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Introduction and background to the study
The study was conducted in one of  the regions of  a war-torn country, Ukraine. 
The region is Transcarpathia, which is the westernmost territory of  the coun-
try bordering Hungary, Slovakia and Romania. The research was carried out in 
january, 2023. Children study mainly english as a foreign language. The number 
of  weekly hours is presented in Table 1 (Huszti 2020). There were daily air raid 
alarms in the region because of  the war that had been going on in the country 
since 24 february, 2022. According to the safety regulations, children have to leave 
their classrooms with their teachers and go to the bomb shelter of  the school the 
moment they hear the sirens, and stay there until the alarm is off. Sometimes it 
means an hour, at other times it can last two or three hours (Huszti, Bárány, lech-
ner, & fábián 2023).  If  the children are lucky, there is internet access in the shel-
ter and they can use their digital devices for learning purposes. However, if  there 
is a power shortage, the internet is not available, so then it is the time for applying 
traditional games for language learning that do not require electricity.

table 1. Number of  eFl lessons per week (one lesson lasts 45 minutes) 
(Source: huszti 2020)

Class / age of  yl Number of  weekly lessons

5 / 10-11 3

6 / 11-12 2

7 / 12-13 2

We describe this context as extreme circumstances because the conditions 
among which our children learn in the schools throughout the country are far 
from being normal or usual (e.g. hearing air raid sirens and moving to bomb 
shelters, or frequent power shortages causing internet inaccessibility, etc.).
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literature review
Butler (2019) defines young language learners as children aged 5-15 who are 
learning a second language or a foreign language. This age group of  language 
learners is especially keen on playing games inside and outside the classroom 
with educational or simply entertainment purposes. games intrinsically mo-
tivate, increase interest and engage; for this reason, they have always played a 
crucial role in teaching yl. In efl teaching, games are used to more effectively 
teach vocabulary, grammar and to develop language skills, but they also improve 
student interaction, self-confidence and learning attitude. The introduction of  
gamification apps into education has extended the opportunities of  both teach-
ers and learners making the educational process more enjoyable and engaging. 
The positive outcomes of  the games have already been proved, however, in 
order to use the apps, one needs good internet access and technical devices that 
may not be available to all learners. In addition, it was found that the interrup-
tion of  the internet can reduce learners’ motivation and interest. In a period in 
the life of  a country which is problematic (epidemic, pandemic and periods of  
war), online educational games can be a special tool to assist learning. 

Games and gamification
latkovska and Cine (2022) claim that it is the foreign language teachers’ duty 
to create appropriate conditions in the classroom for learners to be able to 
learn and communicate in the language. The authors emphasize that one pos-
sible solution for this demanding task can be the application of  games in the 
fl classroom. We identify with the definition of  a game given by Hays (2005) 
in that a game is ‘an artificially constructed, competitive activity with a specific 
goal, a set of  rules and constraints that is located in a specific context’ (p. 15).

latkovska and Cine (2022) also suggest that nowadays gamification is 
used by teachers as a variation of  playing conventional educational games. 
Kapp (2012, p. 10) defines gamification as ‘using game-based mechanics, aes-
thetics and game thinking to engage people, motivate action, promote learn-
ing, and solve problems’. With the help of  this, pupils become motivated and 
interested in the lesson without actually playing a game (Altuntas 2020; drei-
mane 2019) because gamification can turn the learning process into ‘playing’ 
(latkovska & Cine 2023).

gamification involves such elements into the teaching and learning 
process as achievement badges and prizes, giving and tracking points, score-
boards and discussion boards, progress bars, levels, flexible goals, quizzes, 
problem-solving, time limits, etc. In addition, by making the lesson gamified, 
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the students feel the excitement of  the game, gain practical knowledge, and 
the learning process does not stop in the meantime (gonzález-gonzález & 
Navarro-Adelantado 2020; dreimane 2019; Ingwersen 2017).

Today, it is trendy in education to practice the concept of  gamification, 
as it helps to motivate students with playful elements (Pfeiffer et al. 2020). 
Huang (2023) adds that badges and rewards as gamification elements support 
and maintain students’ engagement in games and may ‘meet their desire for 
recognition’ (p. 137). The motivation enhanced by gamification elements ap-
pearing in efl lessons allows students to find their interests and learn more 
about them (Pfeiffer et al. 2020) while learning english.

traditional and digital games in foreign language learning
dalton (2005) states that

a game is a type of  language activity involving a competitive element 
and/or scoring (either of  individuals or of  teams). Both games and lan-
guage activities encourage a more relaxed atmosphere and provide con-
textualization of  the language elements being learned, but games add 
the competitive element, whereas non-game language activities tend to 
be more cooperative (p. 4).
In Vernon’s (2009) view, games are an effective tool to teach vocabulary to 

yl. She justifies her opinion by the fact that children enjoy themselves and pay 
more attention in the games-based classroom and they feel and do better during 
and after the game. Bakhsh (2016) also supports this idea and points out that 
games help yl during their language learning, making classes entertaining and 
sustaining children’s effort and interest. The ground for meaningful communica-
tion in the classroom is created with the help of  games where yl communicate 
before, during, and after the game (Wright, Betteridge, & Buckby 2005).

Butler (2019) defines digital games as “games played through any digital 
device, including computers, videos, tablets and mobile phones” (p. 305). In 
accordance with this definition, Hanghøj, Kabel and jensen (2022) apply the 
term ‘digital games’ to refer to “any type of  game played on an electronic 
device (computers, phones, consoles, and handheld devices). In this way, the 
term ‘digital games’ includes video games and computer games” (p. 3). Plass, 
Homer and Kinzer (2015) describe digital games as having aims, interactive 
challenges, rules, feedback systems, narrative structures, and outcomes.

However, Bakhsh (2016) warns that teachers should bear in mind 
that although yl love playing games, they should never be overused in the 
classroom. He agrees with Huyen and Nga (2003) in that only appropriately  
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selected games that correspond to the learners’ level, interest and context can 
actually contribute to their learning. Bakhsh (2016) also adds that “any game 
can be effective when it is used suitably to the topic and is controlled by a wise 
and skilled teacher” (p. 125).

research methodology: 
participants, research instrument and procedure

A total of  175 learners completed the questionnaire, 71 (40%) boys and 104 
(60%) girls between the age from 9 to 12. More than half  of  the respondents 
92 (53%) started learning english in schools and only 11 respondents (6%) 
started learning the language between the ages of  1 and 3. To collect quanti-
tative data, a questionnaire was designed. It consisted of  23 items. The first 
part of  the questionnaire enquired about the learners’ personal data, like age, 
gender, and the form they study at. The second part of  the instrument deals 
with the use of  traditional games and digital games. This part of  the ques-
tionnaire also investigates why learners like to play traditional games and also 
seeks answers to why digital games appeal to them. The questionnaires were 
completed online in january and february 2023. One hundred and seventy-
five (175) responses were received, giving a response rate of  43%. This is an 
exceptionally good result in the current situation in Ukraine, amidst long and 
frequent power cuts. Completion of  the questionnaires was entirely anony-
mous and voluntary.

research findings and their discussion
We considered it to be important to find out how much time children spend 
playing computer and phone games every day in the current situation in 
Ukraine. As can be seen diagram 1, the majority of  children spend a relatively 
large amount of  time playing digital games. More than half  of  the respond-
ents play 1-2 hours a day, while one third of  the children spend more than 3-4 
hours playing. And it is very thought-provoking that 7% of  children spend 
more than 6 hours a day in front of  a screen.

We also examined who the children like to play with the most, since 
playing is a social interaction, a competitive activity. As the results show, 
children mostly enjoy playing with friends while 29% prefer to play alone. 
19% of  the children play with their siblings.

due to the limited length of  the present paper, we do not want to 
discuss the negative sides of  digital games, but we would definitely like to 
mention that digital games can improve social skills. There are many proso-
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cial games that encourage the social aspect of  gaming. Some games involve 
cooperating with other players and talking to them via text or voice chat. This 
can improve communication skills and encourage social interaction. This is a 
factor that foreign language teachers cannot ignore.

Diagram 1. time spent playing games on digital devices daily

As can be seen in diagram 2, students have excellent opportunities in learning 
english as a foreign language, since the largest part of  the respondents, 127 
students, play digital games in english. This is particularly interesting because 
more children play games in english than games in Hungarian, which is their 
mother tongue. This can be explained by the fact that english-language games 
are available in a great variety and are probably more fashionable among 
children due to the Internet and advertisements. Interestingly enough, this 
finding contradicts the results of  Butler (2023), who found that Chinese 
children rather play games in their mother tongue.

The learners were asked whether they played digital games at school 
during english classes or whether they played such games at home for the 
purpose of  learning a foreign language. The results are remarkable: 83% of  
learners do not play digital games in english lessons, while 73% of  them do 
play them at home to learn a foreign language. This has a very important 
message for teachers. Children love and enjoy digital games, which is why 
teachers must consciously pay attention to showing children age-appropriate, 
motivating games that develop language skills.
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Diagram 2. languages used while playing digital games

Conclusions and pedagogical implications
Based on our research results, the following have been concluded:
• Playing games at home/at school can increase learners’ motivation to 

learn english.
• In today's modern world, digital games are playing an increasingly im-

portant role in children's language learning, and teachers need to be more and 
more informed in this area to support their learners.

• Traditional games prevail at the efl lessons. We believe that in the 
current war-torn situation in Ukraine, teachers prioritise traditional games 
over digital ones because they can help children interact with their peers in a 
lively way, forgetting the stress of  everyday life.

• The time spent on playing digital games for the majority of  the re-
spondents varies between 1-2 hours, but a considerable number of  the re-
spondents spend too much time playing games on digital devices, mainly with 
friends or alone. 

• The main reasons for playing traditional games are connected with the 
absence of  strain on the eyes, the necessity to think, the possibility to move 
around and live connection with the playmate(s).

• The following pedagogical implications can be drawn:
• Teachers should draw learners’ attention to the time they can spend 

playing digital games and should teach them to limit the amount of  time spent 
on playing games using different devices.
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• The use of  digital games in english language instruction could be 
a useful strategy for enhancing the efficiency of  traditional english lessons 
while bringing life to them. 

• english language teachers now need to put additional emphasis on 
introducing children to useful, age-appropriate digital games and apps that 
can develop language skills besides formal education.
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