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Abstract

The digital age has ushered in innovative avenues for language learning. In this line, the
present study explores the motivational factors influencing EFL learners' engagement with
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). Drawing on Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), the research investigates how social interaction, exploration,
and escapism within MMORPGs contribute to motivation for EFL learning. The study
involved 200 international World of Warcraft players, termed as frequent gamers, and five
language teachers with two to three years of teaching and MMORPG experience.
Quantitative data on player preferences was collected through a questionnaire and analyzed
using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling. Moreover, qualitative data was
gathered through semi-structured interviews. The findings pointed to participants’ sense of
competency in group leadership, their feeling of power and satisfaction derived from in-
game achievements, and increased personal and social understanding. The research suggests
that MMORPGs, when utilized effectively, can be a valuable supplementary tool for EFL
learning, fostering real-life social interaction and increasing learner engagement. These
findings offer valuable insights for educators, curriculum developers, and game designers
seeking to leverage MMORPGs for language learning.
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1. Introduction
Digital technology and high-speed internet have transformed language learning, creating

opportunities for interactive and immersive experiences beyond traditional classrooms
(Dehghani & Mashhadi, 2024; Traxler et al., 2023; Momenanzadeh et al., 2023). The advent
and proliferation of digital technologies have fundamentally altered the language education
landscape by providing immense resources and innovative methods to facilitate language
acquisition (Diez-Arcén & Martin-Monje, 2023; Mashhadi et al., 2023a; Vahdat et al.,
2023). Digital gaming, especially Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games
(MMORPGsS), is now a major part of modern life, particularly for the younger generation,
thanks to advancements in internet and computer technology (Bawa & Brockport, 2021;
Khazaie et al., 2018; Miftahuddin & Malihah, 2022; Ng et al. 2022). MMORPGs, with their
dynamic virtual environments and emphasis on social interaction, hold promise for fostering
language development (Peterson, 2010; Yee, 2006). They provide immersive experiences,
fostering emotional connections, relationships, and leadership skills (Yee, 2006).
Motivations for playing these games vary, which is crucial in language learning where
motivation significantly impacts outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dincer et al., 2019).

While these games offer a context-rich environment for practicing language skills,
challenges like engagement, adaptability, and curriculum integration require careful
consideration (Mashhadi & Khazaie, 2018; Peterson, 2010; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012). This
study aims to address these issues by investigating the motivational factors influencing
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners' engagement with MMORPGs. Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), which provides the theoretical framework for this study, posits
that intrinsic motivation, fueled by feelings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness,
fosters effective learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000). MMORPGs, with their emphasis on player
agency, goal achievement, and social interaction, have the potential to satisfy these
psychological needs and enhance intrinsic motivation for language learning (Dincer et al.,
2019). Nonetheless, research on the relationship between SDT components, MMORPGs,
and EFL learning remains scarce. This study seeks to bridge this gap by investigating
learners’ motivational processes involved in playing MMORPGs and teachers’ perceptions
on the efficacy of MMORPGs in promoting language development and motivation among
EFL learners.
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2. Review of the Literature and Theoretical Background

2.1 MMORPGs and Language Learning

The field of language learning has seen the introduction of multimedia content, multivarous
language-learning applications, and virtual environments, all offering benefits such as
accessibility, customization, and contextual language practice (Andujar & Spratt, 2023;
Bocanegra-Valle, 2023; Diez-Arcon & Martin-Monje, 2023; Hayati et al., 2013; Kukulska-
Hulme, 2013; Mashhadi et al., 2023b). In a similar strand, computer-assisted language
learning (CALL) has enhanced learning through interactive and personalized experiences by
incorporating Artificial Intelligence (Al), chatbots, and virtual reality (VR) for immediate
feedback and immersive practice (Chen et al., 2022; Grgurovi¢ et al., 2013; Godwin-Jones,
2016; Khazaie et al., 2020; Monjezi & Mashhadi, 2021; Zaghlool & Khasawneh, 2023).
Several studies have particularly investigated the influence of video games on language
development among ESL and EFL learners, reporting positive impacts on learners’ language
development, especially in areas of vocabulary and grammar (Bondareva & Potemkina,
2021; Camacho Véasquez, & Ovalle, 2019; Janebi Enayat & Haghighatpasand, 2019; Kayan
& Aydin, 2020; Mashhadi & Khazaie, 2018; Winaldo & Oktaviani, 2022).

Similarly, there is an increasing interest in utilizing video games, particularly MMOGs
and MMORPGs, for language learning (Jabbari & Eslami, 2019; Vosburg, 2017) from the
sociocultural theory of learning, which posits that learning occurs through engagement in
cultural and social activities (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). MMORPGSs create engaging,
immersive language learning environments (Peterson, 2010), and facilitate language
learning since the learners are intrigued and engaged (Rama et al., 2012). These games
provide authentic, real-time interactions in the target language, promoting negotiation,
collaboration, and competition, thus offering ample opportunities for language input and
practice (Thorne et al., 2009).

As an exemplary MMORPG, World of Warcraft (WoW) has captivated millions of
players with its immersive world, customizable avatars, and diverse realms, enhancing
player engagement and fostering a deep sense of connection (Susaeta et al., 2010). It
encourages critical thinking, collaboration, and problem-solving through quests and
challenges while offering vast exploration opportunities and fostering community and
belonging (Susaeta et al., 2010; Nardi, 2010). However, challenges include high game costs,

the steep learning curve of MMORPG mechanics, and the risk of inappropriate content and
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cyberbullying (Zheng et al., 2012). Moreover, the effectiveness of MMORPGs depends on
game design, learner attitudes, gaming proficiency, and language learning strategies
(Reinders & Wattana, 2015).

2.2 SDT and Language Development

According to Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000), SDT is a macro theory of human motivation and
personality concerned with the extent to which human behavior is self-determined. SDT
posits that the character of human functioning and psychological health is determined by
satisfying three inherent psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Autonomy refers to the urge to initiate one's actions and to act with a sense of volition.
Competence is the need to feel effective in one's interactions with the environment, and
relatedness is the need to feel connected to others, to love and care for them, and to be loved
and cared for (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Satisfying these three psychological requirements,
according to SDT, fosters the most volitional and high-quality forms of motivation and
engagement for activities, such as enhanced performance, persistence, and creativity. As a
theoretical framework, SDT offers valuable insights into how MMORPGs can support
language learning by addressing learners' intrinsic motivation through autonomy,
competence, and relatedness.

MMORPGs enhance autonomy by allowing players to control their gameplay, such as
choosing characters, roles, and quests, which increases intrinsic motivation (Reinders &
Wattana, 2015). These games provide self-paced, self-directed exploration in complex
narratives and open worlds, supporting autonomy through authentic, meaningful language
use (Peterson, 2010). Social interactions in MMORPGs also promote autonomy by enabling
players to initiate and manage communication in the target language, fostering personal
agency (Rama et al., 2012). However, the level of autonomy varies based on individual
learner differences (Reinders & Wattana, 2015). The immersive nature of MMORPGs
significantly boosts language learners’ motivation, promoting independent learning
behaviors (Voulgari et al., 2014).

As pertains to competence, MMORPGs expose players to diverse vocabulary and
grammar in context and facilitate vocabulary retention and grammar internalization (Sylvén
& Sundqvist, 2012; Rankin et al., 2006). Active communication with other players fosters

productive language skills and pragmatic competence as learners adapt language to various
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social contexts (Zheng et al., 2015; Thorne, 2008). Accomplishing game objectives provides
a strong sense of achievement, motivating learners to continue improving their language
skills (Voulgari et al., 2014). Social recognition within the MMORPG community further
reinforces learners' sense of accomplishment and encourages continued language learning
(Zheng et al., 2015).

MMORPGs create dynamic social environments with high levels of player interaction,
providing authentic contexts for language use (Peterson, 2012). Structured and unstructured
social interactions within these games foster a sense of belonging and relatedness,
significantly boosting language learning motivation (Zheng et al., 2015). Collaborative
gameplay and positive interactions contribute to a supportive community, encouraging
learners to actively use the target language and learn from their experiences (Voulgari et al.,
2014). Peer learning and immediate feedback within MMORPGs create a community-driven
environment that enhances language development. Intercultural communication in these
games broadens learners' perspectives and promotes relatedness (Thorne, 2008). The social
nature of MMORPGs also makes the language- learning process more engaging, meaningful,
and effective (Voulgari et al., 2014).

2.3 Curricular Challenges and Ethical Concerns of MMORPGs for Language Learning
Although researchers have recognized the pedagogical value of MMORPGs for cultivating
skills like problem-solving, leadership, communication, and critical thinking (Alsaleh, 2022;
Strachan et al., 2016; Yasar, 2018; Zhonggen, 2014), and even though these games promote
21st-century competencies and active learning, making them suitable for educational
curriculums (Rama et al., 2012), there are challenges as to aligning game content with
curricular objectives (Godwin-Jones, 2014; Hickey et al., 2009), and managing classroom
behavior during gameplay (Robertson & Howells, 2008). Another drawback is the
significant time commitment required for progress in MMORPGs (Whang & Chang, 2004).
Moreover, using MMORPGs outside the classroom may exacerbate the digital divide
due to unequal access to technology (van Dijk & Hacker, 2003). Evaluating their educational
value can also be challenging without formal assessment frameworks (Halverson, 2005). In
both curricular and extracurricular situations, educators play a crucial role; they should
assume roles as facilitators or moderators rather than traditional authority figures for

MMORPG learning to be effective. This idea is consistent with the notion of teachers as
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'learning designers' who construct and supervise learning experiences using MMORPGs,
allowing students the freedom to investigate, experiment, and self-discover knowledge
(Arnseth, 2006). Due to the complex and often unpredictable nature of MMORPGsS,
educators may also find it challenging to transition into these new roles (De Grove et al.,
2012). Comprehensive teacher training and professional development are necessary to
familiarize educators with MMORPGs, understand their pedagogical potential, and mitigate
any associated risks. Incorporating MMORPGs into education raises ethical concerns as
well. These include student safety and privacy, age-appropriate content, and threats like
cyberbullying and addiction (Grusser et al., 2007). These ethical considerations must be
adequately addressed regardless of how MMORPGs are used in order to provide a safe and
supportive environment for students.

While previous studies have examined the role of MMORPGs in language
development and the impact of SDT on motivation, there remains an underexplored area in
these studies which is the nuanced interaction between these two domains. This study will
provide a more in-depth analysis of how the components of SDT—autonomy, competence,
and relatedness—can be specifically mapped onto the dynamics of language development
within MMORPG environments. Additionally, a significant gap appears to exist in the
context of the application of MMORPGs within the educational curriculum and as
extracurricular activities. The literature acknowledges the pedagogical potential of
MMORPGs and the possible integration into the curriculum. Still, there is less exploration
of the effective strategies to align MMORPG content with specific curriculum objectives.
Therefore, the current study seeks to answer the following two research questions:

1. How do SDT components aid in defining the motivational processes (i.e., autonomy,
competence, and relatedness) involved in playing MMORPGs for EFL learners?

2. How do language teachers perceive the efficacy of MMORPGs in promoting

language development and motivation?

3. Methodology
Drawing on the theoretical framework of SDT, this study investigates how game-based
language learning can satisfy the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and

relatedness, thereby enhancing intrinsic motivation and promoting language development.
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The study further aims to shed light on the perceptions of language learners and teachers

regarding the use of MMORPGs for language development and motivation.

3.1 Design and Context of the Study

This mixed-method study integrates quantitative data from a questionnaire, which measures
behaviors and traits, with qualitative data from semi-structured interviews, which provides
in-depth insights into personal experiences and contexts. This combination allows for a more
thorough understanding of MMORPGSs' role in language development and motivation. The
context of the study is framed by the need to explore how MMORPGs influence language
acquisition and learner motivation, particularly within the dynamic and interactive
environment of WoW. By including a diverse participant cohort—comprising 200 frequent
international WoW players and five experienced language teachers—the study captures a
wide range of perspectives and experiences. The methodology was meticulously designed
to not only assess the prevalence of specific behaviors and traits among gamers but also to
gain a deeper understanding of their interactions and motivations within the game. This
approach ensures that the findings are both comprehensive and contextually rich,

highlighting the multifaceted impact of MMORPGs on language learning and motivation.

3.2 Participants
Two distinct participant groups provided written informed consent and took part in this study
voluntarily. The first group consisted of 200 international WoW players, aged 18 and above,
who spent at least five hours per week playing WoW. The second group included five
language teachers with a minimum of two to three years of teaching experience and at least
six months of MMORPG experience. The participants were assured that all data collected
would be kept confidential, used solely for research purposes, and not shared with third
parties. The demographic characteristics of the participants were examined in terms of
gender, age, and nationality. Table 1 provides an overview of the age distribution,
encompassing respondents aged between 18.0 and 50.0 years, with the largest proportion
(49.7%) falling into the 25-34 years age bracket. It also illustrates the gender distribution,
indicating that 89.0% of respondents were male.

Furthermore, the data revealed a diverse array of respondents' nationalities, with the
most frequent being Danish (7.0%), French (6.0%), and Russian (5.5%). Other significant

511



Research in English Language Pedagogy (2024)12(3): 505-530

nationalities included Swedish, Iranian, Saudi Arabian, Irish, Swiss, and Dutch, ranging
from 3.5% to 4.5% each. A number of countries contributed between 2.0% and 3.0%, such
as Hungarian, Finnish, German, and Turkish, while Belgian, Portuguese, and Spanish each
account for 2.0%. Less represented nationalities, each comprising only 1.0% or less of the
sample, included Moroccan, Ukrainian, and Icelandic. This distribution highlights a broad

international presence with varying levels of representation from different regions.

Table 1.
Descriptive Statistics of the Demographics of the Participants
Age Group Frequency Percent Valid Percent
18-24 years 62 31.2 31.2
25-34 years 99 49.7 49.7
35-44 years 36 18.1 18.1
45-50 years 2 1.0 1.0
Gender Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Male 178 89.0 89.0
Female 21 10.5 105
Other 1 0.5 0.5

3.3 Instruments

Two primary instruments were used for data collection: a questionnaire and semi-structured
interviews. Adapted from Yee's (2006) 'Motivations for Play in Online Games Scale," the
questionnaire included 39 items across ten categories to measure players' motivations and
align with the self-determination theory's core needs (see Appendix). Moreover, the semi-
structured interviews provided qualitative data, offering deeper insights into language
teachers' perceptions and experiences regarding MMORPGs' potential in language learning
and motivation. The validity of the questionnaire was assessed using convergent and
discriminant validity tests, including the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) and Fornell-
Larcker criteria. Reliability was evaluated through factor loading, Cronbach's alpha, and
composite reliability, ensuring that the questionnaire accurately measured the intended

constructs.

3.4 Data Collection Procedure
The data collection for this study was conducted in two distinct phases to gather
comprehensive insights into the use of MMORPGs, specifically WoW, in language learning.
The first phase involved a quantitative approach using an online questionnaire distributed to

WoW players. The survey was initially sent to players within the researcher’s personal
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network and then expanded to the broader WoW community through Discord channels and
WoW forums. To ensure compliance with community guidelines, permission was obtained
from channel owners before posting the survey link. An incentive of one million in-game
gold was offered to encourage participation, with the data collection phase lasting
approximately 14 days.

The second phase focused on qualitative data through semi-structured interviews with
language teachers experienced in MMORPGs. Recruitment for these interviews was
conducted via Discord channels and Blizzard forums over a 20-day period. The interviews
aimed to explore the educators' perceptions of MMORPGs in promoting language
development and motivation, as well as to identify the specific features of these games that
could enhance language learning. The insights gained from these interviews provided a
deeper understanding of the potential benefits and drawbacks of using MMORPGs in
educational settings, contributing to a nuanced examination of their role in language

education.

3.5 Data Analysis Procedure
Quantitative data from the questionnaire were analyzed using descriptive statistics and
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) to validate the factor structure. Qualitative data from
interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis to identify common themes and unique
insights. CFA, part of the structural equation modeling framework, was used to validate the
theoretical constructs derived from the questionnaire. This process involved model
specification, identification, parameter estimation, model testing, modification, and
interpretation. Thematic analysis, based on Braun and Clarke's (2006) method, was used to
identify patterns within the qualitative data. This process involved familiarization, coding,
theme development, theme review, theme definition, and reporting. This approach provided
nuanced insights into language teachers' perspectives, complementing the quantitative
findings. By combining these methods, the study achieved a detailed understanding of how

MMORPGs like WoW can influence language learning and motivation.
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4. Results

4.1 Player Motivations, Interactions and Engagement in the Gaming Environment
The analysis delved into various domains of the gaming experience—Achievement, Social,
and Immersion—each further segmented into specific sub-themes that illuminate player
motivations, interactions, and engagements within the virtual gaming world.

Achievement focuses on players' ambitions for mastery and dominance within the
game. This factor includes constant progression through the acquisition of top gear and
meticulous experience optimization. Enthusiasts are drawn to the intricate game mechanics,
often conducting detailed research before developing their characters. Additionally, the thrill
of competition plays a significant role, encompassing strategic gameplay and, at times,
manipulative tactics aimed at dominating others.

Social captures the fabric of interactions and relationships woven into the game. It
explores meaningful conversations, friendships forged, and emotional support exchanged
within the virtual environment. The dynamics between group and solo play reflect players'
virtual personas and real-world alignments, while teamwork emphasizes leadership roles and
collaborative dynamics within group settings.

Immersion reflects players' aspirations for a vivid and engaging gaming experience. It
highlights the joy of discovery as players explore and map uncharted territories. Role-
playing involves experimenting with diverse character roles and contributing to evolving
narratives. Customization is central to tailoring the gaming experience to personal
preferences, while escapism offers a refuge from real-life stressors, allowing players to fully
immerse themselves in a fantasy realm.

The subsequent statistical analysis (see Table 2) sheds light on respondents’ levels of

agreement with each factor and sub-factor.

Table 2.
Descriptive Statistics Regarding Each Component of the Scale
N Minimum  Maximum Mean Std. Skewness Kurtosis
Deviation

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic ~ Statistic Std. Statistic Std.
Error Error
Advancement 200 8.00 18.00 13.03 2.73064 .046 172 -1.153 342
Mechanics 200 2.00 7.00 3.93 1.48384 .169 172 -1.225 .342
Competition 200 10.00 28.00 22.08 4.04470 -.866 172 .877 .342
Socializing 200 5.00 19.00 9.79 3.44417 761 172 -.333 .342
Relationship 200 4.00 14.00 8.96 2.18915 .049 172 -.678 .342
Teamwork 200 8.00 15.00 10.98 1.61637 .300 172 =771 .342
Discovery 200 3.00 10.00 5.79 1.47879 .763 172 .949 342
Role-Playing 200 5.00 20.00 13.73 2.86499 .380 172 272 342
Customization 200 2.00 10.00 7.61 1.58444 -.992 172 1.596 342
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Escapism 200 4.00 13.00 6.54 2.34004 .962 172 .284 .342
Achievement 200 21.00 50.00 39.05 6.65801 -.520 172 102 .342
Social 200 21.00 40.00 29.73 3.98171 310 72 -.200 .342
Immersion 200 19.00 47.00 33.67 5.60250 .659 72 404 .342
Valid N 200

The data regarding various facets of player motivations and interactions within the
gaming environment revealed insightful patterns across different dimensions. Players highly
value meaningful conversations, friendships, and humor in group chats, with means of 1.915,
1.63, and 1.93 respectively. However, they also show a preference for solo gameplay
(Mean=3.005), alongside a need for effective group leadership (Mean=2.75) and a tendency
to follow rather than lead (Mean=2.645).

In terms of power and goal setting, players enjoy feeling powerful (Mean=1.62) and
dealing damage (Mean=1.43), but are less focused on goal-setting (Mean=1.56). They find
game mechanics moderately fascinating (Mean=1.86) and do not perceive the game as
overly complicated (Mean=3.515). Exploration and escapism are appreciated, with players
valuing exploration (Mean=2.12) and immersion in a fantasy world (Mean=1.495) for stress
relief (Mean=1.55), though they do not use games to forget real-life problems (Mean=1.67).

Role-playing and competition show varied responses. Players positively respond to
trying new roles (Mean=2.71) and being part of a story (Mean=2.23), with a neutral stance
towards extensive role-playing (Mean=3.2). Competitive behaviors such as manipulation
(Mean=3.61) and domination (Mean=2.94) are generally disliked, while player-killing elicits
mixed reactions (Mean=4.24). Overall, players demonstrate a preference for social
interaction, exploration, and escapism in gaming, exhibit competency in leadership but often
prefer collaborative roles. They enjoy power dynamics and immersive experiences but are
less goal-focused and tend to avoid competitive and manipulative behaviors. These insights

are crucial for game developers aiming to enhance player experiences.

4.2 Measurement Model Evaluation

4.2.1 Achievement Factor: The measurement model for Achievement was assessed using
CFA. Factor loadings and t-values were examined (see Figure 1). Items such as A10, All,
Al4, Al5, Al6, A33, A34, A35, and A36 showed strong factor loadings (>0.7) and

significant t-values (p < 0.01), confirming their suitability for measuring the latent construct.
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Figure 1.
Testing the Measurement Model of Achievement
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Note: Al to A39 represents the items used in the questionnaire.

The study's measurement analysis revealed strong reliability across constructs, as
indicated by Achievement's composite reliability exceeding 0.70. Convergent validity was
robust, supported by Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values above 0.50. Discriminant
validity was confirmed through the Fornell-Larcker criterion, showing that the square roots
of AVE exceeded inter-construct correlations. The measurement model's quality, assessed
by the Cross Validity Composite (CV Com) index, demonstrated positive values, affirming
good predictive ability. Additionally, Second Order CFA results substantiated the higher-
level construct (Achievement) with favorable factor loadings (>0.65) and significant t-

values.

4.2.2 Social Factor Measurement Model
Similar analyses were conducted for the Social factor (see Figure 2). Items like Al, A3, A6,
A7, A2, A4, A8, A9, and A23 exhibited strong factor loadings and significant t-values,

confirming their precision.
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Figure 2.
Testing the Social Measurement Model
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The analysis of measurement properties revealed robust findings across several
dimensions. Composite reliability for all sub-factors (Socializing, Relationship, Teamwork)
exceeded 0.70, indicating strong reliability. Convergent validity was supported by Average
Variance Extracted (AVE) values above 0.50 for all factors, confirming convergent validity.
Discriminant validity was established through the Fornell-Larcker criterion, where the
square roots of AVE surpassed inter-construct correlations. The measurement model
exhibited good predictive quality, as evidenced by positive values in the CV Com index.
Additionally, Second Order CFA results substantiated the higher-level construct (Social)
with robust factor loadings and significant t-values.

4.2.3 Immersion Factor Measurement Model
Analysis (see Figure 3) showed that most items (except A22, and A30) had strong factor
loadings and significant t-values, confirming their accuracy in measuring the latent

construct.
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Figure 3.
Testing the Immersion Measurement Model
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The analysis across multiple dimensions of measurement yielded robust results.
Composite reliability for all sub-factors (Discovery, Role-Playing, Customization,
Escapism) surpassed 0.70, indicating high reliability. Convergent validity was affirmed by
Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values exceeding 0.50 for all factors, confirming
convergent validity. Discriminant validity was substantiated through the Fornell-Larcker
criterion, where the square roots of AVE exceeded inter-construct correlations. The
measurement model demonstrated good predictive ability with positive values in the CV
Com index. Second Order CFA results supported the higher-level construct (Immersion)
with strong factor loadings and significant t-values. Overall, these findings validate the
theoretical framework and underscore the strong reliability, convergent validity,
discriminant validity, and overall model quality of the Achievement, Social, and Immersion

factors measured in this research.

4.3 Language Teacher Perspectives on the Role of MMORPGs in Language
Development and Motivation

The section delves deeply into their perceptions regarding the integration of MMORPGs into

language learning contexts. The study, driven by the second research question, "How do

language teachers perceive the efficacy of MMORPGs in promoting language development
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and motivation?", seeks to provide a nuanced understanding of how these educators perceive
MMORPGs as tools for language education.

Five experienced language teachers, each with a minimum of 2-3 years of teaching
experience and at least six months of MMORPG gameplay experience, were interviewed.
These teachers represent a diverse range of educational backgrounds and geographical
locations, offering varied perspectives on the topic. Structured around open-ended questions,
the interviews aimed to elicit detailed insights into several key areas: the perceived
effectiveness of MMORPGs in enhancing language skills and motivation, the advantages
and drawbacks of using MMORPGs in language learning, and the specific game features
deemed most beneficial for language development.

The qualitative data gathered through these interviews underwent thematic analysis,
identifying recurring themes and patterns across participants' responses. Several prominent
themes emerged from this analysis. Teachers observed that MMORPGs have significant
potential for immersion and engagement, noting that these games can immerse players in
language-rich environments and enhance engagement through gameplay dynamics.
Enthusiastic proponents highlighted how the excitement of gameplay might motivate
learners to use the target language more actively.

Concerns were also raised about the quality and nature of language exposure in
MMORPGs. Some participants, particularly skeptical observers and cautious educators,
questioned whether the informal and slang-ridden nature of language in these games
provides optimal conditions for learning standard language forms. Discussions also touched
upon the potential downside of MMORPGs, such as their addictive nature and the risk of
learners prioritizing gameplay over language learning goals, with skeptical observers voicing
concerns about balancing gaming enjoyment with educational outcomes.

Another theme was the context for authentic, social interaction, with many participants
highlighting MMORPGs' potential to facilitate real-time communication in the target
language. Collaborative gameplay necessitates communication among players, offering
valuable language practice opportunities. Despite these benefits, educators emphasized the
need for structured language instruction alongside game-based learning, viewing
MMORPGs as supplementary tools that should complement, rather than replace, traditional

teaching methods.
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Participants also raised concerns about the potential misuse or misunderstanding of
language, noting that the unstructured nature of MMORPG language exposure might lead to
the acquisition of non-standard language patterns. Both skeptical observers and cautious
educators stressed the importance of guidance to ensure that language learning goals are met
effectively. Overall, while the study revealed a spectrum of perspectives on using
MMORPGs in language education, there was a general consensus on their ability to engage
learners and foster authentic language use, coupled with concerns about their impact on
language quality and educational focus. These findings underscore the importance of
thoughtful integration and pedagogical support when using MMORPGs in language
teaching, emphasizing their role as supplementary tools within a broader educational

framework.

5. Discussion

The potential of MMORPGs to facilitate language learning is significantly tied to SDT's
three components: competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The findings suggest that players
who experience a sense of achievement (competence), enjoy the freedom to explore and
make decisions in the game (autonomy), and feel a connection with other players
(relatedness) are more likely to engage deeply in the game. This engagement can, in turn,
provide rich opportunities for language use and development. In line with the first research
question, the participants revealed a rich tapestry of motivations and behaviors centered
around competence and achievement, as indicated by the responses to the statements "I like
to dominate other characters/players" (A34) and "I can’t stand those people who only care
about leveling" (A13). Players derive significant satisfaction from reaching goals, acquiring
superior gear, and optimizing their characters' abilities. This aligns with educational theories
such as Vygotsky's (1978) Zone of Proximal Development, highlighting the human drive to
progress and achieve.

The findings also paint a multifaceted picture of competition. In line with Dornyei
(2001) who focused on the role of varied motivational strategies, the variation found in the
current study mirrors the range of learner profiles in educational settings, suggesting that
both competitive and non-competitive learning opportunities are essential in MMORPGs to
cater to all players so that every player finds their niche. Moreover, some players adopt an

analytical approach to understanding game mechanics, paralleling how language learners
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might dissect grammatical structures and syntax. Consistent with the concept of task in task-
based language teaching (TBLT) (Ellis, 2017), the aforementioned finding suggests that
MMORPGs can serve as a model for gamified educational experiences, where the analysis
of complex systems in games translates to an effective strategy for language acquisition.
Beyond the overt gameplay, a subset of players deeply engages with the game's underlying
systems. This analytical mindset can be leveraged in language learning, where dissecting
linguistic structures and understanding semantic nuances become analogous to mastering
game mechanics.

The concept of competence, an essential pillar of SDT, is highlighted within
MMORPGs through the gaming mechanisms that typically involve goal-setting, problem-
solving, and the need to master specific skills. Players often strive to enhance their
characters' abilities, obtain rare items, or complete challenging quests, all of which cater to
their need for competence (Ryan et al., 2006). The rise of MMORPGs and the intricate dance
of competence and achievement within them indicate a shift towards more dynamic,
interactive, and learner-centric approaches in education, corroborating with the findings of
Lapadat (2023). Understanding and embracing these shifts enable educators to develop
teaching methods that resonate with contemporary learners, ensuring their relevance and
effectiveness in today's and tomorrow's educational landscape.

In addition to competence, the role of autonomy in MMORPGs should be emphasized.
The findings also indicate that many players value the freedom to explore the game world
(A20) and engage in role-playing (A28). They also showed interest in understanding
themselves better through gameplay (A22). On one hand, these elements correspond to the
autonomy component of SDT and could stimulate intrinsic motivation, thereby enriching the
language learning process. On the other hand, they are in alignment with self-paced, more
flexible, and individualized learning (Reinders & Wattana, 2015). However, the element of
escapism (A24, A26, A27, and A25) presents a double-edged sword. While it allows learners
to immerse themselves in a fantasy world where they can use the target language, excessive
escapism could potentially interfere with real-world responsibilities, including traditional
classroom learning. The autonomy provided in MMORPGs is much more than just character
movements or in-game decisions. It is about crafting narratives, creating identities, and
living out countless lives. As players engage with the game world, as evidenced by their

affinity for exploration (A20) and role-playing (A28), they are not just navigating virtual
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landscapes; they are navigating linguistic terrains. Each conversation, each quest, and each
interaction become an opportunity for spontaneous language practice, a playground where
trial and error in language use is not just permitted but encouraged.

The aspect of social interaction, in turn, presents intriguing possibilities for language
learning. Players reported having meaningful conversations with others (A1), and some even
discussed personal issues (A6). These interactions suggest that MMORPGs provide a social
environment where language can be used authentically and meaningfully, all reminiscent of
the concept of relatedness in SDT. However, the results also show that not all players enjoy
this social aspect, as indicated by the responses to "I find myself soloing a lot" (A4). This
inclination highlights the need to consider individual preferences when integrating
MMORPGs into language learning, ensuring both social and solo activities are available.
MMORPGs serve as platforms where players from different backgrounds, cultures, and
languages converge, making them melting pots of linguistic diversity. When players report
having meaningful conversations (A1), it is not just idle chat; it is an authentic linguistic
exchange happening in real-time. In agreement with Karlik (2023), such interactions offer
players the unique opportunity to use language in its most organic form, devoid of the
structured confines of a classroom. For learners, this translates to real-world language
practice, where they not only learn new words but also the cultural nuances, idioms, and
colloquialisms that textbooks often miss.

Our findings align with the extensive body of research demonstrating the positive
impact of MMORPGs on language development (Bondareva & Potemkina, 2021; Janebi
Enayat & Haghighatpasand, 2019; Peterson, 2012; Sylvén & Sundqvist, 2012; Winaldo &
Oktaviani, 2022; Zheng et al., 2015). MMORPGs provide an immersive, context-rich
environment that facilitates the development of vocabulary, grammar and syntax, pragmatic
competence, and receptive and productive language skills. Furthermore, the social nature of
MMORPGs fosters relatedness, one of the key components of SDT. Players often form
teams or guilds, work together to achieve common objectives, and engage in casual
conversations, all of which cultivate a sense of belonging and connectedness (Zheng et al.,
2015).

As regards the second research question, the findings highlight the potential of
MMORPGs as effective tools for language learning from the perspectives of both EFL

learners and teachers. Quantitative data indicate a positive correlation between MMORPG
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usage and improvements in language skills and motivation to learn English. This finding is
consistent with the motivational principles of SDT, particularly the elements of intrinsic
motivation and autonomy, as described by Ryan and Deci (2000). MMORPGs allow learners
to engage with language at their own pace and according to their interests, fostering intrinsic
motivation. This intrinsic motivation to improve can be a powerful driver for language
development, as supported by Dérnyei and Ushioda (2021).

Qualitative data, on the other hand, provide deeper insights, with teachers emphasizing
the ability of MMORPGs to promote authentic communication in the target language, a key
aspect of communicative language teaching. This finding also aligns with the SDT concept
of relatedness, which involves feeling connected to others. MMORPGs facilitate
connections and communication among players, enhancing motivation and meaningful
language learning. Teachers also highlighted the crucial role of their involvement in
MMORPG-based language learning, which supports the SDT concept of competence, where
learners need to feel effective and capable. Teachers can guide and scaffold learners, helping
them navigate language use in MMORPGs and achieve a sense of accomplishment.

Despite these potential benefits, the integration of MMORPGs into formal education
is not without challenges. A significant obstacle lies in aligning the game's content with
curricular objectives (Godwin-Jones, 2014; Hickey et al., 2009; Yasar, 2018). Classroom
administration during MMORPG gameplay may be challenging, and the time commitment
required to make significant progress in MMORPGs could put an excessive burden on
students (Robertson & Howells, 2008; Whang & Chang, 2004). Furthermore, using
MMORPGs as extracurricular activities may exacerbate the digital divide and make it
difficult to evaluate their educational value (Halverson, 2005; van Dijk & Hacker, 2003).
Considering these challenges and the potential benefits, it appears that the optimal
application of MMORPGs in education is not yet fully realized. Other potential challenges,
such as exposure to non-standard language patterns and the addictive nature of video games,
were noted, emphasizing the need for a balanced approach that supports healthy motivation,
as advocated by SDT. Teachers' concerns about the potentially addictive nature of video
games and their possible distraction from formal language learning highlight the importance
of fostering healthy motivation and balancing autonomy with structure. This balanced
approach aligns with the principles of SDT and is crucial for creating an optimal learning

environment that supports intrinsic motivation. It is worth noting that teachers' worries about
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the potential for games to distract from learning and lead to addiction resonate with the
concerns raised by Griffiths (2000) about the potentially addictive nature of video games.
This fact underscores the need for a balanced and judicious approach to the integration of
MMORPGs in language learning, aligning with the discussion by Cornillie et al. (2012) on
the need for pedagogical framing in game-based language learning.

The qualitative findings also underscore the need for combining MMORPG-based
learning with traditional language instruction. This multifaceted approach is necessary for
addressing the complexities of language learning and aligns with SDT principles, which
advocate for supportive conditions that foster intrinsic motivation. Teachers' insights also
stress the importance of providing learners with explanations of game-specific jargon and
scaffolding their interactions, which enhances their competence and autonomy.

Overall, MMORPGs have the potential to be powerful tools for language learning by
fostering intrinsic motivation through autonomy, competence, and relatedness. However,
their effective use requires careful integration with traditional instruction and support from
teachers to address challenges and maximize benefits. The study's findings affirm the
theoretical frameworks of SDT and sociocultural theory, providing a nuanced understanding

of MMORPGsS' role in language learning.

6. Conclusions and Implications

MMORPGs can function as a potent adjunct to traditional language teaching methods,
creating immersive, engaging, and socially interactive environments that can enrich the
process of language learning. However, while the potential benefits are considerable, there
are several notable challenges associated with the use of MMORPGs in language learning.
This condition echoes the concerns raised in the literature review and underscores the
importance of a balanced and judicious approach to the integration of MMORPGs into
language learning curricula. The findings have some implications for the field of EFL
instruction, particularly for educators seeking to incorporate technology and gaming into
their pedagogical practices. For educators, the study highlights the potential of MMORPGs
as not just recreational activities but as valuable tools for language instruction. The
immersive environments, engaging gameplay mechanics, and socially interactive aspects of
MMORPGs can offer unique opportunities for language practice. This study also adds to the

growing body of literature on MMORPGs and language learning by examining the role of
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motivational processes in this context. However, more research is needed to explore the
optimal ways to incorporate MMORPGs into language learning, whether in the curriculum
or as an extracurricular activity.

While this study offers significant insights into the potential of MMORPGs in
language learning, the small number of participants limits the extent to which the results can
be generalized. Moreover, the study was conducted over a limited time period, not capturing
the potential longitudinal impacts of using MMORPGs for language learning or the possible
evolution in participants' experiences or perceptions over an extended period. Additionally,
the study primarily relied on self-reported data from participants which may introduce bias,
as participants might over- or under-estimate their language improvement or motivation.
Future research could use more objective measures of language improvement or incorporate

other data sources to triangulate findings and mitigate this limitation.
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Appendix

The Scale of Motivations for Play in Online Games (Yee, 2006)

Instruction: Please read the following statements and choose the response that best corresponds to

your opinions and attitudes using the following response categories:

1 = Strongly Agree, 2 = Agree, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Disagree, 5= Strongly Disagree.

&

< a)

) - 8| =

2le|S|5|2

S15|3|8|8

hl|<|z|a|&

1. I find myself having meaningful conversations with others. 1123|415
2. I usually don’t chat much with group members. 1112|3415
3. | have made some good friends in the game. 1123|465
4. | find myself soloing a lot. 112(3|4]|5
5. 1 like to say funny things in group/guild chat. 112(3|4]|5
6. | talk to my friends in the game about personal issues. 112|345
7. Friends in the game have offered me support when | had a RL problem or crisis. 1123|415
8. 1 am an effective group leader. 112|3|4]|5
9. I would rather follow than lead. 112(3|4]|5
10. I like to feel powerful in the game. 112|345
11. Doing massive amounts of damage is very satisfying. 1123|415
12. | constantly try to set and reach goals. 1123|415
13. I can’t stand those people who only care about leveling. 112(3|4]|5
14. 1t’s very important to me to get the best gear available. 1123|415
15. I try to optimize my XP gain as much as possible. 1123|415
16. I’'m fascinated by the game mechanics, and love charts and tables. 1123|415
17. 1 research everything about a class before starting the character. 112(3|4]|5
18. Class-balancing or realm-balancing issues do not interest me. 1123|415
19. This game is too complicated. 1123|415
20. | like wandering and exploring the world. 1123|415
21. I would make maps if they weren’t available. 1123|415
22. | have learned things about myself from playing the game. 112(3|4]|5
23. | understand real-life group dynamics much more after playing the game. 112|3|4]|5
24. 1 like the escapism aspect of the game. 1123|415
25. | like to be immersed in a fantasy world. 112(3|4]|5
26. Playing the game lets me vent and relieve stress from the day. 112|3|4]|5
27. Playing the game lets me forget some of the real- life problems | have. 112|3|4]|5
28. I like to try out new roles and personalities with my characters. 1123|465
29. The way | am in the game is the way | am in real life. 1123|465
30. People who role-play extensively bother me. 112|3|4]|5
31. | like the feeling of being part of a story. 112(3|4]|5
32. I make up stories and histories for my characters. 1123|465
33. I like to manipulate other people so they do what | want them to. 1123|465
34. 1 like to dominate other characters/players. 1123|465
35. | like to taunt or annoy other players. 112|3|4]|5
36. | scam other people out of their money or equipment. 112(3|4]|5
37. 1 beg for money or items in the game. 1123|465
38. It’s important to me to achieve things with as little help from other people as possible.| 1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5
39. I am uninterested in player-killing. 112(3|4]|5
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