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Abstract 

This paper focuses on finding out whether table-top role-playing games have a positive effect on 

the four language skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking) when used to teach English as a 

Foreign Language, as well as any possible difference between the results of the experiment 

between male and female learners. After examining the theoretical background of role play and its 

use in English Language Teaching and explaining what table-top role-play is and how else it can 

be used aside from entertainment, the paper presents a small-scale experiment conducted in a 

foreign language school. The research included a pre-test and post-test of one control group which 

did not participate in table-top role-playing games and an experimental group which did. Finally, 

the results of the experiment are presented and discussed. 

 

Key words: English as a Foreign Language, role play, table-top role-playing games, experimental 

research 

 

Sažetak 

Ovaj rad fokusira se na pokušaj saznavanja imaju li stolne igre uloga pozitivan učinak na četiri 

jezične vještine (čitanje, pisanje, slušanje i govor) kada se koriste kao sredstvo za podučavanje 

engleskog kao stranog jezika i postoji li razlika između rezultata muških I ženskih učenika. Nakon 

pregleda teoretske pozadine igara uloga i njihove primjene u podučavanju engleskog jezika te 

opisivanja stolnih igara uloga i načina na koji se koriste osim za zabavu, rad predstavlja 

eksperiment malih razmjera proveden u školi stranih jezika. Istraživanje je uključivalo testiranje 

prije i poslije eksperimentalne nastave za kontrolnu grupu koja nije imala pristup stolnim igrama 

uloga te eksperimentalnu grupu koja jest. Na kraju su predstavljeni rezultati I diskusija o istima. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Throughout the history of education, teachers and other educators have been on a constant search 

for new and improved methods of introducing and implementing knowledge into the minds of 

their students. One such tool was the implementation of role play. Role play, as well as simulation, 

has proven to be beneficial on a wide scale. It has become a crucial part of the language teacher’s 

toolkit as it provides the means of not just practicing certain elements of a language, but also gives 

a way of adding context to a situation relevant to the vocabulary and grammar being taught or 

revised. Role play has seen an implementation not just in primary or secondary education, it has 

been used from pre-school all the way to professional development training and team building. 

Even some healthcare educators, such as Jan Woodhouse, have recognized the benefits of role 

play: “Students have been reported to find role play exciting and challenging, and educators have 

found it to be a powerful teaching technique. This potency may be the reason why role play is so 

widely used, as it can be used for messages, expressing or arousing emotion, negotiation and 

persuasion, or for a variety of other purposes” (Woodhouse, 2014). These other purposes can easily 

include learning a new language, as role play puts the learner in a position in which they use the 

language they are learning and adds a layer of emotional connection and verisimilitude to the 

subject matter. 

Role play does not only have a significant role in education, it is also a well-established tool in the 

field of psychology, such as Gestalt therapy (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1977) and 

psychodrama (Bell, 1970). They have shown that role play has an increasingly positive effect not 

just on the cognitive aspects of a person’s mind, but the psychological as well. It has been used to 

gain insight into the lives and behaviour of patients and clients and given them a chance to express 

themselves in a creative and spontaneous way.  

Since the 1970s, another form of role play has emerged – the table-top role-playing game (hereafter 

RPG). Even though role-playing games have been around for over 40 years, there has not been 

much research regarding their use in classrooms and in educational purposes, with most research 

focused on the psychological benefits of table-top RPGs and their use in therapy, as opposed to 

teaching. This is noted in quite a few other papers on a similar topic, for example, it has been stated 

that scholars and teachers alike are only now beginning to look at RPGs as instructional tools, 

works of art and means of self-expression and representation (Cruz, 2008) The main goal of this 
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thesis will be to attempt to show the benefits of using RPGs as another highly beneficial tool 

educators can use to improve their teaching abilities. 

The first part of the thesis will focus on how and why role playing used in today’s classrooms is 

beneficial, as well as look at some possible disadvantages. Then, the thesis will focus on the 

differences between role playing and role-playing games, as these two concepts do seem similar, 

but have immensely different implications and implementation as well as examine different kinds 

of role-playing games available. Afterwards, the focus will shift towards table-top RPGs 

specifically – their background, modus operandi and various aspects such games can take. Finally, 

the research part of the thesis will focus on the details of the research conducted on students of 

English, focusing on the RPG play sessions and compare their results to the results of other 

students based on a neutral, third party test. 
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2. Role play in the classroom 

 

Within the classroom, role play takes many forms. From the simplest pretend shopping and 

conversation between the salesperson and shopper to entire dramatic re-enactments and 

dramatizations. In fact, it is in ancient Greek drama that role play has its roots. The very word itself 

may come from the "rolled-up" script actors used to use over two thousand years ago in Ancient 

Greece. In time, the script became the part, and actors then were said to play the "role" (Blatner, 

2009).  

It is nearly impossible to specify the point in which role play was officially introduced to education. 

It is safe to assume that it was a part of it since the beginnings of education itself in one way or 

another. However, according to dr. Adam Blatner, Jacob L. Moreno was one of the pioneers of 

recognizing the benefits of using dramatization and role play, first in psychotherapy and then in 

education as well. By doing so, Moreno gives examples of the benefits of not just blindly following 

a role, but embracing improvisation as a way of improving creativity and helping the brain to come 

up with new solutions (Blatner, 2012). As an educational method, role play has been officially 

recognized, and has been gaining in popularity and prominence ever since, “being the best way to 

develop the skills of initiative, communication, problem-solving, self-awareness, and working 

cooperatively in teams” (Blatner, 2009). Nowadays, role play has become so ingrained into 

education that the very definition of the phrase roll play describes it as “acting out or performing 

the part of a person or character, for example as a technique in training or psychotherapy.” (Oxford 

Online Dictionary) binding it with the word training, connecting it to a form of education. 

Children often pretend to be someone else, even when left to their own devices. It is very common 

to see a child spend their free time adopting a pretend role simply as a way of playing. This 

behaviour is considered an important part of a child’s development as well as education cycle. 

There are many theories on why pretend play is so important to a child’s development, some of 

which include improving emotional security, developing preliteracy skills and even enhancing 

theory of mind, with theory of mind being the ability “to understand (represent) the knowledge 

and beliefs of others; that is, that someone else can have a different belief or state of knowledge 

from yourself” (Pellegrini and Smith, 2004:3), and even though some of these theories are yet to 

be backed up by experimental evidence, we can say for certain that pretend play and role play have 

a large impact on the cognitive development of a person.  
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When it comes to using role play in teaching, there are many ways to go about it, and it can be 

used in most contexts. However, the most obvious and easiest to set up would be any kind of class 

with a social element, such as languages, history, etc. The form of the role play itself can vary 

immensely as well from individual role-playing exercises (forming stories, letters, problem 

statements, speeches or reports) to interactive exercises, which, in turn, can have different goals 

such as knowledge acquisition, attitude development or skill acquisition 

(https://carleton.ca/experientialeducation/?p=304).  

Role play can be used in the classroom for various reasons, Porter-Ladousse (1987) gives five 

examples that encompass most reasons as to why role play should be used: 

1. Training speaking skills in any situation 

2. Building up social skills 

3. Experimenting with language in a safe environment 

4. Boosting the confidence of shy students 

5. It is simply a technique which students often enjoy participating in 

She also notes that one of the biggest benefits of using role play in the classroom is the fact that it 

develops fluency, promotes interaction and increases the motivation of the learner, and also 

contributes to the sharing of the teaching responsibility between both the student and the teacher, 

as well as the fact that “role playing is perhaps the most flexible technique in the range” (Porter-

Ladousse, 1987:7). 

Role play as a classroom activity can be done in many ways. From a simple example such as a 

simulation in which students must re-enact an interaction between a receptionist and client, all the 

way to complex assignments with many people which include a lot of improvisation or proper 

acting such as dramatizations, but there is no doubt that there are many reasons to do so, and it is 

up to the teacher to decide what the best approach is. It is important to keep in mind that designing 

a good role play is not an entirely straightforward thing to do. A role play needs to have clear 

learning objectives, encourage spontaneity, maintain motivation, activate background knowledge 

and involve all students (Chan, 2009).  
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3. Role play and English as a Foreign Language 

 

Within an EFL classroom, role play (which could also include simulations, plays, sociodramas, 

etc.) is usually used as a tool to practice speaking and communication skills. It serves as a means 

of providing real-life context to specific linguistic elements. Additionally, it is often a welcome 

way to change the pace of a lesson. Role play, as a means to practice English, is something most 

teachers implement on a regular basis, since learners find it a lot easier to connect various 

vocabulary and grammar elements when provided by a real-life situation that calls for the use of 

said elements. Özdemir (2015) compared the vocabulary recall scores of two groups, one of which 

participated in a role playing activity after being introduced to new vocabulary (using the 

Cinderella story as a base, with the students acting out the story after hearing it), and the other 

simply looking up the words in a bilingual dictionary. Previously, he had given both groups a pre-

test which showed that each group had statistically equal vocabulary scores. After the experiment, 

both groups were given an immediate retention test as well as a delayed retention test, and the 

experimental group (the one exposed to role play) had statistically significantly higher scores. This 

is just one example of such research, and many more can easily be found, but it illustrates nicely 

the effect role play can have on a learner’s retention. 

In addition to simply improving the learning capabilities of students, role play has the benefit of 

being an activity which learners enjoy, as well as easily understand and follow, as long as it is 

presented clearly and with easy-to-follow guidelines. When introducing role play the main thing 

to keep in mind is to make sure the roles the students will be playing are clear and understandable, 

and that they have an unambiguous goal outlined for them. This could be done in many ways, from 

simply describing the situation to the participants to using index cards as Clark  presented in Index 

Card Games for ESL (1982). This entire experience could even be further enhanced by the use of 

various realia or props, which only help the participants get involved in the activity. Throughout 

the activity the teacher could act as simply an outside guide or helper, or, according to Richard-

Amato (1996), it would be even more beneficial if the teacher is also involved in the activity itself, 

providing help where and when needed as well as observing how the learners use language.  

Bell (2014) states that role play in EFL can be divided into has different forms, and each has its 

use when it comes to EFL. These include:  
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1. Conflict role play 

This kind of role play places the participants in a situation with opposed views or goals, 

with the aim of testing or practicing language skills under pressure 

2. Cooperative role play 

In this type of role play emphasis is on requiring the participants to work together to 

achieve a common goal, and are a good way to slowly get shy students to be willing to 

participate in conversations or activities 

3. Information gap role play 

These activities are based on filling in knowledge gaps by having the participants seek 

information (either from each other about themselves, or by placing them in a fictional 

situation) 

4. Task-based role play 

Task-based activities involve having the learners complete varying activities with multiple 

objectives and are often used to practice real-life interactions and situations in which it is 

beneficial to boost the self-esteem of the learners, such as realistic survival language skills 

(asking for directions, ordering meals, checking in at an airport, etc.) 

When it comes to designing a role play activity for an EFL classroom, certain things should be 

kept in mind. Firstly, the activity needs to have clear aims based on which elements of the language 

the teacher wants their students to practice. Then, the context for the role play needs to be clearly 

presented to the students. This might simply mean presenting the situation they are pretending to 

be in, or even using props to help immersion and encourage committing to the role. In some cases, 

the students might need to be acquainted with specific vocabulary used in the role play. 

Furthermore, the participants need to be introduced to the roles they will be playing. This can be 

done through simple verbal explanations to role cards with role-specific details (which should be 

brief and precise). After a role play activity has been completed it is often a good idea to have a 

discussion not just about the results of the role play, but also about how the participants felt during 

the role play. Not all students need to be participants, perhaps the role play is on a smaller scale 

and there is no need for everyone to be involved or perhaps some students simply do not want to 

participate in such activities 
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4. Advantages and disadvantages of role play 

 

Even though role play has numerous advantages, it is not without its faults. There are many 

occasions where people simply do not enjoy a role-playing activity, all for very individual reasons. 

Perhaps they dislike pretending they are someone else, or the role play touches on a very personal 

issue for them. In some cases, they simply do not feel comfortable being part of an artificial, 

imaginary environment, especially if it is a role they are unfamiliar with. Other times, participants 

feel like they are going to be judged based on the quality of their performance. There is no doubt 

that a successful role play requires compromise between all parties involved, otherwise the 

learning process will take second place to making sure the role play goes as planned. Role play 

depends heavily on preparation and “knowing the audience”. Conducting a successful role play 

exercise requires the teacher to be adept at leadership to maintain an appropriate environment and 

keep the students focused on what they should be doing, while, at the same time, allowing them 

enough freedom to experiment and freely express themselves. 

 

4.1 Disadvantages 

The difficulties of role play can be categorized into two distinct groups: leadership and student 

based. 

Leadership based problems pertain to those connected to organizing and carrying out the activity 

as well as maintaining a positive atmosphere. It is important to make sure the participants do not 

feel threatened in any way. We need to look for signs of students being stressed by the specific 

role play we are doing, and make sure that we change things if someone is obviously being 

negatively affected by the activity, which in some cases, depending on what they are asked to role 

play as, may not be as easy as it seems. Also, it is immensely important that the activity itself is 

very well explained, because if the students do not clearly understand what is being asked of them, 

the activity, in most cases, is doomed to either be derailed or to fail completely. 

Student based difficulties would be those connected to how the students themselves perceive the 

activity, their personal preferences and personalities. Role play is that it is an activity which relies 

heavily on the student’s imagination, so less imaginative participants may feel left out or 

inadequate, and even though role play by default helps improve the imagination and creativity of 

the participants, sometimes it is very difficult to break through the initial barrier of reluctance. 
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Another possible problem are students who may have enough imagination to participate, but their 

own, usually shy, personalities stop them from participating freely. In addition to that, some 

students may attempt to be intentionally disruptive or entirely uninterested in the activity itself, 

and it is important for the teacher to be aware of those students and approach each problem 

individually and calmly.  

 

4.2 Advantages 

According to Chesler and Fox (1996: 12) “role playing has a tremendous potential for the average 

elementary and secondary school system”. What follows is a summary of their view of the 

advantages of role-playing in the learning process as well as my interpretation of what it 

encompasses, and the examples of ways role play can achieve a desired result: 

1. Acting out the true self (Chesler and Fox 1996: 12) 

During a role-playing activity, a student has the chance to show their true feelings about 

an issue, through the guise of being someone else. Because this is merely a pretend role, 

they do not have to worry about any real consequences of what they do or say, and therefore 

feel a lot more at ease if required to show how they personally feel, even if they usually 

have trouble showing their feelings. 

2. Discussing private issues (Chesler and Fox 1996: 12) 

A role play can be a good way to explore issues of a more private nature. In some cases, 

students could even see the way others would react in their position and use that knowledge 

to their advantage. Additionally, this is a good way to get students to open up about serious 

problems they are facing in their private lives. 

3. Understanding the effects of their behaviour (Chesler and Fox 1996: 13) 

In a society where bullying and other negative ways of behaviour are common, a role play 

activity could be a good way to either prevent said behaviour or rectify a situation after it 

had already happened. Putting oneself in another person’s shoes and having a class-wide 

discussion about the situation is a good way to solve problems. 

4. Paving the way for behavioural change (Chesler and Fox 1996: 13) 
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This one heavily relates to the previous benefit, as behavioural change will rarely happen 

without first understanding what the problem is, how it was brought about, who and why 

they were at fault and how to prevent it from happening again. It is often said that admitting 

to a problem is the first step towards solving it, and role-playing is a good way to let a 

person know that there may be a problem worth admitting to. 

5. Demonstrating problems between groups of people (Chesler and Fox 1996: 13) 

Stereotyping is a concept society heavily relies on, and even though it is often considered 

a negative one, it is simply the way humanity attempts to categorize the world, but it is 

important to keep in mind that stereotypes are not inherently good or bad, and that not 

every person belongs to one stereotype or another. Using role play to focus on these issues 

can have a beneficial effect on the relationship between students of different ethnic or 

religious groups. 

6. Understanding behaviour (Chesler and Fox 1996: 14) 

By putting themselves in the position of others, students get the chance to not just 

understand how or why someone did something, but also the opportunity to explore the 

entire reasoning of how they came to that position in the first place, as well as give their 

own ideas on how something could be done differently and how it would influence the 

outcome. 

7. Encouragement for less verbal students (Chesler and Fox 1996: 14) 

Role play is an excellent chance for students who are less prominent and outspoken in the 

classroom. It gives them the chance to speak out freely and without hesitation. In the case 

of a student with more kinaesthetic tendencies, this gives them a chance to express 

themselves in their own way in an environment usually reserved for verbal communication. 

8. The active nature of role play (Chesler and Fox 1996: 14) 

The simple act of participating in a role play can be immensely beneficial to the learning 

process. Chesler and Fox (1996) state that the very fact that the students behave in a 

different way is evidence of gaining new information, and the students must actively decide 

what to do with the new information they have, how to process it and how to apply it. Also, 

very often, simply seeing their colleagues participate in the activity can sometimes be 

enough to pull the more reluctant members of the class in without too much effort. 
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5. Introduction to table-top role-playing games 

 

Even though for most young people the first thing they think of when they hear the phrase role-

playing game is a video game of some sort, the name comes from several years before the 

popularity of conceptually similar computer games. In fact, role-playing games are descendants of 

miniature wargames with the first proper game with a ruleset being von Reiswitz’s Kiregsspiel 

used to train Prussian officers and later further popularized by H.G. Wells’ book Little Wars 

(Wikipedia). The first appearance of a proper RPG was a game called Chainmail, written by Gary 

Gygax and Jake Perren, with the goal of simulating medieval combat. With the addition of Dave 

Arneson’s adaptation for the fantasy world inspired by Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien, the 

first real, modern RPG system was born under the name Dungeons & Dragons in 1974, published 

by Tactical Studies Rules, Inc. 

The game proved to be an immense success, and resulted in several decades of adaptation, legal 

disputes, piracy, social intrigue and controversy, and, ultimately, many highly popular RPGs 

which all stem from a common ancestor, with Dungeons & Dragons still being the predominant 

one, currently in its fifth edition, and constantly updated with new additions, rules and guidelines. 

Some other notable RPGs include Pathfinder, Call of Cthulhu (based on the Lovecraftian mythos), 

Warhammer, GURPS, Shadowrun, with various popular films and other media getting their own 

RPG games, such as Star Wars, Star Trek, World of Warcraft, and so on. Nowadays it is much 

harder to come up with an idea for a role-playing game that hasn’t been already done than not. 

The biggest appeal of RPGs is the fact that they are highly adaptable. They are not bound by setting 

or realism in any way. Games can be fantasy based, science fiction based, modern-day, historical, 

based on alternate history or even based on daily life. They have also evolved since their inception 

with Dungeons & Dragons which was heavily dice-based and can now be played in many formats. 

In fact, most RPG rulebooks state that they are more guidelines than rules meant to be followed to 

the letter. The main goal of such a game is always the entertainment of the players themselves, 

and if the participants are enjoying themselves, and the decisions and actions made in-game make 

contextual sense, rules are allowed to be bent or broken.  

 

 

 



12 
 

5.1 How are table-top role-playing games played? 

In most cases (although this is subject to the game system being used and can vary), the game 

consists of two main components – the players and their Player Characters (PCs) and one player 

in the role of a guide who is considered a Game Master (GM). In some cases, the same player can 

be both PC and GM, but the most common scenario is to separate those roles. This forms the core 

requirements for an RPG. The players along with the rules of the game gather together, with the 

GM describing the situations the PCs find themselves in, presenting them with challenges and 

obstacles while the PCs attempt to solve the problems at hand, and by doing so, the GM and the 

players create a story of their own making. Often specific ways of resolving conflict are 

implemented into the game, such as dice or cards and details about characters written on sheets of 

paper (which is why these games are often referred to as Pen and Paper Role Playing Games), but 

sometimes it is entirely up to the GM to determine the end-result, and as such the GM is not 

someone who wants to “beat” the players at the game but is simply there to keep the story moving 

forward. Usually, games take place over multiple play-sessions which can last for several hours 

and are usually connected to each other in a similar way a television series would be with its 

episodes. Due to the very nature of the game and how it is played, it is very common for people to 

develop long-lasting friendships with each other, and, even though the hardships they face are 

entirely fictional, the time invested, and mutually developed solutions create a very real and 

persisting relationship. 

 

5.2 The impact of table-top role-playing games 

Even though table-top RPGs are a relatively new phenomenon, they have become increasingly 

popular over the last 40 years. As such they have been given more and more attention when it 

comes to researching their usefulness, as well as being the target of certain social and religious 

controversies.  

The most famous controversy connected to Dungeons & Dragons specifically, as it was the first 

RPG, occurred after several teenagers’ suicides have been linked to playing the game (specifically 

James Dallas Egbert III in 1979 and Irving Lee Pulling in 1982). However, both children were 

facing different mental issues and playing Dungeons & Dragons was never scientifically 

connected to any kind of violent behaviour – “Studies by the American Association of 

Suicidology, the US Centers for Disease Control, and Health and Welfare Canada all found no 

causal link between D&D and suicide.” (BBC, 2014) 
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Further research into playing RPGs has proven to be mostly positive in different areas of life, such 

as education, therapy, psychology, sociology, recreation and so many others. RPGs have been 

researched in relation to helping people with different kinds of issues, from people on the autism 

spectrum, people with AHDH, at-risk youth, incarcerated adults, as well as people with 

developmental impairments and the gifted and talented. Even though the corpus of the research is 

not yet large enough to provide specific and precise conclusion, the indications so far have been 

mostly positive. Hawke Robinson presented varying research results focusing on debunking 

stereotypes about RPG gamers in a radio interview2 for the Wizards of the Coast website and 

presented his web site which focuses on conducting and collecting RPG-related research (37:04). 

A good example of such research is a research paper written by Elizabeth Fein (2014) in which 

she studies the behaviour of people on the autism spectrum in a camp created by a youth group 

focusing on Live-Action Role-Playing games (LARP is a subgroup of role-playing games in which 

participants not only imagine the fantasy but also act them out in large groups) and table-top RPGs. 

The research consisted of participants creating and enacting different stories with various plot-

twists coming from the players themselves and in doing so found an environment where the 

participants felt safe and enjoyed participating. The, so-called, Aspie camp showed that “autism 

was the catalyst for the creation of a new and generative sociocultural space—motivated not by 

the impairments that can come with the autistic cognitive style, but by the capacities it brought for 

shared enjoyment” (Fein, 2014). Even though the research performed by Fein mostly focused on 

people on the autism spectrum, it would be possible to adapt it to other types of disorders, including 

those that present issues during language acquisition, in addition to storytelling being a very 

familiar concept to a foreign language teacher. The addition of acting out the stories only adds 

additional possibilities and, in some cases, even circumvents difficulties such as not knowing the 

appropriate vocabulary, as the person participating can simply find other, nonverbal means of 

presenting what they wish to say. 

Previous research shows that even though RPGs are a somewhat recent invention, they already 

have some proven benefits in different aspects of life including education. What this experiment 

aims to do is add language teaching to the already lengthy list of beneficial effects of RPGs. 

 

 

                                                           
2  http://dnd.wizards.com/articles/features/hawke-robinson-rpg-research 
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5.3 Gender and role-playing games 

When it comes to RPGs, ever since their inception they have been regarded as a mainly male 

activity, with women being predominantly outsiders and exceptions in the hobby. Unfortunately, 

there have not been any conclusive studies on the topic, however it is safe to presume that men 

make the majority of table-top gamers, at least based on anecdotal evidence. A cursory online 

inquiry is enough to show that this is the case, with women often not just being in the minority, 

but frequently reporting being either discouraged from playing, looked down on, berated or 

patronised for attempting to take part in something considered a hobby reserved primarily for men. 

Naturally, instances of these things happening are generally an exception rather than the norm, but 

it is important to mention that sometimes women simply are not given an equal opportunity to just 

enjoy the game. In addition to this, the fact that the image of a table-top gamer is often looked at 

through a lens of ridicule or childishness does not benefit the willingness of some people to 

participate, even if in reality it is a deep and fulfilling activity that has the ability to create and 

maintain friendships, improve relationships as well as settle differences.  

Recently, the situation has begun to improve slightly, with more and more female participants in 

the hobby, especially with some notable celebrities speaking out in defence of the activity (such 

as Vin Diesel, Stephen Colbert, Stephen King and many others). However, there is still a long way 

to go for the hobby to reach full equality. 
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6 Research 

 

6.1 Aim 

The main aim of the present study is to see if there is a difference in EFL proficiency between 

learners who were exposed to table-top role-playing games and those who were not. The study 

will compare the results of students who have participated in several role-playing sessions to those 

who have not been subjected to a role-playing game. The study will look at all four language skills 

– reading, writing, listening and speaking, but will incorporate additional criteria that comes from 

the test used to test the students’ language competence, including their knowledge of applied 

grammar, as well as their overall scores.  

Additionally, the study will attempt to determine if there is any difference in EFL proficiency 

between male and female participants in the experiment, due to the stereotypical notion that role-

play gaming is a predominantly male activity. 

 

6.2 Sample 

The study consists of a total of 40 students, 20 of which were part of the experimental group, while 

20 were part of the control group. The students were all enrolled in the Linguapax Language 

School in Vinkovci, Croatia. They are of various age (ranging between 12 and 22), and gender, 

but of approximately the same skill level (B2 level according to the European Framework of 

Reference for Languages - CEFR). To ensure that the students from both the test and control group 

were of a proportionate skill level, a random set of students with an overall score between 63% 

and 67% on an FCE mock test were chosen to participate in the experiment. Of the 20 students in 

the experimental group 11 were male and 9 were female. All students attended their regular classes, 

with role-playing sessions organized in place of their regular class for the members of the test 

groups, usually in smaller groups of 4-6 students. All the students volunteered to participate in the 

study and on the weeks the experiment took place were not present in their regular classes, but 

instead attended the experimental class.  
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6.3 Procedure 

The first step consisted of determining the current level of the student’s language proficiency. This 

was done through a mock test consisting of sample tests provided by Cambridge and gives a 

baseline score that would be used to gauge the progress of the learners and show that the students 

taking part in the experiments are at roughly the same level as the students not participating. This 

gave a clear starting point for each student as well as individual scores for each part of the test and 

an overall score which was between 63 and 67 per cent. 

At the end of the school year, in the first week of June, the students sat the First Certificate in 

English (hereafter FCE) exam (Cambridge Assessment English), which would be used to compare 

the results of the test group with the control group.  

The test results had been made available via a user name and password protected web-page (access 

is granted to the candidates themselves and their school). 

The experiment was conducted throughout a three-year period (2015 – 2018). 

 

6.4 Role-playing game procedure 

Throughout this research, RPGs were used as a in place of regular classes. Once per month, in 

small groups of 4-6 students, RPG play sessions were organized, which lasted 3-4 hours. On 

average, each player group had a total of 10 sessions in an 18-month period (around 35-40 hours 

of playing). The game system that was used was Pathfinder by Paizo Publishing., using the 

standard setting for Pathfinder, a fantasy world called Golarion (Paizo Publishing, 2013). The 

students took on the role of the player characters (PCs), and I, as their teacher, was the game master 

(GM). The experiments themselves took place in the school. During the sessions, the 

players/students were given various in-game assignments, which were often classroom 

assignments recreated to fit the gaming context. For example, as the PCs were part of an in-game 

organization called the Pathfinder Society, focused on archaeology and exploration. After specific 

encounters they had to present reports to their leader in written form (140-190 words). The reports 

they wrote followed the style used in the FCE exams they are preparing for (Cambridge 

Assessment English). Based on the report they would write they received an appropriate in-game 

reward depending on how well they performed during the session. Other times groups would have 

to take part in a debate, often with dire consequences (for their character) should they perform 

badly. Additionally, students were tasked with reading sections about the world they are playing 
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in, various rules sections from the rulebooks as well as certain texts about the characters they were 

playing. For time-saving purposes, the students did not create their own characters as is the usual 

case when playing an RPG, and instead were given a choice of a dozen pre-made characters with 

their own game-system-based statistics and backgrounds. Each character consists of six ability 

scores – Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Intelligence, Wisdom and Charisma, along with various 

skills (Perception, Climbing, Acrobatics, Stealth, Diplomacy, etc.) and abilities (different attacks 

and/or spells used in so-called combat encounters), all of which use numbers to represent the 

characters proficiency (see appendix 1).  This also gave the opportunity to analyse the behaviour 

of a person from a different perspective, since they were in a position where they had to choose 

the course of action for a person with pre-made character traits, goals and aspirations. The sessions 

were played-out in English, with very few instances of translating certain phrases or words. 

 

6.5 Tests 

In order to group the students into equal-level groups (based on CEFR), the Oxford Placement 

Test was used. This ensures equal footing for all students and provides a good starting point for 

the experiment. 

When it comes to the FCE exam, the test itself consists of five parts: Use of English, Reading, 

Writing, Listening and Speaking. What follows is a detailed description of the various tasks found 

in the test taken from the official web-site1 (Cambridge Assessment English) 

Use of English and Reading are presented as one test paper that has seven different tasks (four for 

Use of English and three for reading) and takes 75 minutes: 

1. Multiple-choice cloze – each question has four options with one correct answer. This task 

focuses on idioms, collocations, shades of meaning, phrasal verbs, fixed phrases etc.  

2. Open cloze – a text with gaps, each of which represents a missing word. This task tests 

grammar and vocabulary. 

3. Word formation – a text with eight gaps, each of which represents a missing word, however 

there is a “prompt” at the end of the line with a gap which has to be changed to fit the 

sentence, testing the students’ vocabulary. 

                                                           
1 FCE Sample test: https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/first/preparation/ 
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4. Key word transformation – students have to paraphrase a given sentence by using a “key” 

word given while keeping the meaning of the sentence as close to the original as possible. 

The aim is to test the students’ grammar and vocabulary. 

5. Multiple choice – each question has four options, the task tests reading for detail, opinion, 

tone, purpose, main idea, implication, attitude. 

6. Gapped text - a single page of text with some numbered gaps which represent missing 

paragraphs. After the text there are some paragraphs which are not in the right order. 

Students have to read the text and the paragraphs and decide which paragraph best fits each 

gap. This task tests the understanding of the structure and development of a text. 

7. Multiple matching - a series of statements followed by a text divided into sections or 

several short texts. Students have to match each statement to the section or text in which 

you can find the information. This tests the reading for specific information, detail, opinion 

and attitude. 

Writing consists of two different tasks and takes 80 minutes: 

1. Compulsory essay assignment – students are given an essay title and two ideas clearly 

linked to the title. Students write an essay giving your opinions about the title, using the 

ideas given. Students must also add a third, different idea of your own linked to the title. 

The title will be a subject of general interest – there is no need any specialised knowledge. 

This task tests using language functions, such as evaluating, expressing opinions, 

hypothesising, justifying, persuading. 

2. Situationally based writing task - students write a text from a choice of text types – article, 

email/letter, report or review. To guide the writing, students are given information about 

context, topic purpose and target reader. 

Listening consists of 4 parts and takes about 40 minutes: 

1. Multiple choice - eight short extracts from monologues or conversations between 

interacting speakers. There is one multiple-choice question for each extract. This task tests 

listening for feeling, attitude, opinion, purpose, function, agreement, gist and detail. 

2. Sentence completion - A monologue (which may be introduced by a presenter) lasting 

approximately 3 minutes. Students have to complete the sentences on the question paper 

with the missing information which you hear on the recording. The aim is listening for 

specific information, stated opinion. 
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3. Multiple matching - a series of five themed monologues of approximately 30 seconds each. 

On the question paper, students have to select five correct options from a list of eight 

possible answers. The goal is to test listening for gist, attitude, opinion, purpose, feeling, 

main points and detail. 

4. Multiple choice - a conversation between two or more speakers of approximately 3–4 

minutes. Students have to answer some multiple-choice questions by choosing the correct 

answer from three options. This tests listening for attitude, opinion, detail, gist, main idea 

and specific information. 

Speaking consists of four parts in which students have to talk with the examiner as well as another 

candidate on their own. The test lasts about 15 minutes: 

1. Interview - conversation with the examiner. The examiner asks questions and the student 

may have to give information about their interests, studies, career, etc. This tests giving 

information about yourself and expressing your opinion about various topics. 

2. Long turn - the examiner gives two photographs and asks the candidates to talk about them. 

Candidates have to speak for 1 minute without interruption and the interlocutor then asks 

the other candidate to comment on the other person’s photographs for about 30 seconds. 

The other candidate receives a different set of photographs and candidates have to listen 

and comment when they have finished speaking. The question the student will have to 

answer about the photographs is written at the top of the page as a reminder to what they 

should talk about. This tests talking on your own about something: comparing, describing, 

expressing opinions, speculating. 

3. Collaborative task - conversation with the other candidate. The examiner gives the 

candidates some material and a task to do. They have to talk with the other candidate and 

make a decision. This tests exchanging ideas, expressing and justifying opinions, agreeing 

and/or disagreeing, suggesting, speculating, evaluating, reaching a decision through 

negotiation, etc. 

4. Discussion - further discussion with the other candidate, guided by questions from the 

examiner, about the topics or issues raised in the task in Part 3. This tests expressing and 

justifying opinions, agreeing and/or disagreeing. 
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6.6 Data analysis procedure 

Since both the mock and official FCE exams consist of five different tests based on different 

language skills, it provides ample data for analysis and comparison.  The primary and final test 

results of both the control and experimental groups were submitted to statistical analyses and were 

then used to compare the progress of both the control and experimental group on a per-skill basis, 

as well as an overall score. This is done using independent-samples t tests for comparing the scores 

between the control group and experimental group when determining the differences in scores for 

both the mock exam (used as a pre-test) and final exam (post-test).  

Furthermore, the results within the control group will be analysed using an independent-sample 

Mann-Whitney U test to see if there are any statistically significant score differences between the 

male and female participants.  
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7. Results 

 

7.1 Pre-test results 

In order to assure that both the control group and experimental group had an equal level of 

proficiency at the onset of the experiment, all participants were tested using a paper-based sample 

test provided by Cambridge Assessment English. The mock test was done in such a way to closely 

mimic the conditions of the official exam. This means that the participants took part in all parts of 

the test one after the other, with Speaking being the only exception, as it is often taken a week after 

the written part of the test. This test was also used to determine which students would be included 

in the statistical analysis, and, as previously mentioned, only participants with an overall average 

score between 63% and 67% were selected at random. The statistical analysis of the 20 random 

members of each group is presented in table 1. 

As we can see from Table 1, there is no statistically significant difference, with a 95% degree of 

confidence (p>0.01) between the overall scores of the two groups at the beginning of the 

experiment. The same is true for almost every part of the test, the only exception being Use of 

English.  

In the Use of English test, the Control group faired statistically better (p>0.01). However, due to 

a somewhat smaller sample size (20 participants per group) and the fact that participants were 

randomly selected, this could be considered an anomaly rather than a significant difference 

between the two groups, especially since the main aim was to test the overall difference between 

the groups. Additionally, this will present an interesting point of analysis when the time comes to 

look at the final exam scores and whether or not the experimental group manages to negate the 

difference in this part of the test. 
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Table 1: Statistical analysis of the first test 

 

 

7.2 Post-test results 

When it comes to the analysis of the final results, we can see that there are several differences 

between the two groups.  

First of all, the three of the five parts of the test have turned out to have no statistically significant 

difference with a 95% degree of confidence (p>0.01). These include Reading (Control group: M: 

92.85 SD: 5.01; experimental group: M: 93.85 SD: 4.34), Writing (Control group: M: 89.35 SD: 

4.91; experimental group: M: 91.75 SD: 4.98), and, surprisingly, Use of English (Control group: 

M: 93.5 SD: 4.71; experimental group: M: 95.2 SD: 5.01).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Skills Groups Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
t df Sig. 

Reading 
Control group 59.85 5.58 

1.08 38 0.287 
Exp. group 62.6 9.94 

Writing 
Control group 62.4 15.21 

0.82 38 0.420 
Exp. group 65.45 6.95 

Use of 

English 

Control group 66.3 9.67 
2.95 38 0.005** 

Exp. group 58.05 7.91 

Listening 
Control group 65.7 9.60 

1.54 38 0.133 
Exp. group 70.3 9.35 

Speaking 
Control group 71.05 6.49 

0.42 38 0.678 
Exp. group 71.95 7.10 

Overall 
Control group 65 1.78 

1.24 38 0.221 
Exp. group 65.7 1.78 
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Table 2: Statistical analysis of the final test 

Skills 
Groups 

Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
t df Sig. 

Reading 
Control group 92.85 5.01 

0.67 38 0.504 
Exp. group 93.85 4.34 

Writing 
Control group 89.35 4.91 

1.53 38 0.133 
Exp. group 91.75 4.98 

Use of 

English 

Control group 93.5 4.71 
1.11 38 0.276 

Exp. group 95.2 5.01 

Listening 
Control group 92.55 4.74 

3.62 38 0.001** 
Exp. group 97.2 3.24 

Speaking 
Control group 93.85 3.91 

3.14 38 0.003** 
Exp. group 97.25 2.86 

Overall 
Control group 92.4 2.76 

3.27 38 0.002** 
Exp. group 95 2.25 

 

 

On the other hand, the rest of the scores have shown a statistically significant difference with a 

95% degree of confidence (p>0.01). Both Listening (Control group: M: 92.55 SD: 4.74; 

experimental group: M: 97.2 SD: 3.24) and Speaking (Control group: M: 93.85 SD: 3.91; 

experimental group: M: 97.25 SD: 2.86) have proven to be better in the experimental group, along 

with the Overall score (Control group: M: 92.4 SD: 2.76; experimental group: M: 95 SD: 2.25). 

 

 

 

7.3 Differences between male and female participants in the experimental group 

Even though female participants were in a slight minority during the experiment, according to the 

test results, there was no statistically significant difference between male and female participants 

(see Table 3).  
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Table 3: Statistical analysis of the final test scores based on participant gender for the 

experimental group (Mann-Whitney U test) 

Skills Sig. 

Reading 0.824 

Writing 0.766 

Use of 

English 
0.131 

Listening 0.331 

Speaking 0.552 

Overall 0.941 
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8. Discussion 

Because table-top RPGs have only existed since 1974, and have since had a mostly niche audience, 

there has not been much research done attempting to connect them to the language learning 

process. There have been few attempts to utilize RPGs in teaching, let alone in teaching English, 

one such example being done by Phillips (1993), but without offering any specific data or 

measurements to show the effectiveness of using such methods in relation to traditional ones. 

Because of this, and a small sample size of the participants, it is difficult (and possibly unrealistic) 

to try to determine if this style of teaching could ever be used to completely replace more 

standardized teaching techniques. In fact, the point of this experiment was not to replace the current 

teaching methods but supplement them with something that would be more engaging and 

interesting for the EFL learner.  

There is quite a fair amount of anecdotal reports that talk about using RPGs (Dungeons & Dragons 

mainly) as a tool that helped players become more proficient in a language, sometimes even 

helping people get through a difficult period of readjustment to life in a different country. This is 

what conceived the idea that RPGs could be used to enhance teaching English. The reason for this 

is that RPGs are, first and foremost, language-dependent activity. As there is no screen as in video 

game-based RPGs or boards like in boardgames (maps and grids can be used, but only as a 

supplement, they are not a key part of the game), everything that happens in an RPG must first be 

heard, then mentally processed, and then verbally expressed for the game to function. This means 

that the two base skills used in a language – listening and speaking, are the main tools players use 

to participate in the game. Additionally, because these games have no elements that can be rote 

learned and re-used to achieve success, the players need to constantly communicate in order to be 

successful. Even the idea of success in such games is subject to discussion and personal preference. 

These are not (usually) competitive games, the goal tends to be the story the players create 

together, and the experiences they share while creating it. As such, it lends itself to the idea that 

learning about the world, creatures, items, and events they encounter in this imaginary world is a 

crucial part of playing the game. If one can attach linguistic elements to the “success” parameters 

of the games, since learning is a significant part of the activity, it is possible to make language 

learning an integral part of the gameplay process and mechanics.  

Additionally, since RPGs are not limited by setting, timeline or realism in any way, they can be 

used to incorporate any part of learning a language. As an example, a group of players could find 

themselves in a world in which every person speaks a language that is completely unknown to 

them, and they slowly piece together elements of that world’s language and slowly start using 
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them to survive and thrive in that imaginary world. If the person leading and narrating the story 

(the thesis previously mentioned that these people are usually known as GMs or DMs in Section 

5.1: How are table-top role-playing games played?) is able to design the in-game encounters in 

such a way that they are constantly forced to learn new elements of the language used in that world, 

focusing on the challenges constantly being a step beyond what they are already capable of, it is 

easy to approximate this experience to that of finding yourself in a country whose language is new 

to the person. 

Another benefit this has is the fact that when coupled with various in-game consequences of the 

actions their players have the potential of facing, RPGs provide an extremely engaging experience 

for participants. This level of engagement can greatly increase the motivation of a person to 

become proficient in a language, and as such can have a remarkably positive effect on a language 

learner. 

 

8.1 Analysis of post-test results 

When it comes to the results of the experiments, they proved to be within the bounds of what one 

could expect from a speaking- and listening-based activity. As we can see in Table 2, the only 

statistically different results, using an Independent-Samples T test, when it comes to language 

skills, were for those two – skills that were used the most during the activity. This, in and of itself, 

does not necessarily mean that the results of the test would increase by default, especially when it 

comes to the Speaking test, because the test the participants took has specific rules. They are 

required to talk about certain things in a specific way (as explained in Section 6.4: Instruments) 

and as such, the RPG play sessions had to be designed around that fact. At times players had to 

compare and describe things and were guided into doing it in a way that would help them gain and 

practice the vocabulary they would need later on. Also, even though the students volunteered to 

participate in the experiment, some of them showed reluctance to speak. However, usually within 

the first session they would open up and show enough self-esteem to openly participate in 

discussion as they noticed that even when they made mistakes there was never any judgement or 

in the worst cases would simply be disregarded in a humorous fashion. 

Additionally, even though the results for Reading and Writing had no statistically significant 

difference in either test (see Tables 2 and 3), they were, according to the mean score of the final 

exam, slightly better than the control group’s. This could be attributed to the fact that the in-game 

situations when they had to read or write something, they were more emotionally involved in the 
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action because they knew that failure would have consequences for that character, and therefore 

took the activity more seriously. Often the students would have to scan a text for details and clues 

on a specific quest they were trying to solve (see Appendix 2) or simply rules explanations or 

lengthy item descriptions. Other times they would have to write a detailed individual report of 

events that happened on a previous session and would then compare them and comment them 

between each other. It is possible that the additional layer of immersion gave further motivation 

and therefore yielded good results, even though not statistically significant ones. 

Even though the Use of English scores have no statistically significant difference, the fact that the 

control group started out with a higher score and the experimental group managed to reduce a 

statistically significant difference down to an insignificant one (even more so if we consider that 

the experimental group’s mean value for this part of the test is slightly higher than the control 

group’s score) already shows that the experiment has made some difference. Additionally, Use of 

English is not the only part of the test with a higher mean score in favour of the experimental 

group, in fact, all parts of the test show a higher mean score, even if half of them are statistically 

insignificant (see Table 2). None of the activities during the RPG sessions focused mainly on those 

tasks in their test form, but in the end it is possible that the frequent use of language, grammar, 

phrasal verbs, phrases and expressions helped them significantly improve their scores in the end, 

especially since the Use of English test focuses more on grammar proficiency in general rather 

than focusing on one specific part of it. 

 

8.2 Gender-based differences 

When examining the difference between male and female participants, no statistical difference 

between scores of the two groups (see Table 3) was determined using a nonparametric Mann-

Whitney U test. As previously mentioned, the reason this was looked at was because of the 

stereotypical demography of the people who are usually involved in RPGs. Throughout the 

experiment, both male and female participants had no problems taking part in the various activities 

included in the experiment, and showed no problems working with each other. This could be 

because all the participants have had zero experience with such activities and had no notion of the 

stereotypes involved in the hobby, however this does mean that, as a teaching tool, table-top RPGs 

are just as effective with both genders. Furthermore, the gender disparity within the experimental 

group was a lot lower than would have been anticipated based on stereotypes related to the activity. 

9 out of 20 participants were female (45%) and there were no real differences when it comes to 
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the effects of the experiment. Also, none of the participants of either gender group had issues with 

each other during the experiments that were in any way related to gender. 

 

  



29 
 

9. Conclusion 

Even though the experiment was performed on a somewhat small group of students, the results 

have shown that using table-top RPGs does have a positive effect on EFL learners. When it comes 

to answering the two main research questions, the answers seem to be mostly positive, with some 

caveats.  

Firstly, is there a difference in EFL proficiency between learners who were exposed to table-top 

RPGs and those who were not? The answer for this one seems to be twofold. According to the test 

results, the difference does exist, although not a statistically significant one for all skills. Reading 

and Writing seem to be equally affected when employing both traditional and RPG teaching, 

whereas Listening and Speaking seem to have benefited greatly from the RPG experience. This 

does make logical sense as well, as these are the main skills used in these activities, but with careful 

planning it appears that other skills did benefit, although not necessarily more than they would 

otherwise.  

This is something that does warrant further research, however the results so far have been positive, 

and using table-top RPGs could be seen as a useful tool to incorporate into teaching English. 

However, there are some negative sides that need to be mentioned. RPGs are not simple to prepare 

and incorporate in a lesson. Playing an RPG requires the person in charge to have a substantial 

knowledge of the rules, setting and potential storyline, as well as have the ability to adapt them to 

EFL learners. Also, they are often time consuming and do not resonate equally with everyone. 

During the experiment students happily participated and their participation was always voluntary, 

and would rarely miss the play sessions, however there are always learners who simply do not find 

the activity engaging. In addition to that, the lower the proficiency level of the learner is, the more 

it is required to adapt the way RPGs are implemented, due to their reliance on language. That being 

said, the simple fact that while using RPGs, the students participating in them were willing to 

spend several hours continuously speaking English, which is something that should be regarded 

as a benefit, since it is often very difficult to get learners to open up and speak freely. 

In conclusion, table-top RPGs do have a positive effect on Listening and Speaking, with an at-

least-equal effect on other skills as more traditional teaching techniques. Further research would 

certainly be beneficial but so far they have shown to be an effective, if time-consuming, addition 

to the teacher’s toolkit. 

Secondly, is there any difference in EFL proficiency between male and female participants in the 

experiment? The final exam scores show no statistically significant differences between the results 
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of the male and female participants. Not only that, but there were absolutely no tensions of any 

kind based on gender. Furthermore, several of the participants of both genders still play RPGs with 

each other and have formed a close friendship over the time they spend participating in the 

experiment. This shows that when done properly, not only will there be no difference in the scores, 

but that RPGs do seem to have a positive effect on the personal relationships of the people who 

take part in them. 

As a final word, I would like to state the effect playing RPGs has had on me, personally, as a 

teacher. I have gotten into the hobby at the age of 21 and have been an avid RPG enthusiast ever 

since. When the time came to try my hand at teaching, I quickly realised how similar running an 

RPG game to a group of people is to teaching, the biggest difference being the number of people 

involved. In both cases the person in charge needs to guide a group to a common goal, present 

them with obstacles they need to overcome that are challenging enough to remain interesting and 

engaging, yet not too challenging to intimidate or so easy as to become trivial. Experience as a 

Game Master has taught me how to keep track of timing, how to keep the attention of a group, and 

how to solve problems both of a technical and interpersonal nature. RPGs have also given me the 

self-confidence needed to feel comfortable speaking in front of groups of people, to improvise 

when needed, as well as admit mistakes and improve on them when possible. As such, I can not 

recommend RPGs enough to people as both a leisure activity and a way to improve oneself, 

regardless of their age, gender or profession. This is an activity anyone can enjoy, learn from and 

share with their friends, family and colleagues. It is my hope that RPGs as a hobby continue to 

grow, and that they are appreciated for their benefits not just as something done for fun but as a 

tool for other things as well, and that some day more people will have the opportunity to experience 

what I have thanks to Role-Playing Games. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: 

RPG Character sheet (Pathfinder role-playing game – page 1) 
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RPG Character sheet (Pathfinder role-playing game – page 2) 
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Appendix 2:  

RPG reading assignment 

 


