
PUTAJ – Humanities and Social Sciences              Vol. 24, No. 1 (June), 2017 

 

 

21 

Effectiveness of Language Games in Teaching Grammar to 

Undergraduates: A Case Study of Islamia College Peshawar 

Muhammad Waqar Ali,* Mohammad Iqbal† & Amjad Ali‡ 

Abstract 

This research focuses on the effectiveness of teaching grammar (language) 

through language games. It encompasses the basic components of syntactic 

structure: noun, pronoun, verb, adjective, adverb and conjunction. A total of 40 

students (a complete class) of undergraduate level were equally grouped into 

two: treatment and control group. The control group was taught using the 

traditional, theoretical lectures, while the treatment group was engaged through 

grammar games. Both pretest and posttest were administered to know the 

comparative competence of both the groups. A posttest was administered after 

practicing both the teaching strategies. The results of the tests were analysed 

using t-test (SPSS). Classroom observations of students‘ responses were 

monitored during both the strategies. Quantitative analysis of the data proved 

that teaching grammar through language games is significantly effective than the 

traditional, theoretical lecturing method. Qualitative analysis demonstrated 

greater involvement of the learners in the learning process in grammar games 

strategy than the traditional method. Consequently, the use of language games is 

strongly recommended for teaching grammar at undergraduate level.  

Keywords: Language Games, Grammar Learning Gusto, Adult Learners, Case Study, 

Teaching Grammar  

Introduction 

Teaching English effectively as a second/foreign language has always been a challenging 

task for language teachers. Since ages, many methods have been used to teach English as 

a second/foreign language (ESL/EFL). Starting from the conventional old Grammar 

Translation Method (GTM) to the latest Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

Method, every method attempts to eliminate the weaknesses of the previous method(s). 

So, research continued in the like manner. The need for the best possible alternative has 

resulted in a lot of research. Consequently, a teacher of today has a huge variety of 

methods to choose from. Research in ESL/EFL has been striving to make language 

learning as interesting and entertaining as possible (Deesri, 2002; Gargantilla, 2003; 
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Mclaughlin, 2004). As a result, out of these efforts emerged the method of teaching 

language via language games.  Language games may prove to be an effective tool for 

teaching language. 

This study was conducted to find out that to what extent language games can improve the 

students' understanding and performance of the grammar of English. This study is 

significant because the research that has been done on the issue is either at primary level, 

secondary level or at the most higher secondary level. Conversely, this study was carried 

out at the undergraduate level. The objective of the study was to verify how far language 

games are as effective for adult learners as they are for the young learners or not. And if 

they are not effective for the adult learners then what factors can be ascribed to this 

inefficacy. 

Literature Review   

Grammar is ―a system of meaningful structures and patterns that are governed by 

particular pragmatic constraints‖ (Freeman, 2009: 521). Grammar, for some, is 

manipulation and arrangement of words for the formation of larger units (Nunan, 2003; 

Ur, 1996; Yule, 1996). With regard to the importance of teaching grammar, Hudson 

(1992) stated that the study of grammar has consumed two millennia. However, applied 

linguists and academicians are still divided on the issue of teaching grammar. Some 

linguists ascribed more importance to communication than to grammatical competence 

(Sabotava, 2006). Sipe (2006) opined that instruction of grammar does not have any 

effect in developing competence of a language.  

Other linguists and academicians, on the contrary, believed that learning grammatical 

rules is not unimportant (Thornbury, 1999; Verghese, 1989). Thornbury (1999), however, 

narrowed down the issue and propounded that learning grammar is important more for 

non-native learners than native learners. Mulroy (2004) pointed out that grammatical 

competence provides a tool to learners for semantic analysis. Likewise, decoding 

meaning is as essential as producing meaning and this cannot be done without 

understanding grammar. Patterson (2001) concluded the issue by stating that this is out of 

question whether grammar should be taught or not; instead, the concern is the best and 

most effective method of teaching grammar. 

Some studies have observed lack of interest on the part of learners during grammar 

classes (Prator & Celce-Murcia, 1979; Lee & Van Patten (2003).  The reason for such a 

phenomenon highlighted by Prator and Celce-Murcia (1979) was that grammar puts 

words together and mostly focuses on the structure. Lee and Van Patten (2003) believed 

that conventional methods of teaching grammar are ineffective because learners taught 

grammar through these methods are required to produce output instantly. 

According to Allery (2004), game is characterized with competition in a given situation, 

restricted by regulations. Active involvement in games, not the textual content, leads to 
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learning. Maroney (2001), nonetheless, slightly differed from him. Though he, like 

Allery, also believes that games are administered within a specified and rule-governed 

situation, he further annexed the feature of ‗goals‘ to the concept of games. In academic 

context, goals are analogous to achievable targets that result in learning of language. 

Similarly, Clark C. Abt (1987) voiced that a game as an activity engages two or more 

individuals into independent decision making, who strive to gain their aims in some 

restrictive setting. Eventually, all of the aforementioned definitions can simply and 

succinctly be comingled into: a game is entertaining, interesting, rule governed, goal 

defined, engaging, and competitive and has a closure. 

That games can benefit cognitive faculty has been acknowledged (Chastain, 2004). 

Carneiro (1995) believed that games as a tool of learning help learners acquire 

knowledge at any stage of life (cited in Matas & Natolo, 2010). The major positive aspect 

of games is that it assimilates learning with entertainment (edutainment). Enumerating 

the advantages of games for learning, Karapetyan (2004) stated that games relax students 

and increase their self-confidence. Moreover, games can assist learners‘ memory to 

function in a better way and reduce boredom and inattentiveness (Barroso Gargantilla, 

2003 as cited in Matas & Natolo, 2010).  Deesri (2002) viewed that games provide real-

life communicative experience to students that improves their linguistic proficiency. 

Mclaughlin (2004) suggested that games create communicative and enjoyable setting for 

learning. Likewise, increase in motivation is also one of the benefits of games (Yu, 

2005). 

Games create a different world for the learners‘ voluntary participation in learning 

process. They become a driving force for learners‘ motivation since they liberate them 

from dull class routine for a while. Moreover, games sometimes result in a competitive 

environment. Games as a device of language activation creatively permit pupils to 

practice language forms learned during the lessons, in a more vigorous design. This 

brings learners out of their comfort zone, and creates novel contexts for language usage 

(Chen, 2005). 

In the traditional method of teaching grammar, the teacher manipulates the class. 

Lecturing method of teaching grammar is usually teacher-centered. Students, most of the 

time, learn grammar passively (Blyth, 1997). Games shift the focus of language class and 

teaching grammar from teacher-centeredness to learner-centeredness. Games encourage 

learners to apply their grammatical knowledge instantly. Sabatova (2006) believed that 

games ensure proliferation of learners‘ interest in practicing grammar. Some applied 

linguists and academicians opined that games escalate students‘ grammatical proficiency 

in communication (Yolageldidi & Arikan, 2011).  

Teachers need to consider many things selecting and/or developing games for a class. 

Bekiri (2003) disallowed the use of either too easy or too difficult games because 

difficulty level of a game can prove detrimental to learners‘ interest and motivation. 

Yolageldidi and Arikan (2011) proposed that games should match cognitive age of 
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learners. Likewise, consideration of duration of games is also important. A game should 

consume neither too much nor too little time during the lesson (Hong, 2002). Another 

worth-considering concern is time of playing games during the lesson. Rinvolucri (1990) 

suggested three times of playing games: 1) in the beginning of the lesson as warm-up, 2) 

after the presentation of new piece of knowledge or rules of grammar, and 3) at the end of 

lesson. Regarding correction during playing games, Celce-Murcia (1991) argued that 

interrupting during the play is not advisable since it can divert students‘ attention and can 

prove detrimental in learning process (cited in Yolageldidi & Arikan, 2011). It is better to 

jot down the mistakes and correct them at the end of lesson or activity. 

Many studies have been conducted to investigate the efficacy of grammar games in 

teaching grammar to young students (e.g., Qaddoum, 2007; Abdoun, 2009; Yolageldidi 

& Arikan, 2011), to teenagers at intermediate level (Ishtawi, 2011; Yu, 2005).  Ishtawi 

(2011) conducted his research on 12
th
 grade students and concluded that games are 

effective in teaching English grammar. He obtained substantial results from statistics in 

support of grammar games. Similarly, Harb (2007) administered grammar strategy on 6
th
 

graders and found similar results. His study included 94 boys and 98 girls in Gaza. 

Similarly, Qaddoum‘s (2007) study included 120 fourth-grade students. Using the 

experimental design, he also concluded the games facilitate learning language. Similar 

results were obtained from Abdoun‘s (2009) research, which was conducted on 66 female 

students of 6
th
 grade. In a study that was conducted on 77 madrassah students, Meizaliana 

(2009) concluded that his experimental research manifested 7 per cent improvement in 

the performance of Treatment Group due to use of language games for teaching language 

structures. However, such studies need to be conducted at higher level(s) as well. 

Therefore, the paper intends to investigate the effectiveness of grammar games in 

performance of undergraduate learners. 

Research Methodology 

The undergraduate (Semester I) students of Islamia College Peshawar (A Public Sector 

University) were the population of this research. The participants included both male and 

female students. However, numerical parity of the variable ‗gender‘ could not be ensured. 

Boys outnumbered girls; however, this did not affect procedures and results of the study 

since the study did not consider the variable ‗gender‘. The ages of participants ranged 

from 18 to 22 years. All of them were native Pashto speakers. The study used quantitative 

approach to investigate the issue because it reduces researcher‘s bias (Dorneyi, 2007). As 

the research was experimental in nature, the sample for this study consisted of two 

classes, each comprising 40 undergraduate students. The researchers used random cluster 

sampling technique. It means that out of all undergraduate students the researchers 

randomly selected two groups and out of both classes the researcher randomly selected 

20 students for each group. 

For this study, the researchers used the experimental design for two reasons. Firstly, this 

method keeps the researcher unbiased and impartial. Secondly, in this method the data 

can be analyzed quantitatively. Moreover, qualitative research is objective and equitable 
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since the results of such research can easily be substantiated by reiterating the procedures. 

As far as the research process was concerned, there were two groups: controlled group, 

and treatment group. Two tests were administered in both groups: one pre-test and one 

post-test. The pre-test was conducted before the study to investigate whether the learners 

of the both groups were equal with regard to their knowledge about grammar. This was 

essential to be ensured as much as possible to corroborate the validity of experiment (i.e. 

efficacy of language games). The controlled group was taught conventionally for one 

month. The learners in the controlled group were lectured on grammatical concepts in 

conventional way. They were made to memorize grammatical rules. On the other hand, 

the treatment group was given treatment for one month—it was taught grammar via 

games. More precisely, even in grammar the treatment included very few concepts such 

as noun, pronoun, adjective, adverb, article, conjunction, noun phrase, verb phrase, 

prepositional phrase and sentence. 

In this experiment, the researchers dealt with two variables: one independent variable (i.e. 

games), and one dependent variable (i.e. performance). Here performance meant the 

application of the acquired knowledge about the aforementioned concepts. This study 

intended to investigate and understand interrelationship of the two variables.  One of the 

researchers himself taught both groups to control extraneous variables like difference of 

teaching method, teacher attitude, training, noise, classroom environment, fatigue and so 

forth. After the treatment, the researcher conducted a post-test for both groups: controlled 

and treatment. Importantly, the items and format of the post-test were the same for both 

groups. In fact, a single and same test was given to the controlled and treatment groups. 

Here, the researcher administered one pre-test and one post-test because cross 

comparison of the test would give more reliable results, and any changes in the test items 

might have introduced new variables. As a result, such intervention might have 

blemished reliability of the test as well as the experiment. First, the pre-test results of the 

two groups were compared to check difference of scores; then the post-tests of the groups 

were tallied for the same purpose. Finally, difference between the pre-test and post-test 

results of the control group were compared with the difference of pre-test and post-test 

results of the treatment group. The data for analysis were collected from the results of 

pretest and posttest administered to both groups: control group and treatment group. The 

data were analyzed through t-test. 

Different games were used to teach different word classes. For instance, games such as 

‗BASTA‘ (Dalton, n.d.; Leslie, 2011), ‗Guess the Sport‘ (Perles, 2012), ‗Shopping List 

Game‘ (Rinvolucri & Davis, 2003), ‗Candyland‘ (Belisle, 2004), ‗Let‘s Go Camping‘ 

(Belisle, 2004), and ‗Sprinkling of People‘ (Rinvolucri & Davis, 2003) were used to 

teach and practice word class noun.  ‗BASTA‘ is an easy, enjoyable and effective game 

for adult learners. It is a collaborative game and can be played well in groups. For this 

game, the class was divided in groups consisting of three individuals. Each learner 

required a pen and a piece of paper having a table to be filled in. The table consisted of 

multiple columns and rows. First column was listed letters of English alphabet, and the 

remaining columns were reserved for different types like food, person, object animal, and 

place and so forth.  
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Another game, ‗A Sprinkling of People‘ (Rinvolucri & Davis, 2003), was used for 

teaching collective nouns. After the students were taught collective nouns, they were 

dictated some collective nouns. Then the class was divided into groups of four. The first 

researcher then handed the learners already-prepared sets of chits, which had names of 

different things and their respective collective nouns printed on them separately. The 

learners were then asked to pick two chits from the given set and match the object with 

its respective collective noun. 

In ‗Guess the Sport‘ (Perles, 2012), the learners were asked about their favorite sport. 

Then, they were required to jot down all the nouns that are related to their favorite sport 

on a piece of paper. Next, one learned was required to read his/her list of the nouns, and 

others were asked to identify the game having such labels. After the completion of one 

turn, another student was asked to repeat the procedure. This activity was practiced many 

times without any grouping in the class. The whole class formed a large group for the 

activity. 

In ‗Let‘s Go Camping‘, the class was divided into groups of five. The learners were 

required to purchase and collect some items for camping. So, the first researcher gave 

them a model sentence: ‗I am Tahir, and I am going to take some milk.‘ Each participant 

of a group was asked to say the sentence, replacing the noun ‗Tahir‘ with his name and 

the next noun in the sentence with some other required item. The activity continued in 

chain drill. The next game, ‗Candyland‘ is an adaptation from Belisle‘s (2004) games for 

teaching count and noncount nouns to Japanese students. The game simply required 

construction of sentences like: 

  In Candyland, there is milk, but there is no juice. 

  In Candyland, there are gardens, but there are no hospitals. 

To practice verbs, the study used ‗Verb Bingo‘ (Patrick, n.d.). In this game, different 

bingo cards, which had some verbs written on them, were distributed among the learners. 

Next, the researcher would explain the meaning of a verb without mentioning it. 

Whosoever identified the correct verb would yell ‗Bingo‘; then the researcher would 

verify the answer, and the first claimant would be declared winner if the answer was 

correct. Likewise, ‗The Triangle Game‘ (Rinvolucri & Davis, 2003) proved very helpful 

in teaching prepositions. The learners were divided into trios for this game and were 

asked to sit in a triangle. Further, each member of a trio was asked to collect one type of 

preposition from the given list.  

Adjectives were reinforced through playing ‗Felix the Cat‘ (Adams, 2014) and ‗Describe 

it‘ (McMillan Publishers, n.d.). In the game ‗Felix the Cat‘, a picture of a cat was pasted 

on the whiteboard, and the students were asked to describe the cat with an adjective; for 

instance, Felix is a cute cat. Relevance of adjectives did not matter in this activity. The 

learners were allowed to use any adjective for the cat. Another game for adjectives was 

‗Describe it‘. In this game, the learners worked in teams of fives. The researcher would 

pick an object from the available items in the class such as books, duster, pen and so on 

and would ask a team to describe it using adjectives. One member of the team would add 
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one adjective to the noun (e.g. a square book), and then second would add another 

adjective to the earlier adjective plus noun (e.g. a beautiful square book). For the practice 

of adverbs was adapted ‗Act it out‘ (Perles, 2010). The researcher developed a set of 

adverb notecards for this activity. A learner would come to lectern to pick a notecard 

from the set, and another learner from the sitting audience would give a command to that 

learner say ‗write on the whiteboard‘. Resultantly, the standing student would write in the 

manner of adverb written on that notecard say ‗quickly‘. Moreover to teach and reinforce 

sentence structure, the study used ‗Happy Grammar Families‘ (Rinvolucri & Davis, 

2003). In this game, the researcher prepared two sets of cards: one contained the subject 

part of sentences, and another contained the predicate part of sentence. The class was 

divided into pairs to play this game. The two sets were mixed randomly and were 

distributed between the members of a pair. One partner would raise a card and say that 

he/she found the subject card; then he/she would try to find the respective predicate card. 

If he could not find the relevant card, he would exchange a card with his/her partner. 

Whichsoever team completed the most sentences would be declared winner. 

Findings and Discussion 

This study intended to investigate the effectiveness of language games for teaching 

grammar. Findings of the pretest administered to both groups led to the inference that the 

two groups were comparable. The mean difference between the average pretest scores of 

the two groups did not manifest any statistical significance. Pretest mean score for the 

control group was 34.20 and that for the treatment group was 35.61 (Table 1). There is 

difference of only 01.41 (calculated arithmetically) score between the two groups. Again, 

statistical analysis gave p value .528 which is greater than .05 that means the difference is 

not significant (p > .05 (t [36] = -.637). It also ensured validity of the present study. So, it 

can be inferred that both the groups had approximately same amount of grammatical 

knowledge. It also implies that both the groups, despite of having language experience in 

variegated academic environments, might have undergone somewhat same kind of 

instruction method in language classroom. 

Table 1 Comparison of Mean Scores of Pretest and Posttest of Control Group and 

Treatment Group 
 Pretest Posttest  

Mean 

Score 

SD Min 

Score 

Max 

Score 

Mean 

Score  

SD Min 

Score 

Max 

Score 

Mean 

Difference 

Control  34.20 5.347 27 52 37.75 4.844 32 54 3.55 

Treatment  35.61 8.406 23 53 61.15 3.774 55 70 25.8 

P value .528    .000    - 

Mean 

Difference  

01.41    23.4    22.25 

The second comparison was made between the results of pretest and posttest conducted 

on the control group. This comparison analyzed the grammatical competence of the 

learners who were taught grammar through traditional lecturing method. The result of the 

comparison of pretest and posttest scores did not indicate an impressive growth in the 
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performance of students. There was difference of only 3.55 points in the mean score of 

pretest (Mean = 34.20, SD = 5.347) and that of posttest (Mean = 37.75, SD = 4.844) 

administered to control group (see Table 1). It can be observed that the traditional 

lecturing method is not unproductive. However, the effectiveness of this method is not as 

strong and yielding as that of the grammar games.  

Unlike the mean score difference between the pretest score and posttest score of the 

control group, the difference between pretest (Mean = 35.61 SD = 8.406) and posttest 

(Mean = 61.15, SD = 3.774) scores of treatment group was very remarkable and 

encouraging. A big difference between the two mean scores had been observed. Pretest 

mean score of the treatment group was 35 points, while the posttest mean score of the 

same group, after having been taught grammar through language games, rose to 61. On 

average, students‘ result improved by approximately 26 marks, as shown difference of 

means (MD = 25.8). More, the posttest score of the treatment group is more normally 

dispersed that the pretest score which also empowers the utility and efficacy of the 

grammar games for enhancing learners‘ grammatical performance at undergraduate level.  

The next comparison of scores was made between the mean scores of posttest of the two 

groups to verify and cross-check the validity of the previous comparison of scores. More, 

posttest mean scores comparison and the next mean difference comparison attempt to 

indicate statistical value of the efficacy of grammar games method.  

The difference between the posttest mean score (Mean = 37.75, SD = 4.844) of the 

control group and that of (Mean = 61.15, SD = 3.774) the treatment group is 23.4. The 

difference not only testifies the validity of the previous score comparisons but also tries 

to state statistical and quantitative value of the effectiveness of the treatment (teaching 

grammar through grammar games). Likewise, the difference between the mean difference 

score of control group (MD = 3.55) and that of treatment group (MD = 25.8) is 22.25. 

This score indicates average efficacy of the teaching grammar though grammar games 

method. On average, the innovative method of grammar games is quantitatively 22.25 

points better than the traditional lecturing method of grammar teaching in which grammar 

is taught only theoretically.  

The statistics of tests espouse the hypothesis of this research that language games play an 

effective role in teaching grammar. In other words, language games do affect learning 

grammar. Moreover, the results of the study also corroborate previous studies (Harb, 

2007; Qaddoum, 2007; Abdoun, 2009 cited in Ishtawi, 2011). The findings of this 

research coincide with those of Ishtawi (2011), Harb (2007) Qaddoum (2007) and 

Abdoun (2009). Resuls of this study are consistent with those of Harb (2007). Harb 

(2007) observed statistically significant differences between control group and treatment 

group. He further concluded that games are more effective in favor of female students. 

However, the chief difference between Harb‘s (2007) study and this one is the age of 

students; the farmer dealt with 6
th
 graders and the latter with adults. In the like manner, 

Qaddoum (2007) concluded similar results from his study conducted on 4
th
 graders; this 
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study espouses Qaddoum‘s (2007) research: games play an effective role in enhancing 

learners‘ performance with respect to grammar.  

Abdoun‘s (2009) research results conducted on efficacy of games for improving spelling 

of 6
th
 graders corroborate with findings of the present study. The consistency of results in 

favor of treatment group and language games validates authenticity of grammar games as 

instructional strategy. Similarly, Ishtawi (2011) also observed significant difference 

between the performance of control and treatment groups and concluded that games 

should be practiced as an instructional strategy for teaching grammar. However, the chief 

difference between the previous studies and this one is that the focus on ‗gender‘; this 

study did not investigate the impact of language games on different genders. 

Consequently, this study validates the previous ones and is reciprocally authenticated by 

the same. 

However, Yu‘s research (2005) on German 12
th
 grade students gave different results. His 

study did not support the hypothesis of substantial progress in grammatical correctness in 

learners‘ performance. Still, the study observed overall improvement in Treatment Group 

of the sample because game strategy enhanced motivation of learners and classroom 

environment. Therefore, despite partial disagreement, Yu (2005) gave his verdict in 

support of using games as a strategy for teaching grammar to teenagers. 

The findings of this study are also supported by Meizaliana‘s (2009) research. All of the 

aforementioned studies save one are in support of the findings of this study. This 

authenticates validity of the study and reliability of using grammar games for teaching 

grammar: language games improve communicative performance of language learners 

with respect to grammar. However, none of the said investigation included adult learners. 

So, there lies the difference between the previous studies and this one, but this difference 

is the gap that this research intended to fill. Since the researchers could not access any 

such research including adult language learners, they attempted to study efficacy of 

language games for teaching grammar to adult learners. 

Conclusion 

The above analysis can lead to the conclusion that grammar games improved the 

learners‘ grammatical performance. The use of games provided a competing environment 

to the learners to practice different parts of speech and basic sentence structure(s). 

Grammar games provided an interactive and realistic milieu to the learners for practicing 

recently acquired knowledge in language classroom. Moreover, it was observed that the 

games also abolished boredom which is usually observed in the language classrooms in 

which grammar is mostly taught theoretically, and no or least chance of practice is 

provided to the learners. The games offered an incentive-based situation which did away 

with monotony. The incentive of winning the game actually involved the learners in 

competition which indirectly led to learning of grammatical rules. In other words, 

grammar games worked as a motivator. The use of grammar games enhanced learners‘ 
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motivation for learning grammar. The post-learning oral feedback of the learners and 

teacher‘s observation in the language classroom also validated the importance of 

language (grammar) games as a motivational factor in the learning process. The learners 

felt more comfortable and more pleased in the treatment group than in the control group. 

The sole difference between two classrooms was nothing but the teaching method. 

Hence, it can be inferred that the grammar games strategy motivated them for learning 

grammar and increased level of their comfort and ease. 

On the whole, it can be concluded that with appropriate planning and strategies grammar 

games could be used for teaching grammar at undergraduate level. Nevertheless, the 

present research was a case study conducted at Islamia College Peshawar (A Public 

Sector University), and its results cannot be generalized to all undergraduate learners 

because the scope and the sample size (40 participants) of the study were very limited. 

More, the study was limited to one institute. And the results of the current study can be 

verified by conducting similar studies in other different institutes and at a larger scale. In 

addition, very few topics were taught to the learners using grammar games. To generalize 

the results and the efficacy of grammar games, longitudinal studies are required to be 

conducted covering as many grammatical rules and concepts as possible because there 

are numerous avenues in domain of language/grammar acquisition which need to be 

unveiled. Furthermore, another interesting area for exploration could be investigation of 

comparative impact of grammar games on learners‘ learning of grammar with regard to 

gender. This study included both male and female participants. Nonetheless, the 

researchers could not study the variable gender owing to limited resources.  
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