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Abstract

The rapid evolution of technology has afforded students the opportunity to explore new
pedagogies for learning English as a foreign language (EFL). This study focuses on exploring
and understanding how foreign language teaching can be integrated with informal learning
through the use of web-based role-playing simulations. The data gathered from two survey
questionnaires were analyzed to serve the research purposes. The findings indicate that
students enjoyed the immersive and interactive nature of a computer simulation that allowed
them to interact with native speakers, and they thought that it improved their motivation to
learn English. The results also suggest that engaging EFL students in authentic social
interaction provides many benefits for developing their communicative competencies and
promoting their interest in foreign language learning.
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1. Introduction

With the availability of computers and the Internet, learning environments are increasingly
becoming more diverse and interesting. Over the past decade, online role-playing simulations
have been used more and more frequently in a variety of educational contexts and disciplines
including second and foreign language teaching (De Freitas, 2007). There are a number of
pedagogical reasons for this growing utilization of online role-playing games. For example,
in the case of language acquisition, simulation and gaming can compensate for the limitations
of a traditional instructor-led course by allowing other language teaching methodologies to be
introduced and experienced (Zheng et al., 2009). Similarly, the opportunity for EFL students
to read, write and discuss issues within an authentic context helps them to acquire the
language skills in an engaging and creative way.

The term informal learning first appeared in Knowles’ book Informal Adult Education (1950).
Since then, many authors have written about informal learning, offering their own views on
the subject. Rogers (2004) suggested that informal language learning is unplanned and
unpurposeful but it provides the most extensive learning as a result of daily life activities.
Based on the theory of informal language learning, language can be acquired unconsciously
and naturally outside of the traditional classroom setting through interaction with native
speakers (Bahrani & Tam, 2012). The typical formal learning environment is the classroom,
whereas the many informal learning environments include the home, museum, and
playgrounds. These days, the most popular informal learning spaces are virtual, such as blogs,
social networks, simulations, chats and so forth. Virtual informal learning environments
provide EFL students with authentic opportunities to acquire the language usage in a
nonthreatening environment (Vialpando et al., 2005).

Scholars and practitioners both agree that communicative competence must be successfully
demonstrated within true social contexts (Shih, Lin & Yang, 2007). However, many EFL
students lack access to native speakers for authentic communication (Chen, 2005). Due to its
interactive nature of communication, computer-simulated environments appear to offer a
good solution to the problem of a lack of language exposure beyond the classroom. Therefore,
the aim of this study was to explore and understand how foreign language teaching can be
integrated with informal learning through the creative use of web-based role-playing
simulations.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Informal Language Learning

Cross (2006) defined informal learning as spontaneous, unstructured learning through which
every individual acquires and gathers knowledge, skills, attitudes and insights from exposure
to the environment outside of school through various mass media. Based on this definition,
informal education is unorganized, unsystematic and even unintentional at times. According
to Marsick and Watkins (1990), formal learning is typically classroom-based, highly
structured and intentional. Other researchers (Merriam, Caffarella & Baumgartner, 2007)
have characterized formal and informal learning similarly. In formal learning situations, the
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students must set clear goals or objectives regarding what and how to learn. But in an
informal learning scenario, the students usually select something that interests them. There
are many platforms available for those seeking to learn informally. Social media and virtual
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Second Life offer many opportunities for such
informal learning.

The contrast between formal and informal instruction is also significant in debates around
methods for the successful acquisition of a foreign language. Lightbown and Spada (2013)
described informal language learning environments as the circumstances in which students
are exposed to the target language, and formal language learning environments as the
contexts in which the target language is being taught. In a formal language learning setting,
the emphasis is placed on the language itself. In contrast, in an informal language learning
setting, the emphasis is placed on meaning. In informal language learning contexts, students
interact with native speakers from the target language country, use different technologies at
home and work, watch movies, or listen to music as entertainment, all of which can lead to
learning the language (Bahrani & Tam, 2012). For example, EFL learners become indirectly
involved in the language learning process when they try to understand an English movie or
song.

2.2 Web-Based Role-Playing Simulations and Foreign Language Acquisition

As part of the general e-learning revolution, web-based education is rapidly becoming the
primary instrument of education supported by classroom environments. Role-playing
simulations, on the other hand, have long been used for recreational purposes. However, their
use to enhance learning and teaching is a recent development. Empirical studies have shown
that games and simulations can be effective tools for teaching complex subject matter (Garris,
Ahlers, & Driskell, 2002). Regarding EFL learning and instruction, online role-playing
simulations provide students with opportunities to interact with native speakers. This allows
them to develop their usage of English in a more natural context than a conventional
classroom setting can offer (Zheng et al., 2009). Research has confirmed that students’
satisfaction with learning in computer-simulated environments was high when engaged in
authentic contexts (Reeder, 2010; Schwienhorst, 2002). In addition, cross-cultural
communication becomes attainable in such environments (Barab et al., 2005). For these
reasons, an increasing number of language educators are starting to view the online gaming
environment as an active medium to supplement foreign language classes.

Several areas of interest have emerged for researchers who examine the effectiveness of
computer-simulated environments for learning a language. These include the importance of
the students’ wishes, feelings, and attitudes in the learning process (Reeder, 2010). As
discussed by Chen (2005), EFL students in countries where English is not the dominant
language do not have the opportunity to acquire authentic, social, and cultural experiences
within their educational circumstances. Simulations and gaming are able to bridge this gap
between language instruction and its practical application. Roed (2003) suggested that virtual
communities may provide a more relaxing and less stressful atmosphere than classrooms.
Many simulations are designed with the potential to create low anxiety environments that
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foster positive and effective learning atmospheres, thus permitting the participants to try new
behavioral patterns with a minimum of stress. This low level of inhibition and social anxiety
could encourage some EFL students to increase their language production, particularly
introverted students (Zheng et al., 2009).

Another element of simulations and gaming that optimizes the possibilities for language
acquisition is the interaction. According to Vygotsky (1978), interactions promote learning.
The exposure to authentic language input from computer-simulated environments not only
provides students with opportunities to utilize what they learned during classroom instruction,
but it also allows them to effectively communicate in a natural way. Kastoudi’s (2011)
findings suggest that it is worth creating virtual avatars for second language acquisition
because these avatars can be beneficial mostly for interaction, negotiation and communicative
competence.

2.3 Second Life as an EFL Learning Platform

Second Life (SL) is a web-based multi-user 3D virtual world developed by Linden Lab. Since
its launch in 2003, SL has drawn the attention of researchers and practitioners, including
foreign language educators by offering a variety of opportunities for interaction, a sense of
community, and self-building capabilities for the users (e.g., Hislope, 2008; Wang et al.,
2009). Some research studies have examined the effectiveness of teaching foreign languages
in SL. To illustrate, Petrakou (2010) designed an English language course in higher education
to allow students to practice their English with native speakers in the SL environment. The
study found that the virtual world provided enhanced interactivity because it allows for
synchronous communication and places the student in a spatial dimension. According to
Petrakou (2010), the advantages of using SL for EFL students include gaining access to
various online communities, interacting with different people from different countries and
experiencing other cultures. SL might serve as a good place for students to converse with
native speakers or other language students, especially those who are having difficulties in
communicating with others in English. Warburton (2009) believes that SL is particularly
appropriate for and relevant to teaching and learning foreign languages because it provides a
simulated environment in which students can immerse themselves in appropriate linguistic
learning contexts as well as interact and collaborate with others through text, voice, or video
to achieve complex goals. However, it can also foster synchronous communication with
native speakers in a fun and engaging way.

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Questions

To explore the benefit of using we-based role-playing simulations for foreign language
acquisition, the following questions were addressed:

1. What is the potential value of online role-playing simulations for EFL learning?

2. How can foreign language teaching be integrated with informal learning through the use of
online role-playing simulations?
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3. What are the students’ perspectives on the use of web-based simulation technologies for
foreign language acquisition?

3.2 Contexts and Participants

This study was conducted with the participation of 39 participants who were fourth-year
undergraduate students from a technical university in southern Taiwan. The study aimed to
collect the students’ feelings and attitudes towards the use of web-based role-playing
simulations in EFL writing lessons and to investigate the pedagogical value of simulation and
gaming to support foreign language learning from an informal learning perspective. SL was
chosen because it offers ample opportunities for active and interactive learning online. SL
allows players to create and customize their own avatars, explore different environments and
locations, socialize with other players, and participate in individual or group activities
(Blasing, 2010; Jin, 2011). The participating students were engaged in several free online
games within SL. Such a learning environment was contrasted with how English is taught in
the traditional classroom in Taiwan. 28 native speakers from an American school in Taiwan
were selected from a pool of 43 volunteers to interact with the participants online. The aim
was to provide Taiwanese students with opportunities to reinforce their English by
communicating synchronously with native speakers.

3.3 Instruments

The research data were collected from two online survey questionnaires. The first
questionnaire was designed to survey students’ initial impressions and experiences of SL,
while mainly focusing on the questions of general feelings, ease of use and motivation to
participate. The second questionnaire was designed to explore the students’ language learning
development by active interaction with native speakers on SL. To ensure the validity of both
survey questionnaires, two experienced teachers, who had previously taught students at the
same level were consulted, and they confirmed the validity of the questionnaires used in the
study.

3.4 Procedures

As none of the participants had previous exposure to SL, several training sessions were held
to familiarize students with the platform. The researcher was involved as a participant
researcher. At the beginning of the study, the first online survey inquiring about students’
initial impression on SL was administered to all participants. During the treatment period, a
class schedule was instituted to bring the participants and the selected native speakers into
several free adventure games within SL to communicate synchronously. In this virtual
environment, the students could create and modify their own avatars to take new experience
of different destinations within SL, such as Future City, Almost Wonderland, Elf Forest, and
so forth. They could also interact with other users through communication tools (e.g., text and
voice chats). Within SL, the students were required to only use English. By interacting with
other players, the students shared thoughts and offered opinions from their own cultural
experiences. The SL sessions were conducted twice a week in the computer lab and lasted 45
minutes. In addition to this, the students were encouraged to use SL on their home computers
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to experience new adventures and chat with native English speakers from all over the world.
The treatment lasted 10 weeks. At the end of the research, the second online survey was
conducted regarding the effects of the online role-playing simulations on the students’
language improvement.

4. Results

The primary goal of the first online questionnaire was to survey the participants’ initial
impression of and experiences with the online role-playing simulations. The survey consisted
of 10 statements and was a five-point Likert scale questionnaire. The survey asked the
participants to express their views about using SL as a language learning tool, with the
statement falling into three categories: (1) initial feelings, (2) ease of use, and (3) motivation
and excitement. The results of the first survey are summarized in Table 1 and indicated the
participants’ initial learning experience was positive.

Table 1. Students’ responses to the initial experiences using Second Life (SL) in an EFL
course

Statement Mean S.D. Meaning
Initial feelings

1. T felt comfortable using SL to interact with 4.02 0.86 Positive
others.

2. I felt relaxed and free in the online gaming 3.99 0.66 Positive
environment.

3. I enjoyed exploring various destinations in SL. 4.12 0.70 Positive
4. The online learning atmosphere was active and 3.87 0.71 Positive
real.

Ease of use

5. I found SL easy to use. 4.05 0.49 Positive
6. I found it easy to control the avatars. 4.00 0.71 Positive
7.1 found it easy to navigate in SL. 4.13 0.61 Positive
Motivation and excitement

8. Participation in role-playing games improved my 4.02 0.75 Positive
motivation to learn English.

9. I enjoyed using SL either for my personal 3.97 0.77 Positive
pleasure or for my studies.

10. I was excited to chat online with native 4.21 0.55 Positive
speakers.

Average 4.03 0.68 Positive

The participants’ language learning development and perceptions of SL as an EFL learning
platform were revealed through the second online survey questionnaire. The survey consisted
of 15 statements on a five-point Likert scale questionnaire. Of the 15 statements, 5 were
about the participants’ feelings towards interaction and role-playing through SL; 5 statements
investigated the participants’ language improvement after using SL as a language learning
platform; and 5 statements addressed the participants’ perceptions about learning English
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through SL, particularly with regard to the informal virtual learning environment and their
experiences. The analysis of the second survey also yielded positive results (Mean Score =
4.07), as indicated in Table 2.

Table 2. Students’ language learning development and perceptions of Second Life (SL) as an
EFL learning platform

Statement Mean  S.D. Meaning

Interaction & Role-Playing

1. I felt comfortable interacting with others through 4.01 0.77 Positive
online role-playing games.

2. Online role-playing simulations offered 4.22 0.69 Positive
opportunities for social interaction among a group
of people.

3. SL allowed me to interact with users from various  4.05 0.65  Positive
cultural backgrounds.

4. The interaction with other players helped to 3.98 0.83 Positive
improve my social and interpersonal skills.

5. Using avatars to interact online encouraged me to ~ 4.12 0.72 Positive

learn from native speakers.

Foreign Language Learning

6. The opportunities for authentic communication 3.92 0.66 Positive
helped me to become aware of my weaknesses in
English.

7. Chatting online in English helped me to 4.06 0.64 Positive
consolidate my vocabulary and learn new
expressions.

8. By communicating synchronously, the native 4.13 0.81 Positive
speakers provided me with immediate feedback on
my language usage.

9. The online learning mode enabled me to pay closer 4.21 0.63 Positive
attention to my English writing skills.

10. I believed I could chat fluently in English online 4.00 0.58  Positive

after experiencing the SL platform.

Perceptions & Attitudes

11. T found SL to be an effective language learning 4.25 0.76 Positive
platform.

12. SL provided me with the opportunity to learn 3.99 0.59 Positive
English in a more natural and less stressful

environment.

13. Participation in the role playing adventures 4.17 0.67  Positive
increased my desire to learn English.

14. Using SL as a language learning tool helped me to  4.04 0.80  Positive
cultivate a positive attitude toward web-based
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learning.

15. I enjoyed learning English in an informal language 3.97 0.69 Positive
learning environment.

Average 4.07 0.70 Positive

The results obtained from the second survey can be summarized as follows: the participants
emphasized that engaging in the online role-playing games enabled them to interact with
users from different cultural backgrounds and improve their communicative competencies.
Playing these games also helped them to consolidate their vocabulary and at the same time to
become more aware of their weaknesses in English. Most of the participants believed that the
interaction with players who were native-speakers helped them to pay closer attention to their
writing skills and provided them with immediate feedback on their language usage.
Additionally, they confirmed that communicating synchronously with native speakers
enabled them to learn new expressions and to be more confident when writing in English.
Overall, they found SL to be an effective language learning tool that helped them to cultivate
a positive attitude towards interactive web-based learning.

5. Discussion

From the perspective of the development and learning of a language, simulations and
role-playing are particularly interesting. They reproduce a realistic situation that requires the
understanding and use of the target language that is being acquired. Students engaging in the
online gaming environment were required to use English to interact with one another.
Through such practices, a greater awareness of English usage emerges. In this study, the
students confirmed that interacting with native speakers in the SL environment improved
their language usage skills. The interactive environment can support good language teaching
because it provides a platform for informal communication, and this flexibility can provide
advantages over a traditional lecture-based classroom.

Another benefit of using simulations in the EFL classroom is that students gained the ability
to communicate well in English through social interaction. The students believed that their
communicative competencies in English had improved after experiencing SL. The online
communication with native speakers not only helped raise the students’ awareness of their
weaknesses in English, but it also enabled them to produce the English language in an
authentic social context. Moreover, the authentic interactions in SL provide students with
opportunities to learn about other cultures and acquire the ability to communicate across
cultural frontiers.

In addition, the students expressed a high confidence in their use of English in computer
simulation. For example, the students felt comfortable using avatars to chat online with native
speakers. Their comfort and confidence play a critical role in improving fluency in a foreign
language. The students also developed a positive attitude toward learning the English
language. They perceived the use of online role-playing games as fun and simulating in
comparison to learning English in the classroom. An interesting aspect that emerged was the
reduction of some students’ anxiety about learning a foreign language. The results indicated
that virtual gaming environments can create a less stressful learning atmosphere than
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classrooms provide.

The positive opinion of this type of instruction in an EFL class confirmed the students’
readiness to engage in such avatar-meditated informal learning activities. The data showed
that the students enjoyed the interactive nature of SL and felt it increased their interest in
learning English. Most of the students perceived SL as a very effective tool to improve
learning a foreign language. However, some students did complain about problems related to
Internet speed and compatibility issues with SL. These technical problems have the potential
to discourage students from using SL as an online learning platform.

6. Conclusion

The findings in this study suggest that computer simulations and gaming can provide an
appealing, user-friendly, and relevant space in which authentic language learning can be
explored within an informal learning framework. In the computer-simulated environment, the
students have opportunities to interact with native speakers in many different contexts and
about many topics. This can fulfil the need to be exposed to varied input in the target
language. The exposure to authentic language input intensifies communication and enhances
opportunities for social and cultural interactions. This can be seen as a supplement to
conventional language learning environments that opens up opportunities to convey language
teaching in an exciting and interactive manner. Needless to say, EFL students can make use of
web-based role-playing simulations for language improvement in an informal learning
setting.

It is acknowledged that this study has several limitations. There is a need to further examine
the dynamics of interaction between the EFL and native-speaking students and the impacts of
these interactional patterns on the students’ actual learning. Because this study was conducted
with a small number of university students in southern Taiwan, the findings may not be
generalizable to other populations. Future research is suggested that involves students with
different backgrounds in different educational settings and over a much longer period.
Nevertheless, the results have shed some light on the potential of web-based role-playing
simulations for learning a foreign language.
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