure of the after-school tutoring sessions and
the high school English classes involved four features
of gaming: competition, point accumulation, imme-
diate formative feedback, and the public recognition
of improvement. Though our content may have been
thematically different—Sandra focused on SAT
vocabulary and Sara addressed literature-based
vocabulary—we both capitalized on online gamified
approaches to support student-centered learning.
The after-school tutoring sessions involved dyads
of tutees working with one graduate tutor as they vis-
ited sites, such as Dictionary.com, Wikipedia.com,
Merriam-webster.com, and Vocabulary.com in at-
tempts to answer SAT-based reading comprehension
and multiple choice questions. During the sessions,
students examined nuanced language and assorted
definitions, as well as context clues that would indi-
cate the missing words’ meaning. Though The
Challenge was planned to be part of only two ses-
sions, students, like Margaret (all names are pseud-
onyms), returned to it throughout the semester in an
effort to recall words and apply definitions. More spe-
cifically, Sandra asked the students to consider an
answer to the question, “Orangutans are
apes. They typically conduct most of their lives up in
the trees of tropical rainforests.” With a sense of ur-
gency, Margaret asserted, “There was a word that
meant like being up in the trees but I can’t remember
what that word was. Can I go in The Challenge?” As

Margaret searched the words listed under “Words 'm
Learning” in the “Progress” tab on the site, she ex-
claimed, “Yes! That's my word. Oh my G-d. Oh this
is great. Arboreal. Now I got it. That was easy.”
Margaret took the initiative to use her learning history
from the online game to help her recall the missing
word —a step that demonstrated an application of her
understanding of the word arboreal in a different
context.

Fach of the five sessions included competitions
among the dyads that centered on traditional SAT
questions, and the adolescents worked with each
other and/or their graduate tutor to answer online and
offline vocabulary-based questions. In her November
15th reflection, eleventh grader Ashanti explained
that “Vocabulary taught in school is strictly based on
definition. These vocabulary sessions are much more
interactive.” Daphne, Ashanti’s graduate tutor, re-
corded such online and offline interaction in her
field notes, explaining that Ashanti and her partner
would “take turns and let each other work indepen-
dently and together.”

In Sara’s high school classroom, students en-
gaged in collaborative challenges that, ultimately,
served as a formative assessment of students” knowl-
edge of vocabulary and literature. Prior to and during
the class’s reading of Hemingway’s A Farewell to
Arms, Sara entered novel-based vocabulary into the
website’s list-making tool. As a result, the students
played a game that had the same structure as The
Challenge but was specific to the literature they were
reading. The class worked in teams that students
named according to elements of Hemingway’s novel,
including “The Nurses,” “Rotten Game,” and “Rain.”
With the game projected onto the dry-erase board,
the otherwise independent activity became a collab-
orative competition. Having already accessed the on-
line program outside of class, all the students were
fully prepared for the game and the various opportu-
nities to apply words to nuanced contexts.
Furthermore, in the spirit of gamified learning, Sara
included surprise bonus questions, drawing from one
of the SAT word lists featured on the site.

During one in-class game that involved The
Challenge, Antonio, who often looked slightly bleary-
eyed during the § a.m. class, was rapt and eager to
answer, leaning intently forward toward his team-
mates and whispering loudly, “It’s elated! I'm sure!”
His team was responding to the following Challenge
question: “If you're , youre more than just
happy—you're over the moon... Like the way you feel



after winning a scholarship to an Ivy League school or
mastering a back handspring.” Indeed, the site’s amus-
ing quips intrigued the class and made the informa-
tion accessible; the students even laughed about the
site’s “wicked sense of humor.” The flash cards of the
past certainly never elicited such reaction.

Gamification Promoting Students as
Agents of Their Own Learning

The gamified features of The Challenge added yet
another layer to vocabulary learning experiences, as
students remained aware of their proficiency and,
thus, could be agents of their own progress. The elev-
enth grade students across both studies appeared to
have a degree of control over their vocabulary learn-
ing because, outside of class game play, they could
choose the time, the frequency, and the duration of
their use of online vocabulary sites, and they were
publicly rewarded for their progress both in class and
on the site’s leaderboard.

Table 1 features after-school attendees Kendra’s
and Nora’s Challenge experiences between October
2011 and January 2012, and it highlights how, outside
the classroom, the application of gaming principles
included playful engagement, self-directed learning,
immediate feedback, and public reward. Further, as
is evidenced by the frequency and duration of both
girls’ game play beyond the after-school sessions, pro-
longed involvement is an essential factor in achieve-
ment. Both Kendra and Nora averaged about
17-minute games, and Kendra only played an hour
more than Nora. However, Kendra, who earned more
points and a higher status than Nora, played The
Challenge more than twice the number of times that
Nora did, suggesting that the sustained, repeated

engagement that is key in traditional vocabulary
learning (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986) also can be essen-
tial to vocabulary development in online spaces.

Unlike school, where Kendra said she “didn’t
learn any new words,” the online space of The
Challenge was “faster and it seems reliable. Plus it
gives me definitions that I can understand.” Online
resources typically involve self-directed learning op-
portunities, and students, like Kendra, were in control
of their game play and vocabulary development.
Kendra might have earned “Brainiac” status, but her
true reward occurred when she realized how much
she had learned: “When I understand the word so
well that I can use it in my own vocabulary, that is my
victory.”

The more time students spent playing The
Challenge and answering questions correctly, the
more they earned points and obtained multiple status
levels, such as “Hot Shot,” “Savant,” or “Guru,” work-
ing their way to the highest of the 20 levels, “Word
Czar.” In this way, gamification motivated students to
engage in sustained play. Along the way, players
could collect up to 43 awards akin to Boy/Girl Scout
Badges and boast progress, such as “Perfect Round”
or “50 Words Mastered,” all of which became part of
students’ overall profile, which they could and would
share with others. One of Sara’s international stu-
dents, Vera, announced that she had achieved
“Prodigy” status, joking that her roommate held only
the status of a “Hotshot.” Vera said she might just
reach one million points come the summer, giving
her “Sesquipedalianist” status! The students were sa-
liently motivated; indeed, they were practicing the
words solely on their own initiative. At the moment,
all the students seemed awash in a “Word
Czar’-glow.

TABLE 1 Frequency and Duration of Kendra and Nora’s Challenge Game Play

The Vocabulary.com Game
Total duration Average
Frequency of play duration of
Student of Play (minutes) play
Kendra 29 Times 494 minutes 17-minute
games
Nora 13 Times 435 minutes 16.5- minute
games

Duration range

of sessions
(minimum to Points Earned
maximum) Earned Status Status Crest
30 seconds— 143,200 Brainiac -
64 minutes

=

1.4 minutes— 90,925 Prodigy
242 minutes *
o
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Competition and reward motivated most stu-
dents to play, but there were some who were not as
intrigued by the gamification or multimodal fea-
tures of The Challenge. These students, who were
less lured by points, achievements, and “Hotshot”
status, talked about how difficult some of the ques-
tions were, referencing the various ways the words
were used; the site set the words in many different
contexts, including sentences from credible sources
and literature, such as The New York Times or
Sinclair Lewis’s Babbitt. Nhan, who, on his own vo-
lition, also began to use the site for other features,
including SAT lists, commented on the site’s myr-
iad offerings: “You have to know the word in many
ways and you have to be able to spell it, too.” In this
way, the online vocabulary game called students’
attention to their own word knowledge and the
complexity of language, and it required them to
problem solve and discover appropriate meanings.

Student Behavior and “Flowing”
Interest-Driven Learning

Gamification, or use of game features to support
problem solving, involves challenge and reward.
But, as noted previously, it also involves a degree of
control. Many adolescents were especially keen to
customize vocabulary lists as they adopted and
adapted their online vocabulary sessions to help
them learn school-related information. The gamified
approach to vocabulary afforded students, like after-
school student, Tanya, “to play Vocabulary.com
more regular[ly] because I can add any words you
want to learn from a vocab list that my teachers give
me.” This sentiment was echoed by her cohort,
Abigale, who liked “the option [to] add any words
you want to learn from a vocab list that my teachers
give me.”

In addition to the freedom to customize their
online word learning and game play, many stu-
dents enjoyed learning vocabulary through a gami-
fied approach because The Challenge was fun.
Perhaps Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) concept of
“Flow” —or “joy, creativity, and the process of total
involvement with life” (xi)—best helps to explain
students’ sustained engagement and interest in de-
veloping and diversifying their lexical repertoire. In
Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys, Smith and Wilhelm
(2002) discussed flow in terms of students’ out-of-
school experiences, and they explained how
Csikszentmihalyi’s concept is rooted in control,

competence, appropriate challenges, immediate
experiences, and “clear goals and feedback”
(pp- 28-30).

Flow is an inherent element of gamification
(Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011), and the senti-
ments of students involved in using online vocabulary
resources and playing The Challenge revealed that
the five categories—control, competence, appropri-
ate challenges, immediate experiences, and clear
feedback—were part of their overall playing and
learning experience. As tutee Jocelyn explained in an
e-mailed reflection, “I think I have the tools and skills
to teach myself vocabulary because I can use
Vocabulary.com as a game to learn vocabulary be-
cause its [sic] fun and entertaining so I learn better
when I'm using an interactive source rather than sim-
ply making flash cards.” In other words, the interac-
tivity and extended engagement related to the online
game provided Jocelyn another avenue for under-
standing nuanced language.

Further, when another tutee, Margaret, began
to master a word, she experienced joy and increased
competence from the game’s immediate feedback.
In a weekly reflective e-mail, she relayed this excite-
ment: “When I was able to master a word that I con-
tinually got wrong on the challenge or when I got
ten in a row my heart skipped a bit cause it seemed
as [if] I was finally getting it.” Yip and Kwan (2006)
also found that students enjoyed learning vocabu-
lary online because of “positive reinforcement” fea-
tures and “the simplicity of the games also enabled
them to develop confidence” (p. 245). However,
unlike the websites in Yip and Kwan’s study that
“could not offer [students] a continuous challenge”
(p. 245), contemporary innovations and analytics
presented students, like Margaret, the ability to
learn from their mistakes. Thus, adaptive technolo-
gies, such as those used in The Challenge, were
specific to each player, scaffolding and varying the
assessment according to the player’s level of
mastery.

Such individualization, interaction, and enjoy-
ment with online vocabulary learning also was evi-
dent when students’ energy and performance level in
Sara’s high school English class increased in regard to
vocabulary study. The average vocabulary quiz score
from the first two novels was a robust 92 as compared
to the low B average of prior quizzes during the year.
Likewise, when the after-school tutees began master-
ing words in online and offline assessments and dis-
cussions, it became apparent how online resources



and their gamified components could be effective,
complementary tools for teaching vocabulary.

Where Do We Go From Here?

Now that we are more than a decade into the 21st
century, we need to consider the technologies that
are most effective and resilient to the quick fate of
obsolescence. In this article, the high school stu-
dents’ experiences with online vocabulary resources
underscore the benefits of technologies that not
only are continuously updated (unlike static vocab-
ulary workbooks), but also are adaptive to students’
interactions with them. The inclusion of a game,
such as The Challenge, afforded students opportu-
nities to become motivated, self-directed learners
who seemed to enjoy receiving immediate and rel-
evant feedback, earning points and status levels, and
engaging in independent learning.

In eight years of teaching high school English,
Sara had yet to have students, even the most moti-
vated ones, ask when she would be assigning the next
vocabulary unit. Overall, the students” sentiments re-
vealed their sustained interest and enjoyment when
interacting with online vocabulary resources and en-
gaging in gamified learning. Students’ burgeoning
confidence and their developing repository of lexical
skills promise to help them succeed in school, in life,
and in the digital age.

Though the gamified elements of web-based
software, such as The Challenge, provided immedi-
ate, individualized feedback that helped students
acquire vocabulary knowledge on their own, the
success hinged on the cohesion of the online and
offline worlds. Digital features supported, not sup-
planted, instruction, and the features of the online
space influenced instructional design. The exam-
ples from the two studies underscore how the inde-
pendent, collaborative, and flexible conditions of
the online space can be extended into the class-
room, thereby placing the students’ performance —
not the text or the teacher—at the center of
learning.

Beach (2013) notes that a digital text can offer
immediate feedback and interactive learning oppor-
tunities, but the affordances are in the teacher’s me-
diating activity, not the digital text itself. We go one
step further to acknowledge how the affordances of
the digital text and the teachers’ practice can work in
concert to provide layers of effective learning experi-
ences. Ultimately, our examination of gamified

approaches to learning vocabulary suggests that
contemporary education should include multimodal
vocabulary instruction that coheres in-and-out-of-
school experiences and nurtures more individual-
ized, student-driven scholarship that empowers
students to be agents of their own learning.

Take Action

STEPS FOR IMMEDIATE IMPLEMENTATION

The following are suggestions for ways to use
The Challenge in the classroom. There are
other sites beginning to offer vocabulary-
based games, such as the United Nations
World Food Programme website, freerice.com
(where students donate rice by answering
vocabulary questions correctly). Given that we
both used The Challenge in our classroom
settings, we recommend the following:

1. Search for or generate a word list: On www.
vocabulary.com, select the “Vocabulary Lists”
tab. Use the search box to “Search for
Vocabulary Lists” from a bank of thousands of
ready-made lists or click the “Create a vocabu-
lary list” button to develop a custom word list by
inputting new words or selecting words from an
existing list. Tip: To share a word list with your
students, give them the unique URL for the list.

2. Ask students to create free log-in accounts for
www.vocabulary.com and to locate the current list
(e.g., "Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass,”
Vocabulary from Chapters 1-4). Tip: These initial
steps ward off the excuse of “| can't find the site
or words!" or “What words should | learn?”

3. Ask students to “learn this list.” Perhaps assign
the list on Monday with the intention of reaching
list mastery level on Friday. Tip: Check students’
progress online as well as gauge students’ word
acquisition through an in-class game.

4. On vocabulary game day, ideally divide students
into groups of four. Project the Vocabulary.com site
on a screen or an interactive dry-erase board. Tip:
Have a three-minute hourglass or timer handy, and
ask a trustworthy student to act as timekeeper!

5. Click on the respective list and on “learn this list,”
asking the first group the question. If one word is
particularly troubling, try using the “look up”
feature so students can see the word in various
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usage examples. Tip: Allow each team one
“Word in the Wild"” and one “50/50" per game.

6. Add a metareflective component, asking
students to consider which question types are
the most helpful in prompting recall of word
knowledge. Tip: Have students keep a word-
learning log. What strategies do they use when a
word just doesn’t seem to “stick”?

7. Encourage students to develop their own word
lists and become independent vocabulary
learners over time. Self-selecting vocabulary
empowers students to be in charge of their own
word learning. Tip: Using the aforementioned
directions to generate a word list, show students
how to create a list of unfamiliar words from
their reading. Then suggest students use this list
as a running vocabulary log, as well as a source
of review by choosing to “learn this list” in game
mode.
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