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Abstract

One of the challenges for Thai students who learn English as a foreign language is
understanding idiomatic expressions because most individual words in idioms do not convey
literal meanings. Moreover, the leamers also require a deep comprehension of sociolinguistic,
cultural, and pragmatic functions of the idioms to facilitate their understanding. Therefore,
idioms need to be delivered by using the appropriate teaching approach. To do this, teachers
should understand how EFL learners acquire and use idioms in the process of communicating
and enhancing their proficiency. Gamification, the current trend in language education, is
widely suggested to be implemented in English classrooms to increase idiomatic competence
of the learners. This review article aims to analyze the current state of English idiom teaching
in Thailand and examine the efficacy of gamification in EFL classrooms. It also synthesizes
empirical studies on gamification in Thai EFL contexts from 2014 to 2025 and proposes a three-
stage framework for integrating gamification in idiom instruction by employing a narrative
review of literature and previous research conducted in Thai educational contexts. The findings
reveal that while gamification has been extensively applied to vocabulary, grammar, and
communication skills in Thailand, its implementation for idiomatic competence remains
unexplored. The proposed framework comprises Preparation, Implementation, and

Assessment stages, providing practical guidelines for integrating gamification into curriculum
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design to effectively support Thai EFL learners, policymakers, and communities. However,
challenges such as limited technological infrastructure and teacher preparedness were

identified.
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Language Teaching

Introduction

For English users, acquisition of idiomatic knowledge plays a significant role in effective
communication (Apridayani et al., 2024). Idioms are generally accepted as an essential
element commonly used in spoken and written language among native speakers (Na Ranong,
2014). It is estimated that native speakers produce approximately 7,000 idioms per week (Sari¢,
2022) and 10-20 million utterances with idioms throughout their lifetime (Cooper, 1999).

However, understanding idioms is problematic for Thai EFL learners who are non-native
speakers of English. To comprehend idiom expressions, the students need to go beyond
dictionary definitions of words and grasp words’ subtle and suggestive meanings (RahmtAllah,
2024). This is due to the fact that idioms are the construction of words, phrases, or expressions
the learners cannot interpret their meanings literally. Put it simply, a single word in idioms
does not convey an obvious meaning. Besides, idioms often carry figurative meaning and
require learners’ cultural interpretation. Dokchandra and Boonnoon (2023) assert that many
Thai students find it difficult to distinguish ordinary English and idiomatic English as they cannot
derive word meaning beyond the basic word level. For instance, a piece of cake is an idiomatic
English, but very easy is an ordinary English. In addition, idioms are a low-frequency vocabulary
(Simpson & Mendis, 2003) which less occur in a formal language, and they are frequently
eliminated from the conversation of EFL learners.

To cope with difficulties in learning English idioms, explicit instruction called
gamification is proposed to be implemented in EFL classrooms (Muller et al., 2017). According
to Afifah and Priyana (2024), gamification has received significant interest as one of the
educational strategies over the past decade. Also, it has become popular in teaching practice
and research in recent years (Panmei & Waluyo, 2023). This can be clearly seen from the fact

that numerous empirical studies conducted during the year 2010 to 2022 have investigated
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the implementation of gamification into EFL pedagogy (Chan & Lo, 2024). Furthermore, Zhang
and Hasim (2023) revealed that gamified intervention has been widely employed across
several non-native English-speaking countries, such as Iran, China, Malaysia, Korea, USA, Spain,
Turkey, and Netherlands to enhance learners’ language skills, motivation, and engagement.
This indicates that gamification or game-based learning is steadily increasing popularity in
facilitating English language learning nowadays.

The use of gamification in English teaching and learning in Thai EFL classrooms is in
line with educational goals outlined in Thailand’s Education Reform Law of 1999 which
includes promoting the learners’ literacy, foreign language, technology competency, critical
thinking, and lifelong learning (Kantamara et al., 2006). Furthermore, gamified approach is
consistent with the characteristics of learners in the 21st century who are called as “digital
natives”. To elaborate, many of them have been brought up by their family with digital
technologies such as smartphones, laptops, and other digital devices around them in learning
environment. With this reason, Vathanalaoha (2022) recommend teachers to apply gaming
elements combining with the subject contents to serve the needs and preferences of EFL
learners. Leo and Rajkumar (2025) add that when the teachers incorporate gamification into
idiom instruction, they can generate motivating learning environments that enhance learners’
engagement and participation. To this end, this paper aims to illustrate a fundamental
background of traditional teaching approaches for English idioms in Thailand. Importantly, it
discusses how gamification could be implemented in idiom teaching and learning activities in

Thai EFL classrooms.

Definitions of Idioms

There is no clear-cut definition of the term ‘idiom’ (Asl, 2013). Grant and Bauer (2004)
state that idioms are a type of multi-word unit (MWU), which is “a fixed and recurrent pattern
of lexical material sanctioned by usage” (p. 38). According to Rafatbakhsh and Ahmadi (2019),
it is difficult to differentiate idioms and other kinds of MWU, such as collocations and phrasal
verbs. Cooper (1999) describes idioms as “an expression whose meaning cannot always be
readily derived from its constituent elements” (p. 233). Moreover, Gramley and P&tzold (2003)
point out that idiom is “a complex lexical item which is longer than a word form but shorter
than a sentence and which has a meaning that cannot be derived from the knowledge of its

component parts” (p. 55). Muller et al. (2017) view idioms as “formulaic multiword units and,
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as relatively set phrases, only limited grammatical adjustments are made when using them”
(p. 2). Simpson and Mendis (2003) consider an idiom as “a group of words that occur in a more
or less fixed phrase and whose overall meaning cannot be predicted by analyzing the
meanings of its constituent parts” (p. 423).

Wright (2002) provides more in-depth definition of idioms which is related to cultural
issue. That is, an idiom refers to a phrase characterized by a set of figurative expression native
speakers recognize and it is usually connected to culture. Straksiene (2009) states that idioms
are considered as one of the most difficult parts of English vocabulary because they are
culturally restricted and valid only within a specific culture. To correctly understand and
properly use idioms, Kriengphan (2017) suggests learners to take cultural, religious, and
traditional backgrounds into consideration. Apridayani et al. (2024) add that the political,
historical, and socio-cultural backgrounds are related to the meanings of idioms which are
strongly influenced by the context. Thus, it is needed to raise leamers’ cross-cultural

awareness and enhance understanding of second language culture when learning idioms.

Classifications of Idioms

Grant and Bauer (2004) categorize idioms based on their semantic, syntactic, and
functional features. For semantic consideration, idioms are labeled according to a scale or
continuum of idiomaticity ranging from the least to the most idiomatic patterns. On this point,
Fernando (1996) classifies idioms into three types including pure idiom, semi-literal idiom, and
literal idiom. Pure idiom refers to a non-literal set expression whose meaning is not a
compositional function of its syntactic constituents, but which always has a homonymous
literal counterpart such as spill the beans means to tell people secret information. This type
of idioms is challenging for learners of English because the accurate meaning of the idioms is
totally different from their literal meaning. Semi-literal idiom has one or more literal
constituents and at least with a non-literal subsense such as foot the bill means to pay for
something that is expensive. Semi-literal idiom is not difficult for learners since the meaning
of some words in the idioms provide literal meaning. Literal idiom refers to an idiom which its
actual meaning can be understood by the literal meaning. Learners can easily comprehend
this kind of idioms such as on foot means walking.

In terms of syntactic characteristics of idioms, Makkai (1972) emphasizes that an idiom

is composed of at least two words and conventional expressions. Also, Flavel and Flavel
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(2000) maintain that idioms are ‘very fixed grammatically’ (p.6). These include any types of
immediate constituent such as verb + noun, e.g. blow the gaff; preposition + noun, e.g. under
the weather (Howarth, 1998, p. 28). Arnold (1986) classifies idioms based on syntactic
structures or parts of speech into seven kinds: nominal idioms, verbal idioms, adjectival idioms,
adverbial idioms, prepositional idioms, conjunctional idioms, and interjectional idioms.
Nonetheless, this classification provides descriptions rather than definitions (Sari¢, 2022).
Providing syntactic information can help learners understand several grammatical patterns of
idioms.

Regarding functional features of idioms, it appears that functions of idioms are varies
with spoken and written genre. Koonin (1970) divides English idioms into four types from a
functional perspective. The first type is nominative idioms which refer to the idioms that
function as nouns, adjectives, or adverbs denoting names, objects, concepts, or qualities such
as under the weather (feeling unwell) and white elephant (a possession that is useless or
troublesome). The second type is nominative-communicative idioms. They act as naming units
(nominative) and a complete sentence conveying a message (communicative) such as Fvery
cloud has a silver lining. and Don't count your chickens before they hatch. These often also
carry wisdom or folk sayings. The third type is interjectional idioms, expressions that function
as interjections, expressing emotions, feelings, or reactions such as Good heavens! and Oh, my
goodness! The last type is communicative idioms which mean figurative expressions used for
communicative purposes such as beat around the bush (used for avoiding a topic) and hit the

nail on the head (used for giving opinions).

Teaching and Learning English Idioms in Thai EFL Context

Although the competency of idioms is essential for learners and indicates nativelike
fluency, teaching English idioms in Thai educational context has less priority when compared
to other English grammatical points (Kriengphan, 2017). Asl (2013) adds that idiom instruction
has not received adequate attention because grammatical structure acquisition has been
promoted over the past decades rather than the acquisition of lexical elements. In many
cases, learners are not aware of the existence of idioms and look at them as separated units
causing the errors occur (Sari¢, 2022). Additionally, EFL teachers often stay away from idioms
or simplify them in language classrooms since they are afraid of idioms’ complexity (Asl, 2013;

Liu, 2008).
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Idioms normally have their roots in particular historical and cultural contexts. As a
result, learners who are unfamiliar with the language’s background may struggle to understand
them without additional context or explanation (Sevara, 2025). Even advanced learners are
also likely to be problematic in recognizing idioms that they encounter (Rungsripattanaporn &
Na Ranong, 2018). As obviously shown in the research finding of Apridayani et al. (2024), fifty
fourth-year English major students from a university in southern Thailand reported that idioms
were challenging to identify when they appear without context, and they encountered
difficulty on idioms because of their limited knowledge and cultural background. In this aspect,
the teachers should be noted that not only linguistic competence, but the learners also need
pragmatic and intercultural competence to overcome idiom learning difficulties.

Due to the fact that idioms are frequently used in everyday conversation by native
speakers, teaching them should receive much more attention. In Thai EFL classrooms, like
other educational settings, English idioms are typically taught by dictionary-based methods,
vocabulary lists, textbook drills, rote memorization, and repetition which do not provide
essential contexts assisting them to understand the idioms (Sevara, 2025). Plus, traditional
methods of teaching idioms primarily depend on the judgment of teachers, and idiom teaching
materials are mostly intuition-based (Rafatbakhsh & Ahmadi, 2019). These conventional
approaches are believed to hinder natural and fluent communication of the learners since
they lack opportunity to expose to idioms in authentic settings which can result in short-term
memorization. Martinez and Murphy (2011) agree that idioms are difficult to acquire through
traditional instructional methods because they often convey meaning that cannot be easily
understandable from their individual components. Accordingly, Na Ranong (2014) suggests EFL
teachers to design teaching materials and provide learners enough exposure to authentic texts
such as news, advertisement, political speeches, where idioms are naturally employed via

proper teaching method which can gradually increase learners’ idiomatic competence.

Gamification

In the digital era, current language education has been shifted from lecture-based
instruction to more engaging and personalized learning through online platforms, Al-driven
instruction, and new teaching approach like gamification that foster lifelong leaming
competencies (O’Brien & Pitera, 2019). Leo and Rajkumar (2025) define gamification as “the

use of game design elements in non-game contexts” (p.56). According to Kapp (2012),
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gamification refers to an approach that use game-based mechanics to engage people,
motivate action, promote learning, and solve problems. For educational purpose, gamification
is integrated to encourage learners to exhibit behaviors that meet the game creator’s design
since it supports the progress in accomplishing educational tasks. Bicen and Kocakoyun (2018)
add that another aim of gamification is to make the learning process more attractive to
learners. With this method, learners can have more opportunity to access tailored resourced,
collaborate with peers and immerse themselves in learning experiences. Also, it helps increase
language learners’ engagement, motivation, enjoyment, academic achievement, critical
thinking, learning autonomy, and retention.

Many features of games are adapted to be used in gamification. For example, points
are used to accumulate individual students’ scores in a learning task. Badges are applied as
rewards when achieving given assignments. User ranking is finalized according to user
achievements (Vathanalaoha, 2022). Gamification supports students to achieve leamning
outcomes and foster a sense of community through game features, such as feedback, points,
quizzes, badges, leaderboard, rewards, competition, and challenges (Rodjanagosol, 2024, Sailer
& Homner, 2020; Zhang & Hasim, 2023). The main components required in gamification include
mechanics, aesthetics, thinking, engage, people, motivation, learning, and problem solving
(Nilubol & Sitthitikul, 2023). Examples of gamification such as Kahoot!, Socrative, Quizizz, and
Mentimeter have been proven to enhance EFL learners’ motivation and academic
achievement in online learning environments (Temel & Cesur, 2024). Currently, gamification in
language learning has been increasingly combined with artificial intelligence (Al). Al-powered
gamification enhances personalized learning paths, engagement, motivation through rewards,
and accessibility through adaptive feedback. However, gamified Al tools should be employed
as a supplementary rather than a replacement for human instruction to ensure that students
receive both technical help and human-guided language practice (Salmanova, 2025).

According to Laksanasut (2025), gamified EFL learning is different from traditional
approach because it increases learners’ interaction, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
engagement, provides immediate and real-time feedback, encourages collaboration through
multiplayers, team challenges and creates adaptive learning pathways. For teachers and
educators who desire to implement gamification in teaching and learning process, three
necessary game elements should be included: dynamics, mechanics, and components. Game

dynamics is status, reward, self-expression, competition under rules that are explicit and
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enforced achievement. Game mechanics refer to level-system, narrative context, challenge,
achievements, and leaderboard. Game components mean self-representation with avatars,
feedback, points, trophies, badges, progress bar, and virtual presents. Altogether, these game
elements are intended to draw students’ feelings of interest, foster competitiveness and
curiosity, enhance a need-oriented procedure of learning, and even change the students’

behaviors (Bicen & Kocakoyun, 2018; Temel & Cesur, 2024; Zhang & Hasim, 2023).

Theoretical Foundations in Gamified Learning

Several theories are associated with gamification including Behavioral Learning Theory,
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Social Learning Theory, Cognitive Load Theory, and Flow
Theory.

Behavioral Learning Theory

Developed by Skinner (1974), Behavioral Learning Theory or Behaviorism claims that
people learn through their interactions with the environments. Human behaviors are acquired
and shaped through conditioning such as rewards and reinforcement. Based on this theory,
gamification promotes learning by changing leamers’ observable behavior that results from
their experience. Providing points and rewards in the game can motivate learners by offering
incentives for completing tasks. This helps encourage specific actions in learning, namely,
language proficiency, motivation, engagement, critical thinking, and problem solving.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

According to Ryan and Deci (2020), Self-Determination Theory (SDT) focuses on the
effects of three fundamental psychological needs on intrinsic motivation, i.e. autonomy (the
freedom to choose), competence (a sense of capability), and relatedness (connection with
others). Thakur (2024) describes that gamification taps into these components by allowing
learners to make choices (autonomy), set and achieve goals (competence), and interact with
others (relatedness). Game elements such as points, badges, leaderboards, levels, and quests
can give learners the freedom to engage in their own way while feeling a sense of achievement
and community. Consequently, this approach can enhance intrinsic motivation, making
learners more invested and enthusiastic.

Social Learning Theory

Introduced by Albert Bandura (1971), Social Learning Theory emphasizes that learning

occurs through observation and interaction with others. Also, learning is influenced by key
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factors including attention (noticing the behavior), retention (remembering what we saw),
reproduction (being able to duplicate it), and motivation (wanting to reproduce the behavior
due to rewards). Cherry (2025) states that instead of relying only on first-hand experience or
trial-and-error, we observe what other people do, notice the results, and use that information
to guide our own actions. Gamification provides social features like leaderboards and
collaborative challenges that foster users to learn from and compete with their peers. These
social interactions can promote learning experience, build a sense of community, motivate
users to engage in a leaderboard or participating in group challenges more actively, and share
their experiences.

Cognitive Load Theory

Cognitive Load Theory, initiated by Sweller (1994), is an instructional framework that
explains how the brain processes and retains information by managing the limitations of
working memory. Put it simply, cognitive load refers to “the degree of difficulty that people
have in remembering what they have been taught” (Baah et al., 2024, p.4). This theory claims
that human working memory capacity can be overloaded if their learning is obstructed. To
improve students’ learning efficiency and prevent mental overload, Sweller et al. (2019)
suggest teachers to design their instruction by managing three types of cognitive load: (1)
intrinsic load (complexity of the content and teaching materials); (2) extraneous load
(distractions or poor instructional design); and (3) germane load (schema building for long-
term retention). According to Baah et al. (2024), gamification is an approach that reduces
cognitive load to ultimately improve learning outcomes because it raises student engagement
in learning. Also, immersing students in gamified learning can diminish their cognitive load and
enhance their understanding of a subject.

Flow Theory

Flow Theory or Optimal Experience Theory was firstly defined by Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi in 1990 as a psychological condition in which individuals experience a state
of “flow” when they are fully involved in an activity that are appropriate to their skill level
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). In other words, the task must be challenging but attainable. If the
task is too easy, learners may become bored, but if it is too difficult, learmers may become
anxious and stressed. According to Laksanasut (2025), flow theory enhances optimal
engagement in terms of focus, enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation. Liao and Noor (2025)

describe that when students achieve flow states, superior learning performance is exhibited.
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For gamification, incorporating flow theory helps balance challenge and skill, provide
immediate feedback, and allow players autonomy and control. Thus, game designers and
developers who aim to create learning environment with high motivation should add game
components that enhance immersion, engagement, and both mental and physical challenges.
Previous Studies in Thai EFL Context

Empirical research carried out in Thai EFL settings has illustrated several benefits of
gamification across educational levels. In terms of vocabulary knowledge, Panmei and Waluyo
(2023) investigated the effects of an online gamification tool called Quizizz on vocabulary
learning of 100 Thai first-year undergraduate students. Results from vocabulary test showed
that the students in the experimental groups who were taught with the gamified learning
method achieved higher scores. Surveys also revealed that the students in the experimental
group enjoyed vocabulary learning more than those in the control group who did not receive
Quizizz assistance. In this study, research instrument validation was conducted to ensure
research validity and reliability. Nevertheless, it employed only quantitative approach.
Qualitative data collection should also be integrated to provide a more complete picture of
students’ learning experiences with gamification apps. Rodjanagosol (2024) conducted a 12-
week course to investigate the impact of gamification on English vocabulary acquisition among
100 Thai adult beginners. Results revealed that gamification approach enhance vocabulary
retention of adult learners in the experimental group than traditional method. Semi-structured
interview results of ten informants from each group revealed three key themes: increased
motivation, enhanced retention, and perceived effectiveness of instant feedback. This study
addressed an existing research gap because adult learners, who are significant for English
language learning community, have received less attention from the literatures. Moreover, all
participants had a basic level of English proficiency based on pre-test scores. This selection
criteria ensured that participants were relatively homogeneous regarding initial proficiency.
However, only ten interviewees from each group may not be sufficient to represent the
population and to completely gain deeper insights into their experiences and perceptions of
the gamification learning method.

For grammar competence, Zimik et al. (2024) examined the effects of Kahoot! in
grammatical knowledge of 52 Thai EFL first-year university students over four weeks. Test
results showed that gamified grammar learning was more effective than traditional learning

approach. A thematic analysis from the students’ reflective essays disclosed their experiences
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in learning English grammar using Kahoot into five themes: learning effective, enjoyment and
fun, teacher’s influence, self-improvement, and learning benefits. This study used multiple
data collection methods, including quantitative and qualitative approach which increase the
credibility and validity of research findings. Nonetheless, it was conducted in four weeks which
may not yield the long-term effect of gamification approach on the students’ grammatical
knowledge. Rofiah and Waluyo (2024) conducted an eight-week English course by using
Kahoot!, Quizizz, and Quizlet in grammar instruction for 107 Thai EFL first-year university
students. Survey findings revealed that the students reported that the intervention highly
improved their learning performance, motivation, enjoyment, classroom dynamics and
engagement. In addition, the students with high proficiency level would likely enjoy and be
engaged more in gamified learning than low-level students. The study allowed the students
to learn grammar through a variety of game platforms to match their diverse needs and
learning styles, resulting in the increase of learning enjoyment and achievement. Nevertheless,
only quantitative data collection was applied in this study which may not capture the
complexity, diversity, or richness of the phenomena under the investigation. Qualitative
approach such as interviews or observations should also be conducted to provide more
comprehensive, meaningful insights, and detailed descriptions of the phenomena. Arunsirot
(2021) integrated Classcraft in English classroom over 14 weeks for 64 second-year English
major students in a Thai university to promote their English syntactic knowledge. Results from
the test showed that the integration of gamification approach in the learning process could
significantly enhance the students’ English syntactic knowledge. Findings from the
questionnaire revealed positive attitude towards the implementation of the gamification
approach because the application increased their memory and it was user-friendly. The
questionnaire used to measure the students’ opinions on the integration of gamified teaching
method in this study evaluated by three experts with a high level of reliability, indicating that
the findings are stable and dependable. However, selection criteria, such as random sampling
method for placing participants in the experiment and control group was not carried out.
Therefore, every member of a population may not have an equal chance of being selected
to ensure a representative sample and minimizing bias.

Regarding English communication skills, Vathanalaoha (2022) integrated gamification
called Winner English into English classes of 1,556 Grade 9 students from 16 local secondary

schools in Thailand to enhance their English learning performance in speaking, listening,
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writing, and reading. Findings indicated that the students from the experimental group had
two times higher learning development than the control group. Content analysis form
participant feedback showed students’ positive attitude towards the application since it
offered an excellent opportunity to practice English accurately. With large numbers of
participants from many different local schools in Thailand, this study could provide more
accurate results and increasing the reliability, accuracy, and generalizability of the findings.
However, English proficiency levels of the participants in the experimental and control groups
were not assessed prior to the integration of Winner English. This flaw would lead to biased
results because it may be difficult to ensure language ability equivalence of the students in
two groups at the start of the study. The improvements may be a result from pre-existing,
higher proficiency levels in one group rather than the intervention of the game application.
Ratsamee et al. (2025) examined the effects of gamification on English spelling achievement
of 32 Grade 3 students in a Thai primary school. Findings showed that the experimental group
which received gamification-based instruction achieved superior spelling ability compared to
the control group which was taught through conventional method. Overall satisfaction with
the gamified lesson of the students was also at the highest level. This study employed a
cluster random sampling method to select the students for the experimental and control
groups. This approach ensures equal selection chances and strengthens the
representativeness of the sample and the generalizability of the research results. Nevertheless,
the study used only quantitative data collection, but none of the qualitative approach was
conducted, which helps the researchers gain a complex and deepen understanding of data or
results in a specific context. Matyakhan et al. (2024) explored the gamification’s effects on
reading comprehension of 70 first-year Thai EFL university students. Results showed that the
experimental group improved reading comprehension and reading engagement after the
integration of gamification, compared to the control group that studied traditionally. The
participants in the experimental group also reported positive perceptions towards gamification
in terms of promoting reading engagement and creating fun learning environment. Mixed-
methods research design involving the collection and analysis of both quantitative and
qualitative data in order to provide a more comprehensive answer to research questions was
applied in this research. However, English proficiency of the participants in the experimental

and control groups was not assessed before the implementation of gamification to identify

(507]



ISSN: 3027-8414 (Online)

MNIAsUIANTINIANLAZNSISERiRaantIn TN 20 atuil 1 unT1AN - LBy 2569

Journal of Social Innovation and Lifelong Learning Volume 20 Number 1 January — April 2026

initial English ability level of the participants in the same group. Summary of previous studies

on gamification in Thai EFL contexts is displayed in Table 1.

Table 1 Summary of Studies on Gamification in Thai EFL Contexts

Researchers

Participants

Gamified Tools

Findings

Vocabulary Learning

students

Panmei & 100 Thai first-year Quizizz Students who were taught with
Waluyo (2023) undergraduate Quizizz achieved higher scores on
students vocabulary test.
Students who were taught with
Quizizz enjoyed vocabulary learmning
more than students who did not
receive Quizizz assistance.
Rodjanagosol 100 Thai adult Gamified Gamification approach could enhance
(2024) beginners instruction vocabulary retention of adult learners.
Survey and Interview revealed three
themes: increased motivation,
enhanced retention, and perceived
effectiveness of instant feedback
Grammar Competence
Zimik et al. 52 Thai EFL first- Kahoot! Gamified grammar learning is more
(2024) year university effective than traditional learning

approach.

A thematic analysis from the students’
reflective essays disclosed five
themes: learning effective, enjoyment
and fun, teacher’s influence, self-

improvement, and learning benefits.

Rofiah & Waluyo
(2024)

107 Thai university

students

Kahoot! Quizizz,

Quizlet

Students reported that gamified tools
highly improved their grammar
learning performance, motivation,
enjoyment, classroom dynamics and
engagement.

Students with high proficiency level

would likely enjoy and be engaged
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Table 1 Summary of Studies on Gamification in Thai EFL Contexts (Continue)

Researchers Participants Gamified Tools Findings

more in gamified learning than low-

level students.

Arunsirot (2021) 64 Second year Classcraft - The integration of Classcraft could
English major significantly enhance the students’
students in Thai English syntactic knowledge.
university - Students had positive attitude towards

the implementation of the

gamification approach.

Communication Skills

Vathanalaoha 1,556 Grade 9 Winner - Students from the experimental group
(2022) students from Thai had two times higher learning
secondary schools development.

- Students showed positive attitude

towards the application.

Ratsamee et al. 32 Grade 3 Gamified - Students in experimental group
(2025) students in a Thai instruction achieved superior spelling ability.
primary school - Overall satisfaction with the gamified

lesson of the students was at the

highest level.

Matyakhan et al. | 70 Thai first-year Gamified - Students in experimental group
(2024) university students instruction improved reading comprehension and
reading engagement.

- Students reported positive perceptions

towards gamification.

Based on the review of existing studies, it can be said that gamification has been
increasingly implemented in Thai EFL classrooms to improve the learners’ performance in
learning English language such as vocabulary learning, reading ability, syntactic knowledge and
other factors like motivation and autonomy. However, the implementation of gamification to
enhance idiomatic competence has been unexplored in Thai educational contexts. Therefore,
there is a need to bridge the gap and underscore the importance of idiomatic competence of
Thai EFL learners as an essential element in language education. As stated by Arunsirot (2020),

gamification would be a sensible approach to fulfill this gap in Thai educational system.
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Challenges of Gamification in Teaching Idioms

Despite past studies have revealed numerous benefits of gamification in assisting
students’ learning experiences in EFL settings, some challenges in integrating it for enhancing
learners’ idiomatic knowledge should be concerned. One major challenge is idiom selection.
Not all idiom expressions are appropriate for all students. The teachers are suggested to
consider the learners’ factors like ages, cultural background, and level of their English
proficiency when choosing idioms to teach. Furthermore, useful idioms for the students’ need
should be provided in the instruction. Because of a large number of English idioms in different
themes such as idioms related to animals, body parts, sports, food, colors, and many more,
EFL teachers possibly find difficulty in selecting idioms to teach in their classroom. To solve
this problem, corpus linguistics can help identify more frequently found idioms along with
their use patterns appeared in real language to give priorities in teaching and learning context
(Liu, 2003). By so doing, idioms would be taught under categories of their common themes
and topics. Put it simply, the teachers will focus on more useful and frequently repeated
language patterns rather than spending time on the less frequent ones. To do this, the idioms
are chosen based on what is more important and beneficial to teach first. In this regard,
selected idioms in gamification approach can represent authentic use in natural language.
Moreover, the learners are provided an opportunity to expose to idiom expressions used in
real contexts. Compared to intuition-based sources, the selection of idioms based on corpus
studies would be more systematic and rigorous (Rafatbakhsh & Ahmadi, 2019).

Selecting the game is another issue that should be considered. As Leo and Rajkumar
(2025) mention, to implement games is easy, the most difficult part is to find suitable games
for the learners. Fuchs (2023) points out that the game elements should be aligned with the
learning objectives. If not, they may fail to achieve meaningful learning outcomes. For
example, a quiz question which may add an element of competition and excitement in
learning, but if it is not relevant to the lesson being learned, the students may simply
memorize the correct answer to earn points rather than engage in deep learning. This can
result in a lack of engagement and participation in gamified learning. To implement
gamification in idiom learning contexts effectively, the training program for the teachers is
highly required. According to Zimik et al. (2024) teachers have positive attitudes towards
gamification, but they lack practical knowledge regarding the use of digital games in language

learning. Also, Zhang and Hasim (2022) report that one of the disadvantages when
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implementing gamification in EFL classroom is the technical issues. Technical barriers, such as
insufficient infrastructure and teachers’ levels of digital literacy, can hinder the effective use
of digital tools (Panda, 2024). In this case, educational institutions should offer game-based
training programs to the teachers for tackling new challenges of technology and gamification
in English language learning.

Mishra and Koehler (2006) suggest Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge
(TPCK) framework for the teachers to develop an understanding of three main components of
learning environments: content, pedagogy, and technology. This model focuses on aligning
technological tools with pedagogical strategies and subject to enhance instructional
effectiveness. To elaborate, content knowledge is knowledge about the subject content that
is to be learned or taught. Pedagogical knowledge is knowledge about the processes and
practices or methods of teaching and learning. Technological knowledge is knowledge about
standard technologies, such as books, chalk and blackboard, and more advanced
technologies, such as the Internet and digital video as well as the skills required to operate
particular technologies. Employing this framework in game-based training programs can ensure
that gamification and educational technology can effectively support the professional
development of all EFL teachers who want to enhance their students’ idiomatic competence

by using gamification teaching method.

Limitations of Gamification

Gamification offers several benefits to English language education. On the other hand,
its potentials to improve learning outcomes can be diminished with some limitations. Firstly,
not all students have equal access to technology. This can affect learners’ ability to fully
participate in gamified learning environments (Wulan et al.,, 2024). To tackle this issue, the
teachers should provide alternative non-digital gamified learning methods by using physical
materials, such as board games, card games, or role-playing games for the students who may
have limited access to technology (Hamari et al., 2014). Secondly, the students may lose
motivation in learning when rewards given in the gamification approach are removed. The
teachers can mitigate this problem by setting meaningful learning objectives over game
mechanics to foster the students’ intrinsic motivation and long-term engagement (Laksanasut,
2025). Lastly, gamification may not be effective for all learning styles. Some students prefer

more structured and linear learning environments and do not enjoy playing games. This could
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make gamification less effective and discourage them from participating. To avoid this
problem, the teachers should offer a variety of learning pathways allowing the students to
choose different types of activities or assignments that match their learning styles and
preferences in addition to gamification, such as lectures, discussions, and hands-on activities

(Fuchs, 2023).

Practical Implications of Game-Based Idiom Learning for Teachers, Policymakers, and
Students in Community

Since the idiomatic expressions are complex linguistic components that convey
nuanced meaning, teaching them should be well-planned. Using game elements combined
with English idiom lessons helps increase Thai learners’ idiomatic competence, motivation,
and engagement. To address a research gap found in this paper, that is, gamification has been
successfully integrated for vocabulary, grammar, and communication skills in Thailand, but its
application for enhancing idiomatic competence remains unexplored. Thus, gamification idiom
instruction or game-based idiom learning is highly recommended in Thai EFL classrooms.

To make teaching idioms through gamification more efficiently, the framework with
three key stages is proposed for language teachers, policymakers, and students in a
community. The three-stage framework is adapted from the idiom comprehension model of
proficient learners found in the study of Na Ranong (2014), including a preparatory stage, a
guessing stage, and a post-guessing stage. In addition, various techniques for teaching idioms
suggested by Mehdi (2024), namely contextual learning, using visual aids, corpus linguistics
applications, and interactive activities are also integrated into the instructional processes.

At the first stage, Preparation, the teachers define learning objectives for the lesson.
Needs analysis regarding the use of English idioms should be conducted to identify gaps
between what the students can do and what they want to learn. To do this, the students are
encouraged to perform specific actions in learning as described in Behavioral Learning Theory.
Next, the teachers select appropriate idioms based on learning objectives, students’ needs,
proficiency level, and common themes and topics. Then they choose a suitable online
platform to create interactive idiom games, e.g., Kahoot!, Quizlet, Crosswords, and Idiom
Matching. For the second stage, Implementation, the teachers offer interactive games with
multimedia resources like visual aids, videos, audio clips, and various game modes, such as

single-player, multi-player, or team-based caters to different learning styles. A variety of game
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elements should also be added such as challenges, feedback, competition, cooperation, and
rewards. With these game components, the students have a chance to make choices by
themselves, set and achieve goals, and interact with their classmates. This notion is supported
by Self-Determination Theory (SDT) because the students have freedom to engage in their
own way. Importantly, the selected idioms should be presented in sample sentences with the
rich of contextual clues in real-life situation which can help the students guess the meanings
of unfamiliar idioms. At the third stage, Assessment, the learners are evaluated whether they
achieve learning outcomes. After the game, the students are asked to complete assisnments.
They can work individually, in pairs, groups or the whole class to review previously learned
idioms, such as matching exercises and role-playing. These tasks are in accordance with Social
Learning Theory since the students can learn idioms and share their experience through
observation and interaction with others. To ensure accurate idiom use, a pragmatic idiom test
should be conducted to assess the ability of the students to understand and appropriately
use idiomatic expressions within specific social contexts, rather than simply knowing their
literal definition. Idiom assessment should be given at the end of the course in different
format, such as multiple choice, filling in the blank, essay, oral presentation, and project to
improve learners’ performance. Finally, the teachers should provide the students feedback to
identify their areas of improvement and allow them to notice and correct their errors on idiom

use. The framework for integrating gamification in idiom instruction is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Integrating Gamification in Idiom Instruction

( 4
[ Stage 1: Preparation Stage 2: Implementation Stage 3: Assessment
J ) J
-Define learning objectives - Offer games with multimedia -Have Ss do idiom assignments
-Select appropriate idioms -Add game elements and modes -Ask Ss to take the idiom tests
-Choose suitable platform -Present idioms with contexts -Provide feedback

A 4

-

Idiomatic competence

Motivation

Engagement

J

Figure 1: Framework for Integrating Gamification in Idiom Instruction

To successfully implement the above framework, policymakers need to set clear goals,
measurable objectives, and align them with the mission of the educational institution to
guarantee that the use of technology for digital gamified learning is purposeful and achieves
its optimal potentials (Clugston, 2024). Additionally, policymakers and curriculum developers
should incorporate digital media literacy into curricula to prepare learners to understand the
ability to access and participate in digital media. Furthermore, policymakers should support
the teachers to integrate games into their instructional practices and set guidelines for
gamification approach used in educational environments. Lewis (2024) recommends that
schools should provide teacher training in gamification which is crucial for preparing educators
to leverage digital tools and resources to boost student learning. Investing in teacher

technology training will ensure that educators are well-prepared to lead their students into a
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technologically advanced future. In a nutshell, applying these policies together ensures that
the integration of gamification can promote students’ learning outcomes and support teachers
in education.

The approach of gamification idiom instruction can also be integrated in academic
service projects in a community. Schools or universities can organize projects to utilize games
and creative activities aiming to empower local students’ English language skills. Also, samified
challenges and competitions can be held to encourage community participation and provide
opportunities for local students to expose to English language. In order to achieve learning
objectives, participants may collaborate or compete with one another, receiving rewards or
acknowledgment for their efforts. In this way, gamification approach helps foster a sense of
community engagement and encourage data sharing and collaboration (Zeena, 2024). Using
games in academic services transforms language education into enjoyable and effective
process, bringing about improved student learning outcomes. In short, combining classroom
learning with community service projects allows students to employ English skills in real-world
tasks through digital and non-digital games. This benefits the community and bridge the gap

between theory and practical application.

Conclusion

This review article has synthesized the current state of gamification studies in Thai EFL
contexts and proposed a three-stage framework for implementing gamification in idiom
instruction. The key contribution of this paper lies in identifying a significant research gap, i.e.
while gamification has been successfully integrated for vocabulary, grammar, and
communication skills in Thailand, its application for enhancing idiomatic competence remains
uninvestigated. Also, it is found that gamification provides an innovative approach to idiom
instruction as well as transforms language learning into an engaging and interactive experience
(Leo & Rajkumar, 2025).

As a research gap identified earlier, scholars and educators are encouraged to examine
the use of gamification in Thai EFL classroom to improve learners’ idiomatic competence in
addition to other elements in language learning such as vocabulary and grammar. Moreover,
longitudinal studies should be conducted in the future to explore the long-term potentials of
gamification-based learning on idiomatic knowledge of the students. Further studies should

collect data from a larger group of the students to confirm the results of the previous research.
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Rather than using only interview, future research should also employ various qualitative
approaches such as observations or checklists to gain more in-depth findings. Besides, future
studies should be carried out to investigate the effects of gamification on learners’ idiom
competency through different gamified platforms to compare similarities and differences of
the results.

For English teachers at all educational levels in Thailand, gamification approach in
idiom instruction should be employed with a three-stage framework: Preparation,
Implementation, and Assessment, either as a major learning tool or as a supplementary. Based
on this framework, not only idiomatic competence, but the students also maximize their
motivation and engagement in learning English language. For policymakers, policies and
guidelines regarding incorporating games in idiom teaching should be set and implemented
for educational institutions to encourage students’ digital literacy and language proficiency as
outlined in Thailand’s Education Reform Law of 1999. Importantly, it should be noted that
this review focused primarily on studies conducted in Thai EFL contexts and may not be
generalizable to other settings and student population. Moreover, although gamified learning
has several benefits in language learning, some key issues are of concern, namely selection of

the idioms, selection of the game, and the need for teacher training.
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