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Abstract

Recent research on pre-service L2 teacher education highlights the importance of computer-assisted language
learning (CALL) training, and various studies in CALL research have demonstrated the second Language (L2)
learning potentials of digital games as engaging and immersive learning environments; however, digital game-
based L2 learning (DGBLL) is yet to be integrated in pre-service L2 teacher education programs. A potential
cause of this limitation is a lack of a custom-designed pedagogical framework of DGBLL that could account for
the dynamic and multidimensional nature of digital gaming activities and frame the L2 learning potentials of
digital gaming in familiar terms of L2 pedagogy. To address this problem, the present study proposes a
theoretical pedagogical framework of digital game-based L2 learning that could guide instructional practice in
pre-service L2 teachers’ training practicums. Informed by the literature on DGBLL and framed in a
multiliteracies’ pedagogy (New London Group, 1996), the proposed framework underlines the potential of
digital games to promote task-based L2 communication and meaning-making activities. Implications of the
framework for pre-service L2 teacher training are discussed.

Keywords: Commercial digital games, L2 learning, pre-service teachers, CALL.



mailto:Ibrahim.K@gust.edu.kw

Harnessing the Engagement of Commercial Digital Games for L2 Learning: A Pedagogical
Framework for Pre-service Teacher Training

Introduction

A growing body of research has demonstrated that integrating information and communica-
tion technology (ICT) in pre-service teacher education is necessary to match the learning
styles and behaviors of digital natives (Ekiaka et al., 2014; Goktas et al., 2009; Jung, 2005).
This is especially evident in L2 teachers’ training as research studies demonstrate that inte-
grating computer-assisted L2 learning (CALL) in pre-service L2 teachers’ training improves
their ability to integrate technology in L2 classrooms (Chisholm & Beckett, 2003; De Leon &
Whitacre, 2011; Egbert et al., 2002; Hong, 2010;). Consequently, most pre-service teacher
training programs include a component on CALL; however, digital game-based L2 learning
(DGBLL) is yet to be integrated in pre-service L2 teachers’ education (Blume, 2020).

Over the past two decades various studies have demonstrated the potentials of commercial
digital games as engaging, immersive, and effective environments for Second Language (L2)
practice and learning (e.g. Acquah & Katz, 2020; Jabbari & Islami, 2018; Xu et al., 2019).
Some of the reported benefits of digital gaming for L2 learning include (a) extramural L2 de-
velopment (Jensen, 2017; Kuppens, 2010; Sundqvist, 2019; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2012;
Sundqvist & Wikstrom, 2015; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012); (b) L2 vocabulary learning
(Bytheway, 2015; Chen, et al., 2019; deHaan et al., 2010; Franciosi et al., 2016; Hitosugi et
al., 2014; Janebi Enayat & Haghighatpasand, 2017; Miller & Hegelheimer, 2006; Ranalli,
2008; Shintaku, 2016); (c) active L2 use and practice (Chik, 2011; deHaan et al., 2010; Ibra-
him, 2017, 2018a, 2019; Ryu, 2013; Rankin et al., 2006; Scholz, 2017; Thorne et al., 2012);
(d) collaborative intercultural interaction (Newgarden & Zheng, 2016; Peterson, 2011;
Thorne, 2008); (e) L2 languaging and socialization (Newgarden & Zheng, 2016; Rama et al.,
2012; Zhao, 2016; Zheng et al., 2012); (f) improved learning efficacy and willingness to
communicate (Grimshaw & Cardoso, 2018; Reinders & Wattana, 2015; Vosburg, 2017); and
(g) noticing and internalization of L2 discourse (Bytheway, 2015; Rankin et al., 2006; Scholz,
2017).

Despite these impressive learning potentials, to-date pedagogical applications of DGBLL re-
main rather limited (e.g. Alyaz & Genc, 2016; Goodwin-Jones, 2014; Ibrahim, 2019). A po-
tential cause for this limitation could be a lack of the necessary pedagogical training to har-
ness the learning potentials of DGBLL. In a recent study, Blume (2020) surveyed the attitudes
and behaviors of pre-service EFL teachers towards DGBLL, and found that pre-service teach-
ers did not utilize digital games pedagogically in their classes despite having positive attitudes
towards DGBLL. She concluded that pre-service teachers refrained from using DGBLL peda-
gogically because they lacked the means to integrate it in their instruction. This limitation is
not unexpected given the complex and dynamic nature of DGBLL. To elaborate, harnessing
the L2 learning potentials of commercial digital games and translating their affordances into
practical pedagogical activities could be really challenging because designing DGBLL activi-
ties requires a deep understanding of the dynamics of the gaming ecology that could motivate,
facilitate, and/or scaffold L2 practice and learning in gameplay, which pre-service L2 teachers
do not typically have unless they play digital games recreationally. This might explain why
L2 educators with limited or no gaming experience could refrain from employing DGBLL in
their classes (Chik, 2011). Thus, given the engagement of commercial video games and their
effectiveness as L2 learning environments, pre-service L2 teachers need custom designed
training to harness the rich learning potentials of this promising medium. Training pre-service
L2 teachers on DGBLL will not only improve their digital literacies’ and instructional skills,
but also empower them to engage a disengaged generation of tech-savvy learners.
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However, integrating DGBLL in pre-service teacher training could be challenging in the ab-
sence of a solid and coherent theoretical conceptualization of the dynamics of digital game-
based L2 use and their affordances for facilitating L2 instruction and learning. To elaborate,
the multimodal, multidimensional, and dynamic nature of digital gaming environments render
mainstream pedagogical frameworks inappropriate and/or insufficient for conceptualizing
DGBLL in ways that empower pre-service L2 teachers in utilizing its potentials to facilitate
classroom instruction. Also, the field of DGBLL is still in its infancy, and as a result, most
empirical studies in the field have focused on the learning outcomes of digital gaming rather
than the dynamics of game-based L2 learning to establish to contested learning worth of digi-
tal gaming. As a result, empirical investigation in DGBLL can offer limited guidance to pre-
service teachers in exploring the learning potentials of digital gaming and harnessing them in
L2 instruction. In addition, models or frameworks of game-based learning from the fields of
educational technology or games studies tend to be generic in nature and do not accommodate
the dynamic and fluid process of L2 learning or emphasize the dynamics of game-based L.2
use that could facilitate L2 learning. Therefore, to integrate DGBLL in pre-service L2 teach-
ers’ education programs, CALL researchers need to come up with custom designed pedagog-
ical models and frameworks that can conceptualize the dynamic, multimodal, and multidi-
mensional nature of digital games as contexts for L2 practice and guide pre-service teachers
in harnessing their potentials in L2 instruction.

To address this problem, and fill in a theoretical gap between DGBLL research and pre-
service L2 teachers’ pedagogy training, the present study draws on multiliteracies’ pedagogy
(New London Group, 1996), the literature on games studies, and the literature on DGBLL to
offer a pedagogical framework of digital game-based L2 semiosis. The purpose of the frame-
work is to support pre-service L2 teachers’ training by offering a dynamic pedagogical
framework that can guide the integration of DGBLL in teacher training practicums. The
framework conceptualizes digital game-based L2 use in practical terms that can guide peda-
gogical applications by framing empirical findings about L2 learning potentials of digital
gaming into a coherent and appropriate pedagogical approach grounded in established frame-
works and models from games studies. The framework draws on the literatures on DGBLL,
L2 pedagogy, and games studies to describe different forms of L2 communication that could
emerge in, through, or around digital gaming and offers guidelines for adapting these game-
centered L2 communications into task-based instructional activities. It is hoped that this
framework would serve as a blueprint for training pre-service L2 teachers on DGBLL and
contribute to promoting the integration of CALL training and digital literacies in pre-service
L2 teachers’ training.

The paper opens with a brief review of the literature on the implications of digital games for
L2 learning to demonstrate the L2 learning potentials of digital gaming. Then, gameplay ac-
tivities are conceptualized to underline the dynamics of gameplay that can motivate or facili-
tate L2 communications, and lay the foundations for the proposed framework. After that, a
multiliteracies’ pedagogy is presented and discussed to provide pedagogical framing for the
discussion on digital game-based L2 learning. Next, a pedagogical framework of game-based
L2 semiosis is introduced, discussed and illustrated with examples. Finally, a five-step guide
for applying the framework pedagogically is presented and discussed. For the purposes of
discussion, the terms gameplay, digital gaming, and gaming will be used interchangeably to
refer the process of human interaction with a digital game with the goal of overcoming in-
game challenges and leveling up in the game.
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Digital Game-based L2 Learning

Various studies in CALL have revealed a significant positive correlation between digital gam-
ing and extramural L2 development (Jensen, 2017; Kuppens, 2010; Sundqvist, 2019;
Sundqvist, 2009; Sundqvist & Wikstrom, 2015; Sundqvist & Sylvén, 2012; Sylvén &
Sundqvist, 2012). For example, Sundqvist (2019) examined the relationship between extra-
mural gameplay and L2 vocabulary learning with 1,085 ESL learners and reported a signifi-
cant positive correlation between the frequency of gameplay and L2 vocabulary knowledge.
Similarly, Jensen (2017) investigated the relationship between L2 vocabulary learning and
extramural gameplay with 107 ESL learners and found a significant positive correlation be-
tween the frequency of gameplay and L2 vocabulary knowledge. In a similar vein, Sundqvist
and Sylvén, (2012) investigated the relationship between extramural gameplay and L2 profi-
ciency with 244 ESL learners; the researchers reported a significant positive correlation be-
tween participants’ frequency of gameplay and their L2 reading, listening, and vocabulary
skills. In another longitudinal study, Sundqvist (2009) investigated the relationship between
L2 proficiency and extramural gameplay with 80 ESL learners; the study revealed a signifi-
cant positive correlation between the frequency of digital gaming and participants’ L2 oral
proficiency and vocabulary size.

Not only did research reveal a positive correlation between the frequency of gameplay and L2
learning, but also several studies have demonstrated the potentials of gameplay to facilitate L2
vocabulary learning (Bytheway, 2015; Chen et al., 2019; Franciosi et al., 2016; Hitosugi et al.,
2014; Janebi Enayat & Haghighatpasand, 2017; Miller & Hegelheimer, 2006; Ranalli, 2008;
Shintaku, 2016). For examples, Chen et al. (2019) conducted a mixed methods’ study explor-
ing the potentials of the mobile game Phone Words to facilitate L2 vocabulary learning with
20 EFL learners. Comparing vocabulary-learning gains in gameplay versus practice activities,
the study revealed that vocabulary retention was significantly higher in the gaming condition
compared to vocabulary practice exercises. In a similar vein, Janebi Enayat and
Haghighatpasand (2017) investigated the FL vocabulary learning potentials of the adventure
digital game The Secret of Moneky Island with 30 EFL learners by comparing the vocabulary
learning gains of gameplay and vocabulary exercises. The study found that vocabulary gains
were significantly higher in the gameplay condition that practice exercises. In another study
Franciosi et al. (2016) explored the potentials of the simulation digital game 3" World Farmer
to facilitate L2 vocabulary learning with 162 ESL learner. Comparing participation in game-
play to vocabulary flashcard practice, the study revealed that vocabulary gains were signifi-
cantly higher in the gaming condition.

In addition to facilitating vocabulary learning, various studies have revealed that gameplay
can promote active L2 use and practice (Bytheway, 2015; Chik, 2011; deHaan et al., 2010;
Ibrahim, 2019; Ryu, 2013; Rankin et al., 2006; Scholz, 2017; Thorne et al., 2012). For in-
stance, in an exploratory case study, Ibrahim (2019) explored the language learning potentials
of the simulation digital game Baalty with three Foreign language (FL) learners of Arabic,
and found that participants engaged in decoding in-game FL discourse to inform in-game ac-
tions and decisions. In another study, Sholz (2017) explored the L2 learning potentials of
gameplay in the massive multiplayer online game (MMOG) World of Warcraft with 14 learn-
ers of German and found that participants noticed and internalized new L2 discourse used in
gameplay. Similarly, but with a focus on learning strategies, Bytheway (2015) examined the
potentials of gameplay to support L2 practice in the MMOG World of Warcraft with six ESL
learners and reported that participants used a variety of L2 learning strategies during game-
play including reading in-game texts and guessing the meaning of new L2 discourse from
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context. In a similar fashion, Ryu (2013) explored the potentials of gameplay to support L2
practice and learning in online gaming communities with six EFL gamers and found that
gameplay offered participants opportunities to practice English through in-game text and
computer-mediated communications in online gaming communities.

In addition, various studies have demonstrated the potentials of multiplayer online game to
facilitate collaborative intercultural interaction, L2 languaging, and L2 socialization (Newgar-
den & Zheng, 2016; Peterson, 2011; Rama et al., 2012; Zhao, 2016; Zheng et al., 2012). For
instance, Newgarden & Zheng (2016) investigated the L2 learning affordances of the MMOG
World of Warcraft with four ESL learners and reported that gameplay offered participants
opportunities for meaningful collaborative L2 interaction with native-speaker players to coor-
dinate shared gameplay. Similarly, Zhao (2016) explored patterns of L2 use in the MMOG
Guild Wars with two ESL learners and reported that online gaming communities offered par-
ticipants opportunities for L2 practice and socialization. In a similar vein, Zheng et al. (2012)
examined the L2 learning affordances of the MMOG World of Warcraft with three ESL
learners and concluded that gameplay challenges (i.e. quests) offered participants valuable
opportunities for languaging L2 discourse to manage shared in-game action. Similarly, Rama
et al.(2012) explored the L2 learning affordances of the MMOG World of Warcraft with two
L2 learners of Spanish and reported that gameplay offered opportunities for languaging L2
discourse and collaborative interaction.

Moreover, several studies have demonstrated the potentials of digital gaming to improve L2
learners’ self-efficacy and willingness to communicate (Grimshaw & Cardoso, 2018;
Reinders & Wattana, 2015; Vosburg, 2017). For example, Grimshaw & Cardoso (2018) ex-
plored the potential of the MMOG Spaceteam to improve oral communication skills with 20
ESL learners; the study compared participants’ oral proficiency in gameplay and non-gaming
practice activities and revealed that improvement in oral proficiency and willingness to com-
municate were significantly higher in gameplay. In another study, Vosburg (2017) explored
the potentials of the MMOG World of Warcraft to promote willingness to communicate with
seven FL learners of German. The study revealed that collaborative gameplay dynamics, es-
pecially shared interests and common goals, could improve willingness to communicate
among L2 learners. In a similar vein, Reinders and Wattana (2015) explored the potential of
the digital game Ragnarok Online to promote willingness to communicate with 30 EFL learn-
ers, and reported that gameplay lowered the affective barriers of L2 use and improved the
participants’ self-efficacy and willingness to communicate.

This brief survey of the literature demonstrates that digital games hold great potentials
as engaging and immersive environments for L2 practice and learning that L2 educators
should capitalize on to enhance the effectiveness and engagement of their instructional prac-
tices. To achieve this, pre-service teachers should develop a clear understanding of the forms
of L2 communication and use that emerge in gameplay and the dynamics of gameplay that
can motivate, facilitate, or scaffold L2 use and practice in gameplay. To this end, the next
section will draw on research from games’ studies to conceptualize gameplay as a context for
L2 use and meaning making.

L2 communications and meaning making in gameplay
Digital games

Digital games are dynamic, interactive semiotic systems comprised of networks of multimod-
al signs that acquire meaning from their relationship to each other and to the game system
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(Zimmerman, 2004). These signs are utilized by the game system to denote possible actions
(i.e. forms of manipulating the game system), generate relevant outcomes (i.e. perceived
changes or effects in the virtual world of a game), and/or define in-game artifacts (i.e. ele-
ments that facilitate action in a game) according to a specific set of rules that determine how
signs in the system relate and/or interact, and thus, providing structure to the game system
(Salen & Zimmerman, 2005); and collectively these signs comprise the virtual world of a dig-
ital game, which is a virtual context that a player inhabits, explores, and manipulates through
a personal avatar and from which a trajectory of gameplay emerges through iterative action-
outcome cycles governed by the game rules (ibid). A digital game system is designed as a
situated learning space in which a player learns the rules of a game experientially in gameplay
through trial and error (Gee, 2003). The game system motivates learning of gameplay through
challenges that lead a player to explore and act on the virtual world of a game (Barr, 2008)
and rewards that allow a player to experience desirable emotional and cognitive states, thus
motivating new cycles of gameplay (Garris et al., 2002).

Gameplay

Experiential learning of a game rules is facilitated by the interactivity of gameplay that em-
bodies a game rules’ in the virtual world of a game (Gee, 2004) allowing a player to explore
different actions and observe their outcomes in the virtual world of a game through multi-
modal signs (Ibrahim, 2018b). For instance, in a first-person shooter game, when a player
fires a weapon at a live target, red flashes appear on the screen to indicate that the target is
injured and bleeding (see Fig.1) while in a business simulation management game the pop-
ping-up of golden coins over the head of a player’s avatar indicates making money or profit.
In the course of his/her interaction with the semiotic signs of a game, a player makes meaning
by moving between known and unknown signs where known signs generate meaning to un-
known signs by virtue of their formal relationships (Salen & Zimmerman, 2005).

20 /w0

Fig.1. Red flashes of blood when a player got shoot in Counter-Strike: Global Offensive

Not only does a game system guides experiential learning of gameplay through multimodal
signs (Gee, 2004), but also it generates oral and verbal messages (e.g. pop-up messages, tips,
notifications, oral announcements, oral commentaries) and in-game textual artifacts (e.g. doc-
uments, letters, or maps) to guide a player’s exploration of gameplay (Ibrahim, 2018b). For
instance, most digital games generate on-screen messages when a player encounters a new
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action or artifact to offer information that can guide his/her actions or choices in gameplay

(see Fig.2).

TUTORIAL

GAME PAUSED

- CONFIDENTIAL
Triangulation

Noises and nonethal shots can help the enemy triangulate Before this, suspected threats appear on the Radar as a
your location (suspected threat). triangle, whereas a ghost image will appear in the

If this happens too much in the same location, or if the environment indicating the enemies' knowledge of your Last
enemy gets a visual confirmation, it'll result in full Known Posifion (LKP). A useful tool showing you the
friangulation (guaranteed threat) direction the enemy will be moving fol

@ 1oud gunshos close to an enemy have more effect on friangulation than those from far away.

Fig.2. Pop-up tutorial message during gameplay in Sniper Elite 4

Also, most adventure games incorporate textual artifacts in the virtual world of a game and
narrative cut scenes between the levels of a game to offer a player information that can guide
his/actions or choices. For instance, in an adventure game a player can come across letters,
diaries, maps, or notes that help him/her discover useful resources, locate valuable artifacts, or
develop a strategy to resolve a challenge (see Fig.3). In that sense, digital gaming as a semiot-
ic system draws on various semiotic systems including language to guide gameplay, and in
the course of gameplay a player draws on in-game linguistic and multimodal signs to con-
struct and deconstruct meaning and uncover the rules of a game.

Hoto 3 Read

Fig.3. Textual artifact carrying information about hidden resources in Far Cry 4
Gaming communities

And with the increasing popularity and complexity of modern digital games, digital
gaming activities have acquired a significant social dimension. The rise of high-speed broad-
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band internet gave rise to massive-multiplayer online games (MMOGs) in which a player can
collaborate with other players from all over the world in groups known as “guilts” to accom-
plish complex in-game missions known as “quests”. Besides engaging with meaning making
in the game system, in MMOG:s, a player can participate in multilingual audiovisual commu-
nication with other players around the world to plan, strategize, and coordinate shared action
in a game. In addition, the rise of Web 2.0 technologies and user-created content offered sav-
vy gamers the opportunity to reflect on, share, and showcase their gameplay experiences
through discussion forums, blogs, wikis, and v-logs giving rise to persistent online gaming
communities (see Fig.4). Gee (2004) refers to these online virtual communities as affinity
spaces defined as social spaces centered on shared activities and characterized by the distribu-
tion and dissemination of knowledge among people, spaces, and mediating devices through
shared action and social apprenticeship between novice and expert gamers. These communi-
ties generate and share multimodal texts on wikis, blogs, discussion forums, and video-
hosting sites (e.g. YouTube) to distribute gaming expertise and literacies in different forms
including fanfiction (i.e. fiction based on gameplay narratives), strategy guides (i.e. instruc-
tional manuals for gameplay strategies), game reviews (e.g. articles evaluating specific gam-
ing titles), and gameplay walkthroughs (i.e. video recordings of live gameplay). And as a
gamer explores new games or advances through challenging titles, s/he usually consults these

gaming texts as resources to guide gameplay or research in-game constructs (Iscovides et al.,
2014).

FAQ

= Broken Axe from the Head of a Warrior.
Eivor
Changing hero's gender - how/for
what?
Hidden blade - how to unlock?
Abilities - how to unlock?
Best main skills - which ones?
Runes - how to equip?
Pet - can you own one?
Healing - how to restore health?
Skills - how to reset?
Item sets - what are they?
Equipment - how to upgrade?
p?arisma -how to and why increase
it?
Experience - how to get it quickly?

Character appearance - how to
change?

Unnecessary weapons - can | sell?
Hiding the weapons - is it possible?

In the place marked in the picture above, you will meet a man (Axehead) who complains
Exploration about a headache. No wonder - he has an axe stuck in his forehead.

Fig.4. A strategy guide for Assassin’s Creed Valhalla on the site “game pressure”

In that player-game interaction is not a frivolous form of stimulus-response interaction
with a dull logical system, but rather it a complex of purposeful multimodal meaning-making
activities involving a dynamic and interconnected network of semiotic systems that combine
linguistic and paralinguistic signs. Also, meaningful communicative interaction in digital
gaming is not limited to the game system, but it also includes player-player interaction in the
context of collaborative gameplay in multiplayer online games and participation in online
gaming communities. Player-player interaction could offer valuable opportunities for social
interaction, intercultural communication, and L2 socialization. And not only do gaming com-
munities provide the space and means for interacting with other players, but they also house a
wealth of tools and resources for multimodal composition and meaning design that L2 learn-
ers can utilize either by consuming or creating gaming texts (e.g. strategy guides). Thus,
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gameplay activities offer a wealth of resources and potentials for L2 learning and instruction
especially with the integration of L2 communication and meaning-making in learning game-
play which causes the engagement of gameplay to motivate extended and purposeful L2
communication and meaning-making. To harness the L2 learning potentials of gameplay in
L2 classrooms, it is important to frame the discussion on DGBLL in familiar terms of L2 ped-

agogy.

Pedagogy of multiliteracies

A pedagogy of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Kress, 2000; New London Group,
1996) is a sociocultural, literacy-based approach to L2 pedagogy that emphasizes the multi-
plicity of modes of representation in an increasingly globalized, multicultural, and multimodal
communication (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). It perceives L2 communication broadly as a pro-
cess of semiosis (i.e. meaning-making) that draws on linguistic systems as well as paralinguis-
tic semiotic systems to construct and deconstruct meaning across different media, genres, and
contexts (Kalantzis & Cope, 2008). It emphasizes the multimodality of communication and
the integration of the visual, linguistic, and gestural modes of representation in the twenty-
first century (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009). Multiliteracies pedagogy conceptualizes L2 learning
as a dynamic, situated, and emergent process of socialization in communities of practice cen-
tered on the use of semiotic resources to construct meaning across different contexts and
modes of representation (Kalantzis & Cope, 2008).

A multiliteracies’ pedagogy views communication as a process of design comprised of avail-
able designs, designing, and the designed. Available designs are meaning-making resources
and conventions that users can draw on to construct meaning (Kress, 2000). The framework
described six modes of representation that users draw on to design meaning: linguistic, spa-
cial, visual, audio, gestural, and multimodal (i.e. combination of the other modes). Designing
is the process of “re-presentation” and “re-contextualization” of available designs including
linguistic and paralinguistic systems to construct novel and emergent meaning (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2009). Both semiotic processes of encoding meaning (as in writing and speaking)
and decoding meaning (as in listening and reading) are forms of design in which users draws
on their experience with available designs to construct meaning either for others (i.e. encod-
ing) or themselves (i.e. decoding) (Kress, 2000). This process generates new meaning, the
designed, which is the outcome of a complex transformation rather than a reproduction or
recombination of available design; and the designed itself becomes an available design for
future communications (Kress, 2000).

By examining digital gaming in light of a multiliteracies’ pedagogy, it is evident that digital
gaming could offer diverse, dynamic, and complex opportunities, resources, and contexts for
facilitating and scaffolding immersive and purposeful L2 practice and semiosis in diverse and
complex ways. Therefore, understanding the complex and multidimensional dynamics of
gameplay activities that can motivate, facilitate, and/or contextualize digital game-based L2
use and semiosis is necessary for L2 educators to harness the learning potentials of this engag-
ing and immersive learning medium.

A framework of digital game-based L2 semiosis
Digital game-based L2 semiosis is a dynamic, complex, and fluid design activity that occurs

at the intersection of three dimensions of meaning representation: form, space, and purpose
(see Fig.5). Form refers to the shape or type of L2 meaning-making and communication that
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can emerge in gameplay; space refers to the virtual or physical space that facilitates, contex-
tualized, and scaffolds the process of meaning-making; and purpose indicates the communica-
tive function or goal that motivates the meaning-making activity.

Digital game-based semiosis can take the form of linguistic communication, semiotic design,
or multimodal composition. Linguistic communication refers to the use of linguistic
knowledge to encode or decode meaning in reading, writing, listening, or speaking as in read-
ing in-game messages, speaking with a co-player, or writing a post on a gaming forum. Semi-
otic design is used here to denote the process of assigning meaning to in-game actions or mul-
timodal gaming texts (e.g. gaming walkthroughs) by weaving together semantic information
from available paralinguistic multimodal signs. An example of semiotic design would be de-
ducing that a player’s avatar is under fire in a first-person shooter by connecting and relating
the sound of gun-fire in the background, flashing red lights on the screen, and a decrease in
the avatar’s health bar. Another form of semiosis that is common in gaming spaces is multi-
modal composition which refers to the process of constructing multimodal texts, including
infographics, videos, slides, animes, and wikis, about gameplay topics such as strategy guides
or fanfiction. A prime form of multimodal composition is a strategy guide that combines im-
ages, videos, hyperlinks, symbols, and orthographic texts to describe gameplay strategies,
tips, and tricks. Linguistic communication, semiotic design, and multimodal composition often
happen simultaneously and/or in-coordination to complement and supplement each other in
gameplay and maintain the integration of semiosis in gameplay; thus, minimizing potential
interruptions to player-game interaction (e.g. consult an external resource such as a diction-
ary), but usually one form is more dominant than the others in a given form of semiosis; for
instance, when players collaborate in multiplayer online games to plan in-game action /inguis-
tic communication is the dominant form of communication while when a player explores a
game world to deduce the rules of a game experientially semiotic design is more dominant (as
the player experiments with different actions in the game world and observes their embodied
outcomes in the game world).

Semiotic
design

Linguistic
Comm!

Multimodal
Comp.

Digital Game-based L2 Semiosis

Guiding
gameplay

Virtual Coordinating

space

Sociocultural
space

Alfinity
space

Fig.5. A framework of game-based L2 semiosis comprised of three dimensions and each di-
mension can be set to one of three parameters
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The second dimension of digital game-based L2 semiosis is the space of semiosis. Digital
game-based semiosis can take place in sociocultural, virtual, or affinity spaces of gameplay.
The sociocultural space of gameplay refers to the social and physical context of player-game
interaction in which a player can interact with fellow players or draw on a physical resource
(e.g. dictionary) to guide gameplay; Virtual space refers to the virtual world of a game in
which a player can design the meaning of multimodal semiotic signs, decode in-game L2 dis-
course, and/or communicate with other players to manage or guide gameplay; and affinity
space refers to online gaming communities centered on gameplay literacies such as discussion
forums, blogs, video-hosting sites, and fanfiction sites. In affinity spaces expert gamers share,
reflect on, and/or repurpose their gameplay experience to disseminate information about
gameplay resources, strategies, narratives, and /or tips and tricks; and novice gamers draw on
these spaces as resources to guide their exploration and experimentation in gameplay. Each of
these spaces can support and scaffold different forms game-based L2 semiosis that can be the
basis of a variety of digital game-based L2 instruction activities.

The third dimension of digital game-based L2 semiosis that can shape game-based L2 use is
the purpose of semiosis. Game-based semiosis is typically purposeful and integral to game-
play, and it can serve different purposes: guiding gameplay, coordinating collaborative
gameplay, or sharing gameplay expertise. To illustrate, a key purpose for game-based L2
semiosis is guiding gameplay. In their attempts to understand a game rules’ and strategize
their gameplay, players draw on in-game L2 discourse and semiotic signs to deduce the rules
of' a game and inform in-game actions and decisions. Also, when gamers play together on-site,
a player might ask another player for tips or suggestions to guide his/her actions on encounter-
ing an unusual challenge in gameplay. In addition, in complex gameplay challenges, a player
might look up gameplay rules, tips, or resources in online gaming discussion forums, blogs, v-
logs, or guides. Another goal of digital game-based L2 semiosis is managing and coordinating
shared action in multiplayer gaming. In massive multiplayer online games most
quests/challenges are designed to be completed in teams of players (known as “guilts”), and in
each team players typically use oral and/or written computer-mediated communication chan-
nels (e.g. chat, video conferencing, audio calling) to plan, strategize, and coordinate shared
action in real time. Also, in multiplayer gaming on-site (as in the common practice of playing
digital games in teams at cyber cafés on a local area networks, which is a common social ac-
tivity in South Koran among other Asian and African countries) players usually communicate
orally to coordinate and manage shared action in real time. Another important motive for digi-
tal game-centered L2 communication is sharing gameplay expertise in persistent online affini-
ty spaces (Gee, 2004). Expert gamers join online gaming communities to share their expertise
on gameplay tricks and strategies with less experiences gamers in the forms of strategy
guides, gameplay narratives, game reviews, cheat codes, tips and tricks, commen-
tary/opinion/news articles, and discussion threads. These forms of communication are mediat-
ed through a variety of Web 2.0 platforms including social media groups/pages, discussion
forums (e.g. GameSpot), video-sharing platforms (e.g. YouTube), Fanfiction sites (e.g.
www.fanfiction.net), personal blogs, and wikis. In the process of constructing content on digi-
tal game-centered platforms, gamers engage in extended and sometimes extensive multimodal
composition using a variety of semiotic systems and modes of expression especially linguistic
and visual modes.

The interaction of the different parameters of these three dimensions offers the ecological
dynamics that give rise to a variety of digital game-based L2 semiosis activities that can be
utilized to support L2 learning and instruction. For instance, the interaction of L2 communica-
tion, guiding gameplay, and affinity space would provide the conditions for (a) initiating a
written discussion on gameplay strategies on an online discussion board, (b) reading an online
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strategy guide on a gaming blog, or (c) chatting with an expert gamer online to get gameplay
tips and tricks; on the other hand, combining multimodal composition, affinity space, and
sharing gameplay expertise can facilitate (a) creating an animated fiction based on a game’s
character’s and narrative on a fanfiction site, (b) recording a live gameplay walkthrough with
voice-over commentary by a gamer, or (c) designing a personal blog about the strategies and
tricks of a game. Therefore, the framework can help pre-service L2 teachers conceptualize the
L2 learning potentials of digital gaming and design DGBLL activities by setting and matching
the parameters on the three dimensions of game-based L2 semiosis. The framework in this
case is like a combination lock with three locking mechanics, and by setting the parameters of
each locking mechanism, educators can unlock the rich L2 learning potentials of digital gam-
ing with the difference being that the framework does not unlock that potential with one cor-
rect combination, but instead offers educators different combinations that can inspire different
types and designs of game-based L2 practice activities (see Fig.5).

Digital game-based L2 semiosis in multiliteracies’ pedagogy

Applying a multiliteracies’pedagogy to the framework of digital game-based L2 semiosis can
guide pre-service L2 educators in designing instructional L2 practice activities around game-
play. By examining digital game-based L2 semiosis in the framework of design, semiosis
could be perceived as a dynamic and fluid form of design and each of the three dimensions of
game-based L2 semiosis can be utilized to scaffold and/or facilitate each of the three compo-
nents of the design framework (see Fig.6): available designs, designing, and the designed.

First, available designs that learners can use to construct meaning vary according to the space
of semiosis as it determines the available semiotic systems, resources, and modes of represen-
tation afforded by that space. Therefore, L2 educators should select a space that provides the
necessary available designs to practice the intended kind of design, scaffold game-based L2
semiosis with additional resources if the appropriate space does not offer sufficient resources,
or combine several spaces to maximize learning resources or practice opportunities. For in-
stance, when designing an activity focused on narrative writing, educators can select a gaming
fanfiction website as a space because it offers (a) authentic samples of user generated narra-
tives that can be used for discussion and analysis; (b) opportunities for constructing narratives
in the platform and receiving feedback from the fan community; and (c) resources for revis-
ing, reviewing, and commenting on the work of peers. Also, a teacher can design an instruc-
tional activity to draw on one space to complement or scaffold semiosis in another; for exam-
ple, if students are practicing L2 reading of strategy guides in affinity space to guide their
gameplay, the teacher can complement it with a face-to-face discussion of an action plan in
sociocultural space to foster the practice of new L2 discourse noticed in the affinity space.

Second, the process of designing is shaped by and realized through forms of semiosis that are
afforded by the space and selected/preferred by users. That is different gaming spaces can
offer different meaning-making resources and different gameplay activities can require differ-
ent types of information, both of which can motivate and/or scaffold different forms of game-
based L2 semiosis. So, educators should identify the specific form of designing that can ad-
dress their specific learning outcomes to identify the appropriate spaces, tasks, and resources
they need to facilitate L2 learning. Identifying the form of designing includes determining (a)
the mode of representation (linguistic, special, visual, audio, gestural, and multimodal), (b)
direction of semiosis (i.e. encoding, decoding, or both), and (c) genre of expression (e.g. nar-
rative, fiction, satire). Besides identifying the form of design, L2 educators need to design the
learning activity so it capitalizes on the design resources and opportunities that the gaming
space has to offer. For instance, if a teacher chooses to design a digital game-based activity
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centered on descriptive writing, s/he should (a) use a detail-rich, player-paced adventure game
to allow learners to observe details that they can describe in writing; (b) emphasize writing
game reviews as a game-centered activity that addresses the goal of descriptive writing; and
(c) utilize a gaming community centered on game reviews (e.g. GameSpot) as a space that
offers a community of practice and resources that fit the intended game-centered task.

Digital Game-based
L2 Semiosis

Purpose

Fig.6. Matching the dimensions of the game-based L2 semiosis framework to the components
of the Design framework

Third, the redesigned as the outcome of the process of semiosis is closely related to the pur-
pose of semiosis as it provides the motivation for producing the redesigned and determines its
utility in gameplay. The utility of the redesigned in gameplay renders game-based L2 semio-
sis an integral component of the engaging activity of gameplay and ties the emotional and
cognitive rewards associated with gameplay with semiosis, thus, providing a strong motive
for game-based semiosis and rendering the process more engaging. Therefore, L2 educators
should always design game-based L2 semiosis activities so that they produce a redesigned
that can guide gameplay and this way they can harness the motivation of gameplay for L2
practice and learning. For instance, in a reading practice activity, a teacher can ask students to
play a specific game and read online strategy guides to inform their actions and decision in
gameplay. This way the learners’ desire to complete the quest and experience of the emotional
rewards of leveling up in gameplay would motivate the reading activity and make it more
engaging and immersive.

Implications
A pedagogical guide for DGBLL in pre-service L2 teaching practicums
Informed by the framework of digital game-based L2 semiosis and multiliteracies’ pedagogy,
the present section attempts to disentangle the design of DGBLL activities and guide pre-
service teacher training in teaching practicums by offering a five-step guide for designing
task-based DGBLL activities:
1. Identify intended redesigned: Based on the intended learning outcome, a teacher can de-

termine the redesigned that would require learners to master that outcome, and can be com-
pleted in the course of managing gameplay to avoid jeopardizing the flow of gameplay and
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engagement of digital gaming. Also, the designed should be integral to gameplay and key to
learners’ progress in gameplay activities so that the motivation for gameplay can be harnessed
for designing. For instance, in a technical writing activity, if the learning outcome is to write
an instructional manual, then the redesigned that lends itself to digital gaming and requires
students to achieve this outcome would be a strategy guide.
2. Identify intended forms of design: Based on the redesigned a teacher should determine rel-
evant forms of designing, identify gameplay activities that involve these forms, and design
several gameplay tasks that can motivate, facilitate, and scaffold the intended forms of design-
ing. For instance, if the intended redesigned is a strategy guide, a teacher’s first step would be
engaging learners in purposeful reading of authentic strategy guides by assigning them a chal-
lenging game quest and referring them to a strategy guide to inform gameplay. This way
learners can examine writing samples of the intended redesigned in the context of gameplay,
and the motivation to overcome the game quest would motivate immersive and active reading
of strategy guides.
3. Identify an appropriate gaming title: Then, a teacher should select a digital game that lends
itself to the kind of designing activities that s/he intends to facilitate around gameplay. That is
s/he should select a game whose design and gameplay offer the resources and qualities that
can motivate and facilitate the intended forms of designing. For instance, if a teacher wants
learners to draw on a strategy guide, s’he should pick a challenging game that learners cannot
figure out on their own; if s/he wants to engage learners in online gaming communities they
should pick a popular game that has a large online community in the target language; and if a
teacher is emphasizing extensive reading s/he should use an interactive text-based game.
4. Identify appropriate spaces and available designs: After determining the forms of designing
that learners will engage with, a teacher should identify the appropriate gaming spaces that
can contextualize and scaffold these forms of designing and plan the use of any additional
resources that are needed to facilitate and/or scaffold L2 semiosis in each space. For instance,
in a multimodal composition project, a teacher can ask students to work in pairs creating gam-
ing strategy guides. In this project, the students can read, analyze, and discuss the structure of
authentic gaming strategy guides on a popular gaming site such as GameSpot guided by
a checklist of key components of a well-designed strategy guide.
5. Sequencing designing tasks: With a clear idea about the designing tasks that students
should complete to produce the redesigned, the teacher should sequence these tasks into a
cohesive project in which each tasks builds on the previous one and provides foundations for
the next with the first being exploring available design and the last being the production of the
redesigned. The importance of sequencing lies in (a) gradual socialization of learners in the
designing practices of the intended redesigned, (b) turning the classroom into an active com-
munity of practice centered on designing the redesigned, and (c) breaking down the process
into multiple and narrowly-focused steps/tasks that help learners master the learning objec-
tives that comprise the learning outcome of the activity, and produce the redesigned. For in-
stance, in the case of a multimodal composition project focused on producing a strategy guide
a teacher can break down the project into a sequence of interconnected and progressive learn-
ing tasks that scaffold and build-on one another: (a) students play video games and draw on
online strategy guides to inform gameplay; (b) the teacher leads a whole-group discussion on
the genre of writing instructional manuals; (c) students analyze authentic strategy guides they
have used in small group discussions; (d) students work in pairs composing strategy guides
for specific games they play and post them on a popular gaming forum/site; (e) students gath-
er feedback from members of the gaming forum/site, and use it to revise their strategy guides.

Conclusion
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This paper has focused on addressing the lack of teacher training resources on digital game-
based L2 learning by offering a pedagogical framework of digital game-based L2 semiosis.
The purpose of the framework has been to support pre-service L2 teacher training by disen-
tangling the L2 learning potentials of digital gaming and offering pedagogical guidance in
designing digital game-based L2 instruction activities for teaching practicums.

To these ends, the paper opened with a brief survey of the literature on digital game-based L2
learning to underline the L2 learning potentials of commercial digital games and shed light on
the rich possibilities that they offer for extended and immersive L2 practice and learning.
Then, the researcher drew on research from games’ studies’ and new literacy studies’ to con-
ceptualize digital games, gameplay, and gaming community to shed light on the dynamics of
gameplay and game-centered interactions that can motivate, facilitate, and/or scaffold digital
game-based L2 semiosis and lay the theoretical foundations for the game-based semiosis
framework. Then, a pedagogy of multiliteracies’ was introduced as a pedagogical framework
to conceptualize DGBLL in familiar terms of L2 pedagogy. Next, the paper presented the
framework of game-based L2 semiosis that conceptualized game-based semiosis as the inter-
action of three dimensions: form, space, and purpose. The framework used these dimension to
represent different opportunities and resources for L2 semiosis that can emerge around game-
play so that pre-service L2 teachers could shuffle around the different parameters on each
dimension to create different semiosis tasks that can be the basis of game-based L2 practice
activities. Finally, a five-step guide for designing activities for L2 teaching practicums was
presented based on the framework.

It is hoped that the proposed framework can contribute to promoting digital literacies’ of 1.2
educators, foster ICT integration in pre-service teacher training, and promote the use of CALL
in L2 classrooms by offering a customizable, dynamic framework for designing task-based
game-centered L2 learning activities that combine the learning effectiveness of sound peda-
gogical design and the engagement of immersive gameplay. It is also hoped that the frame-
work can shed light on the dynamic and rich potentials of digital gaming for L2 learning and
instruction, and emphasize the importance of integrating multimodal composition and digital
literacies in L2 classroom (as key literacy skills that the internet generation uses in daily
communication), and underline the great potentials of digital gaming to offer engaging, im-
mersive, and authentic contexts for practicing such literacies.

Finally, it is important to note that the proposed framework is far from being complete or per-
fect, but rather it is an initial step in the road towards fostering the digital literacies’ of L2
educators, bridging the gap between CALL research and pedagogical applications, and melt-
ing the ice barrier between formal L2 instruction and authentic L2 communication. Perhaps
the main limitation of the framework is its theoretical nature even though it is grounded in
empirical research from various fields. Therefore, the researcher proposes the framework in
its current form as a learning resource that can guide L2 teacher training practicums, and in-
tends to test the framework empirically and refine it further in future studies.
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