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Introduction 

Teaching and learning English as a second language has always been a very challenging task for both the teachers as well as the learners, which requires constant effort, especially concerning young learners. However, the traditional learning experience is often dominated by passive learning, with teachers considering “students are empty receptacles in which they must deposit information” (Freire, 1972). 

 “If language structure makes up the skeleton of language, then it is vocabulary that provides the vital organs and flesh” (Harmer, 1991, p. 153). Hence, vocabulary is identified as the foundation of language learning in which grammar is closely associated. Nevertheless, as Nguyen & Khuat (2003) state, many students consider vocabulary learning as boring, mainly because it requires the students to memorize unfamiliar words. Andrew (2003) further claims, as far as language instruction is concerned, both teachers and learners are in the view that “grammar is boring”. This further highlights the importance of giving attention by the teachers to create meaningful and engaging ways to teach the target language, so that learning and teaching is done with least disturbance as well as with the greatest effectiveness.

In looking for ways to involve students in active learning, where they are encouraged to engage in meaningful interactions “is by using games” (Richards & Rodger, 2001). Learners of English as a second language face difficulties in acquiring the target language simply due to the lack of usage. According to Maugham (1938), “it is necessary to know grammar, and it is better to write grammatically than not”. Granger (1982) further claims that, “grammar games enable the learners to be an active participant in the teaching-learning process”. 
Games play an important role of children’s development and language learning, as "they spur motivation and students get very absorbed in the competitive aspects of the games; moreover, they try harder at games than in other courses" (Avedon, 1971), which also contribute to reduce anxiety in the classroom by making the acquisition of input more effective (Amato, 1998 as cited in Azar 2012). According to Kirriemuir-j (2004), young learners need fast, active and exploratory activities. He further adds, “thus not traditional school based learning but game based learning which has the motivational power...to meet the needs of the learners” (Kirriemuir-j, 2004). In addition, the findings of the study on GBL approach concerning students with special needs, stress on the positive impact of learning aids on the improvement of students’ performances (Dharmaratne et al., 2015). Hence, games provide many advantages in the ESL classroom than an element of fun.
 A number of studies have been conducted on motivating students using language games in Sri Lanka and around the world. However, there are only a limited number of studies that have focused on the aspect of grammar retention using language games. Furthermore, according to Friermuth (as cited in Uzun, 2009), “games are more learner-centered since they give students the chance to resolve problems without the intervention of a teacher” Therefore, language games are used in this study in order to examine their success and contribution towards language learning with special attention to acquisition of grammar, against the traditional teaching method. Moreover, Carter & McCarthy (1988:67) emphasize that “new words are forgotten if they are not recycled in some way and make it into our long-term memory” Thus, the purpose of this study is to evaluate the effectiveness of game - based approach against the traditional teaching method in retaining grammar for ESL learners in the Sri Lankan context.
Research questions

The current research investigates answers for the following research questions.

1. What impact do language games have on grammar retention?

2.  Is using language games more effective than using traditional methods in grammar retention?
METHODOLOGY

Participants 

The participants of this study were 90 grade 6 students from a leading school in Sri Lanka, of whose first language is Sinhala. Students of grade 6 were particularly chosen in this study, as the focused grammatical aspect, which was on irregular past tense, is introduced to the local syllabus in the chosen level.

Materials 

The students were provided with three worksheets on simple past tense targeting ten irregular verbs in each test. Simple past tense was focused in this study as it consists of irregular verbs apart from adding –ed, which requires memorization and practice. 

Procedure 

Once the sample group of this study was selected based on the purposive sampling method, much focus was given on homogenous sampling in which “all the sample members are similar…(in) level” (Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). Given that, three classes of the same grade were randomly selected, with 30 students each; as the experimental group and the control groups after conducting a pre-test to ensure that they have little or no knowledge on simple past tense. While the experimental group was taught simple past tense by exposing them to a language game called, the “Board race”, the two control groups were taught the same using the traditional teaching method which does not involve any games. The reason for selecting two control groups was for the data and the analysis to be robust and prior to this study, consent was taken from the principal, class teachers and the parents by ensuring that ethical considerations are fulfilled. 

This study was carried out using a mixed methods research approach by integrating both qualitative and quantitative techniques. When analyzing the quantitative data that were collected through a comparison of the three test results which were conducted just after the lesson being taught; at the immediate retention stage and in the second and the fourth weeks since the lesson being taught; at the delayed retention stage, RStudio was used with special focus on the t-test, so as to help the researcher in identifying how the teaching methods have influenced in the test scores of the sample groups. Further, the observed secondary data were analyzed in detail using the coding process with regard to the experience and engagement of the students in the two settings. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The objective of this statistical analysis is to determine whether there is a statistically significant difference between the two teaching methods (i.e. Traditional teaching and Game-based approach) on grammar retention of the students by evaluating the test scores of the selected groups of learners. The t-test was used to ascertain the significance of the difference and to evaluate the implications of the test scores.

The t-test was used to carry out the statistical analysis with a confidence level of 90% and the null and alternative hypothesis as follows. 

H0: The average test scores of students receiving games-based approach is equal to the average test scores of the students receiving traditional teaching

H1: The average test scores of students receiving games-based approach is NOT equal to the average test scores of the students receiving traditional teaching
T-tests
This test distinguishes the means of two independent groups to conclude whether there is statistical proof that the associated population means are significantly varied

(Sekaran and Bougie, 2010).

Table 1: Experimental group (E) vs. Control   Table 2: E group vs. C group 2
group (C) 1                                                   
	Week 1

t = -0.88067, df = 57.998, p-value = 0.3821

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-1.6364707  0.6364707

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C1: 5.966667

Mean in group E: 6.466667
	Week 1

t = -1.0559, df = 57.997, p-value = 0.2954

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-1.7374839  0.5374839

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C2: 5.866667         

Mean in group E: 6.466667


Table 3: E group vs. C group 1                   Table 4: E group vs. C group 2
	Week 2

t = -0.84034, df = 57.984, p-value = 0.4042

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-2.1419623  0.8752956

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C1: 5.400000         

Mean in group E: 6.033333
	Week 2

t = -0.71925, df = 56.626, p-value = 0.4749

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-1.8922467  0.8922467

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C2: 5.533333         

Mean in group E:  6.033333


Table 5: E group vs. C group 1                      Table 6: E group vs. C group 2
	Week 4

t = -0.57458, df = 57.996, p-value = 0.5678

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-1.942973  1.076306

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C1: 4.433333         

Mean in group E: 4.866667
	Week 4

t = -0.50375, df = 53.536, p-value = 0.6165

Alternative hypothesis: true difference in means is not equal to 0

95 percent confidence interval:-1.6602368  0.9935701

Sample estimates:

Mean in group C2: 4.533333         

Mean in group E: 4.866667        


Based on the results of the six t-tests conducted for the three groups, there is no statistically significant difference in grammar retention between the students receiving traditional teaching and the students receiving the game-based approach in either week 1, 2 or 4. Thus, we cannot reject the null hypothesis that the average test scores of students receiving games-based approach is equal to the average test scores of the students receiving traditional teaching.

However, the mean scores across the three tests; week 1, week 2 and week 4, for the three groups; experimental group, control group 1 and control group 2, show that the group receiving game-based approach has a higher mean score in Week 1 (6.46), Week 2 (6.03) and Week 4 (4.86), compared to the two control groups during the immediate retention stage and delayed retention stage. This is consistent with the alternative hypothesis that the two teaching methods have different influences on grammar retention, thus providing the answer for the research question that there is an impact of language games in grammar retention for ESL learners in the Sri Lankan context.

Secondary data analysis 
Apart from the statistical analysis conducted using RStudio to identify the performances of the experimental and control groups based on the test scores, the classroom was also observed as a secondary analysis, since quantitative data are incomplete at recognizing behavioral factors. Therefore, the researcher observed the students’ participation and engagement in the two settings, as the lessons progressed.


The observation notes focused on three main factors, namely behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement and emotional engagement through which the researcher observed a positive attitude in learners of the experimental group towards the lesson which incorporated the game-based approach. On the contrary, the same level of engagement was not experienced in the other two groups, where they only followed the provided instructions and considered the classroom environment where the lesson was followed by a question paper, rather stressful and boring.
CONCLUSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS

According to the results, although the scores of all three groups have eventually dropped along with the time, there is a significant difference in the scores of the learners in the experimental group which received the game-based approach, compared to the two control groups. However, it is important to note that, while the results did not show a significant impact of the two teaching methods at the immediate retention stage, the results of the two post-tests at the delayed retention stage show the difference in the impact of the two teaching methods while confirming that language games do have an impact in grammar retention. Moreover, the comparison of the three test results indicate that the experimental group has exceeded the two control groups with higher mean values, during the immediate retention stage and the delayed retention stage revealing  that the usage of language games in the ESL classroom lead to effective language acquisition in terms of grammar and retain them in the long term. As for the observations, the learners of the experimental group showed greater enthusiasm in the classroom from the beginning, which was not experienced in the two control groups. 
Therefore, based on the above findings, it can be concluded that, while the text books assist the learners with the theoretical knowledge, games can be incorporated in order to provide the learners with a positive learning experience, leading to grammar retention in the long term. Language games are widely used in the classroom as a technique to involve the students in learning. While this paper only focused on one language game as “the Board Race”, further research could be conducted on different types of games and its impact on language learning by using a larger sample group and a variety of grammatical aspects.
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