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Abstract 

 

A Task-Based Approach to Teaching Spanish to Young Language 
Learners Using Computer Games  

 

 

 

 

 

Sinthia Sarai Vazquez, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Elaine K. Horwitz 

 

The abundance of technologies around our children, provides us with resources 

that can be used in second and foreign language classrooms. Often, children do not have 

the opportunity to practice Spanish in an authentic way, due to limited Spanish 

instruction that some institutions or public schools offer at the elementary level. 

Therefore, the limited time that is allowed to teach should be used wisely by means of 

computer games in the target language in conjunction with language tasks may offer the 

opportunity to learn and practice the second language (L2). The purpose of the present 

report is to: present existing literature on tasks and computer games in foreign/second 

language learning; suggest how they can be incorporated in a task-based approach in 

terms of teaching Spanish as an L2 to young learners; show examples of computer games 
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in company with various language tasks that can be used for L2 learning; and provide an 

example of a lesson plan based on the suggested approach. Also, some of the benefits of 

this Spanish task-based approach will be discussed. Finally, important teaching 

implications are offered based on the existing literature on tasks and the task-based 

approach using computer games that is proposed in the this report.  



 viii 

Table of Contents 

Introduction..............................................................................................................1 

Various Definitions of Tasks ...................................................................................3 

Review of the Research on Tasks and Second Language Learning ........................6 

Review of the Literature on Computer Games and Second Language Learning ..12 

A Task- Based Approach to Teach Spanish Using Computer Games ..................16 
Teaching Context ..........................................................................................17 
Example of Computer Games.......................................................................18 

         Examples of  Language Tasks ......................................................................21 
         Lesson Plan Example....................................................................................27 

Reasons for a Task-Based Approach ............................................................28 

Teaching Implications ...........................................................................................32 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................35 

Appendix 1 ............................................................................................................37 

Appendix 2 ............................................................................................................38 

Bibliography .........................................................................................................39 

Vita   ......................................................................................................................43 



 1 

 
Introduction 

“Our students have changed radically. Today’s students are no longer the people 

our educational system was designed to teach” (Prensky, 2001 p. 1). 

Most students today are fascinated with technology. Most of our children and 

youth love playing computer games; some have cell phones, enjoy watching videos, and 

like to navigate in the web. This new technology has greatly impacted and influenced our 

education system and our lives in general. The majority of our children are greatly 

influenced by this new trend, and as teachers, we should not ignore it. Actually, Razfar 

and Yang, (2010) state that the social context for early childhood literacy development 

has and is shifting from a print–based model to a more digital field. As Prensky (2001) 

argues, students are not growing to be taught the old traditional way. Our job as educators 

is to take advantage of this new “technology revolution” (as so many people have named 

it) and use it effectively, especially in language classrooms. In these classrooms, teachers 

are looking for ways to improve their resources, materials, and teaching methods in order 

for students to have authentic experiences while learning the target language. 

Teaching a second language (L2) or a foreign language is not only a matter of 

teaching grammar rules, vocabulary, and phrases; it also requires the teacher to provide 

students with opportunities to practice that language. The use of technology may provide 

this opportunity if is used effectively in conjunction with other language related tasks. 

Computer games, for example, can provide opportunities for learning in various ways.  

Most young children love playing computer games, so they could be used as a means of 

language learning and teaching. For instance, it is common, in language classrooms to 
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read stories in the target language, but it is often hard to have L2 learners read those 

stories themselves. Thus, the use of computer games can be more satisfactory to children 

and can be used as tools to expose them to the target language and enhance their language 

learning. 

This report will present a task/computer-based approach for language instruction 

with an emphasis on teaching Spanish as a second language to young learners in the age 

range of 7-12 years old. This paper starts with various definitions of tasks to better 

understand this concept followed by a review of the existing research on tasks and L2 

learning. Then, the literature on computer games in relation to L2 learning will be 

described. Later, a task- based approach to teaching Spanish using computer games is 

suggested. Within that same section: a hypothetical teaching context where this approach 

may be applied will be described; examples of computer games will be mentioned; a 

variety of language tasks will be discussed; an example of a lesson plan will be 

presented; and some benefits of this approach will be identified.  Finally, some teaching 

implications will be presented based on the review of the literature on tasks, computer 

games, and task-based approach that is proposed in this report.  
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Various Definitions on Tasks 

There are different views among a variety of scholars in terms of what constitutes 

a task, and several important scholars have taken into consideration the function of tasks 

in L2 learning.  For example, Ellis (2003) dedicated an entire book to tasks because he 

considers the study of tasks a means to bring second language learning and teaching 

together. In this section, various definitions of the concept of language learning tasks will 

be presented followed by my own definition of tasks to be used in this paper.  

According to Long (1985), a task is any activity that ordinary people perform in 

everyday life, free of reward; examples include helping someone across the road and 

buying a pair of shoes. Richards, Platt, and Weber (1985) see tasks as actions that are 

carried out as a consequence of processing and understanding language, such as a student 

performing a teacher’s command. In fact, these authors believe that a task may or may 

not require language production.  Crookes (1986) presents a more general perspective on 

tasks and claims that a task is a “piece of work” with a specific objective used for 

educational, work or research purposes.  Skehan (1996) also has done a variety of 

research on tasks and suggests that a task may require personal information to be 

exchanged, a problem to be solved, and a collective judgment to be made, making the 

activity authentic. Ellis (2003) suggests that a task involves: a plan for learner activity 

and for making meaning; a connection with real world language use; a focus on language 

skills; engaging learners in cognitive skills; and an outcome based on communication (p. 

9-10).  Another article by Ellis (2009) defines tasks as being a “work-plan” which 

involves input and output and instructions on what needs to be achieved.  On the other 
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hand, Avermaet and Gysen (2006) focus more on the learners’ needs and view tasks as 

activities that a learner would like to do in order to use the linguistic features that have 

been acquired. They argue that language learning and practice should be the goal for any 

language task and that the learner’s needs should always be the focus of instruction. 

From a psycholinguistic perspective, Ellis (2009) states that tasks are a device that 

guides learners to engage in some type of information processing that is important for 

language use and language acquisition. For example, tasks provide an opportunity for 

negotiation of meaning when communication breakdowns occur which according to the 

Interaction Hypothesis (Long, 1996) is important for language acquisition. On the other 

hand, Skehan’s (1998b as cited in Ellis, 2009) work on a cognitive approach to tasks 

focuses on the fluency, accuracy, and complexity of learner production.  Based on this 

cognitive view, engaging learners in different types of tasks will give them the 

opportunity to focus on different types of language production. 

Regardless of the definition, a task from the perspective of language pedagogy 

has a variety of instructional purposes depending on the activity and teaching goals. 

Bygate, Skehan, and Swain, (2000b as cited in Ellis, 2009) argue that tasks can be seen 

differently from a research or a pedagogy perspective. What they mean is that from a 

research perspective, tasks may be viewed as a set of variables that influence language 

acquisition and from a pedagogy perspective; they may be seen as an important unit of 

work. Following this argument, Ellis (2009) suggests that both perspectives can be 

combined for effective L2 learning and teaching.  
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Most of these definitions and different views proposed coincide with what Skehan 

(1996) recognizes as a strong version of a task-based approach: “tasks should be the unit 

of language teaching, and that everything else should be subsidiary (p.39)”. A weaker 

version of this view would be that a task-based approach is vital for language learning 

(Skehan, 1996). Similarly, Foster (2009) argues that language teachers should not expect 

“any classroom task to have a predictable cognitive or linguistic outcome because 

language learners are individuals rather than task-transacting language machines (p. 

251).”  Despite of all of those strong arguments, I believe that a task-based approach can 

be effective for language learning to some extent depending on the learner and teacher. 

Thus, based on all these definitions and assumptions on tasks, language teachers should 

be aware that there are different views but they can be useful for language teaching and 

learning. Therefore, I have to agree with Ellis (2009) who recognizes that tasks can be 

defined differently depending on the learning context. For this reason, I will provide my 

own definition of tasks when teaching Spanish as a second language to young learners 

using video games. For this purpose, I define a task as: an authentic motivating language 

activity where young learners have the opportunity to be engaged in language input and 

output in a fun and interactive way; an activity where students may become autonomous 

of their own learning; and an activity that will foster language used outside of the 

classroom. The reader may have noticed that my definition contains the idea of “fun” 

even though the other definitions reviewed did not. Since this report focuses on young 

learners, I feel that the element of fun is essential.  
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Review of the Research Done on Tasks and Second Language Learning 

A number of studies have examined the concept of tasks in relation to second 

language learning, specifically the acquisition of certain linguistic features.  For example, 

the study by Blake, and Zyzik (2003) explores the interaction between 11 Heritage 

Speakers (HSs) of Spanish and 11 non-native speakers (NNSs) of Spanish in a 

synchronous computer-assisted learning environment. The students were seated at 

computers located in different buildings and instructed in English to connect to each 

other online via a chat program to solve an “apartment hunting” task. The goal was for 

the students to share their respective apartment listings (4 each, a total of 8) and find their 

perfect apartment given their assigned personalities. The authors found that the 

negotiations were primarily lexical (24) followed by grammatical (4) and finally 

pragmatic (2).  The majority of the resolutions were attributed to the heritage speakers 

with lexical confusions being the principal cause of misunderstandings. Thus, the 

researchers concluded that HSs found themselves in a non-inhibiting situation, and so did 

the NNSs, which encouraged language output in both groups. It was found that HSs were 

a valuable source for NNSs given a careful presentation of collaborative tasks. We can 

conclude from this study that some tasks types may generate more opportunities for 

interaction and negotiation of meaning. In the case of HSs, interacting with NNSs 

allowed them to negotiate lexical items to better understand their utterances.  

In another study by Shehadeh (2001), modified output (MO) was examined based 

on self-and other initiations. In this study, thirty-five adult participants: 8 native speakers 

(NSs) and 27 non-native speakers (NNSs)) of English participated by performing three 
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tasks (picture description, opinion exchange, and decision-making). All of the 

participants were paired to explore how the different task types, self, and other initiation 

of the conversation affected how they modified their language output while carrying out 

the different tasks. The results showed that self and other initiation in all the tasks 

provided NNSs plentiful opportunities to produce MO. Nonetheless, there were more 

instances of MO resulting from self-initiation than from other types of initiation. As a 

result, this study has shown that under three different task conditions NNSs modified 

their language output in response to both self- and other-initiations in NS-NNS and NNS-

NNS interactions.  The main conclusion to be drawn from these results is that if NNSs’ 

production of MO is integral to successful L2 learning, both self- initiations and other-

initiations matter for L2 learning. So having students perform different types of language 

tasks can give them opportunity to modify their language output in a more 

understandable way.  

Swain and Lapkin (2001) conducted a study to examine instances of language 

learning during the completion of two tasks (dictogloss and jigsaw) and how the different 

task formats affected language learning. The participants for this study were two grade 8 

mixed-ability French immersion classes from the same school. Class D had 30 students 

and Class J had 35 Anglophone students who had been in this immersion program since 

they were in kindergarten.  Each class had to perform one of the tasks mentioned above. 

The dictogloss task was to reconstruct a read aloud story by writing it together in pairs. 

The jigsaw task was to reconstruct a story and write it together in pairs based on some 

pictures.  One major finding from this study was that the dictogloss task constrained 
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participants’ responses more than the jigsaw task. However, no significant differences 

were found among the written narratives of the stories from the two groups or in the 

completion time. In addition, task differences did not reflect the degree of attention that 

students paid to language form. Both tasks showed a similar proportion of form-focused 

related episodes but in different ways. In the dictogloss, the participants increased 

accuracy in the production of pronominal verbs. In the jigsaw task, they used a variety of 

vocabulary that led them to more linguistic creativity.  

Moreover, a study made by Ravesz and Han (2006) focused on the impact of two 

tasks variables: content familiarity and the efficacy of recasts.  Thirty-six English 

language learner adults participated in this study. The authors found that the number of 

recasts decreased gradually as participants made fewer errors. Also, the group of 

participants who had the same task twice had the highest drop in recasts. Overall, this 

study showed that participants who received recasts through tasks with familiar content 

demonstrated greater accuracy in their L2 oral and written production of the past 

progressive than those who received recasts through tasks without content familiarity. As 

is noted by Ravesz and Han (2006), it is important to provide language content 

familiarity while implementing tasks. This can be done by presenting pre-task to the 

students or modeling the actual task.  

In addition, the more familiar the learners are with the tasks, the better they will 

perform in the completion of the task. For example, Arslanyilmaz and Pedersen (2010) 

examined the effects of subtitled similar task videos on language production by 20 

English language learners, in terms of fluency, accuracy, and complexity, including 
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lexical and syntactic complexity. The participants had to complete four online tasks in 

pairs through a chat tool. The experimental group had access to similar task videos of the 

same environment that they had to perform and they could watch them before task 

completion; native speakers of the target language performed these similar videos. Each 

pair of participants completed two tasks in each session with 50 minutes to complete each 

task. Transcriptions of their dialogues were analyzed after the completion of the tasks. 

The authors found that in terms of fluency, students in similar task group produced 

almost 1.68 times more words than students who did not have a similar task during the 

same time period. Also, in terms of lexical complexity, students in the similar task group 

produced almost 1.78 times more diverse words and 1.05 times more lexically complex 

language than students in the other group. In terms of accuracy, students in the similar 

task performed better than the opposite group. Therefore, the results of this study showed 

that task familiarity, using pre-task activities, improved fluency and accuracy of language 

produced during communicative task completion activities. 

  Also, it is important to see which collaborative and individual tasks are similar or 

different in relation to L2 learning. Kim (2008) compared the effectiveness of 

collaborative and individual tasks on the acquisition of L2 vocabulary by 32 Korean as 

Second Language (KSL) learners. Half of the participants carried out the dictogloss in 

pairs, but the other half worked individually while thinking aloud. The study included 15 

target words for the analysis: 8 nouns, 4 verbs, and 3 adjectives/adverbs. The experiment 

was conducted over a 3-week period and the participants’ responses were video-recorded. 

The results of this study were that participants who participated in the collaborative task 
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had a similar number of language related episodes (LRE’s) as the learners who worked 

individually, but performed better on the vocabulary tests. The collaborative group 

acquired more vocabulary items than the individual group.  In addition, the collaborative 

group obtained higher scores on both vocabulary tests than the learners who worked 

individually. Therefore, collaborative tasks were more effective for the acquisition of L2 

vocabulary. 

Similarly, Mondada and Doehler (2005) did a study on the interactive 

relationships of tasks in French second language classrooms. They wanted to investigate 

how learners and teachers, leading to various configurations of classroom talk and 

structuring specific opportunities for learning, collaboratively organize tasks. The 

participants for this study were immigrant children (10-12 years) and high school 

students who were French language learners. The data consisted of recordings in classes 

while students were interacting while completing or making their own tasks. Mondada 

and Doehler (2005) found that in both data types, students were negotiating and co-

constructing meaning while completing assigned tasks. The process of working together 

to complete a task helped the students to process linguistic features faster than when they 

were working individually. Also, in some instances the learners changed the direction of 

certain tasks due to their own interpretation of the task and acquisition of some forms of 

French were noted. The authors concluded that tasks should be treated as processes and 

not as products, insisting that they cannot be understood as a set defined “thing” because 

tasks are configured by the learners’ activities and interpretation. 
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Overall, based on the research mentioned above, we can conclude that a variety of 

tasks with a “focus or form” and instructor intervention may be a way to stimulate 

learners to notice gaps in their grammar. Also, certain language tasks may push learners 

to discuss topics that are not part of their usual linguistic repertoire (Blake and Zyzik, 

2003). Tasks types like opinion exchange and decision-making tasks offer opportunities 

to the learners to modify their language output (Shehadeh, 2001). Also, language task 

types should not be compared to consider one better than others. Swain and Lapkin 

(2001) suggest that the value of the task depends on the learning or instructional goal. 

Nonetheless, task familiarity and authenticity should be taken into consideration because 

they can positively affect the participants’ language skills (Ravesz and Han, 2006). 

Likewise, tasks that show some type of collaboration among learners have been proven to 

be more beneficial for L2 vocabulary acquisition than individual tasks (Kim, 2008). In 

collaborative tasks, the learners are able to support learning by questioning, proposing 

possible solutions, repeating, and negotiating (Swain et al., 2002; Swain & Lapkin, 1998 

as cited in Kim 2008). In other words, learners can co-construct knowledge in their L2 

through collaborative dialogue.  
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Review of the Literature on Computer Games and L2 learning  

We can observe that our society has influenced our students to be more involved 

with technology, thus we must take advantage of this great opportunity by using 

technology adequately and with a purpose. With that being said, I am not suggesting that 

technology should be the only resource for teaching. Rather, I believe that language 

teachers should make effective use of it. For example, we see our children growing up 

with computers and they interact or use them in some way. In general, computers provide 

a richer context by offering materials in more than one modality, giving students creative 

images and other visuals that support language learning (Frommer, 1998). I specifically 

want to emphasize the use of computer games to teach the L2. Why computer games? 

Gee (2007) states that computer games “show that pleasure and emotional involvement 

are central to thinking and learning” and  “show that language has its true home in action, 

the world, and dialogue, not in dictionaries and texts alone (p. 2).”  In this view, 

computer games are authentic and motivated resources that can help young students to be 

creative with language. 

In a game, learners learn by taking a particular role, for instance “white and 

black” in a Chess game (Shaffer and Gee, 2006). In a Barbie game for example, children 

are always thinking about roles and assigning them to each doll. This is similar to what 

young children do when they play in a computer game. Depending on the game, they are 

typically assigning roles to themselves or to others by visualizing themselves in the 

position of the new game character that they themselves assigned or were assigned. This 

argument also applies to any other digital games where children have a role and a task to 
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complete. In those types of games, the learner is creating simulated worlds that they want 

to understand by following all the rules that are necessary to survive within the game in 

order to achieve a certain goal (Shaffer and Gee, 2006).  

These games are called epistemic games because students are learning to think 

critically in different contexts (depending on the game). Shaffer, Squire, Halverson, and 

Gee (2004) define epistemic games, as games that give players the freedom to act 

according to certain norms and roles within a community. For instance, students are 

learning to think like a chef if it is a cooking game and like a nutritionist or health 

provider if the game is about eating healthy foods. All these games encourage intellectual 

behavior such as critical thinking, making good choices, comprehension, knowledge and 

application, which are important in Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy of Learning. 

Furthermore, Shaffer and Gee (2006) argue that these games help young learners 

develop relevant skills, values, knowledge, identities, and ways of innovating thinking 

which are essential to be successful in higher education. Gee (2003) goes beyond this 

argument and states that “when people learn how to play a video game [or computer 

game] they are learning a new literacy” (p. 13). Gee makes this statement because he sees 

literacy in broader terms and identifies computer games as a type of visual and 

multimedia literacy that is important in the modern world of education.   

One example of using computer games in an educational setting is what Vásquez 

(2003) refers to La Clase Mágica (The Magic Class). La Clase Mágica is a 

bilingual/bicultural technology-based after school educational program for elementary 

students, mostly Hispanic-low income students. This program is designed to promote 
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literacy and cognitive development in a “fantasy world ” using computer games. In this 

program students work collaboratively with university undergrad students while playing 

the game or completing certain task cards. Each game is accompanied of a task card that 

consists of completing a task (activity) that is related to the game. For example, Vásquez 

(2003) mentions various examples of task cards.  One task card consists of pretending to 

have a fruit stand and deciding as a group on the best selling product. This task card is 

related to a computer game called “marketplace” where students take the role of vendors.  

Another task card consists of taking the role of zookeepers and the students’ job is to 

learn the names of all the animals. According to Vásquez (2003), the computer games 

accompanied with task cards create a pleasant environment where students are 

collaborative learning and practicing their linguistic skills in English and Spanish.  

There are many other scholars that support the use of computer games for second 

language learning. For example, Stanley and Mawer (2008) provide a list of some 

activities that can be done using computer games such as description of a game character 

and writing about the game. Also, several researchers (Klein, Nir-Gal, & Darom, 2000; 

Nir-Gal & Klein, 2004) have examined the cognitive development in young learners 

when they use a computer to play games or do other related activities. These researchers 

have found that these types of activities improve abstract and reflexive thinking skills. 

Computer-games may also provide meaningful content for L2 learning in various 

contexts (Purushotma, 2005). Several games may present situations that look real and 

may provide immediate feedback (Jones, 1986). In fact, Stanley and Mawer (2008) 

recommend using computer games that have been proven by children to be fun. Using 
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fun computer games will facilitate and attract students to complete language tasks related 

to the computer game. Moreover, computer games teach players how to master certain 

tasks in the game before they are allowed to move to more difficult levels (Gee, 2003, 

2006; Schaffer et al., 2004).  In that sense, computer games are powerful sources (Gee, 

2003) for L2 learning because they have the ability to create new worlds and invite the 

players to take an identity within that new world while receiving language input.  

Students receive language input by reading the instructions of the game, listening to other 

game characters, and following different commands required by completing the games. 

Thus, computer games may be a way to challenge and encourage students to become 

risk-takers when learning the L2.  Consequently, these skills will be reflected when 

learning the L2.  

However, I agree with Stanley and Mawer (2008) that it is still difficult for 

teachers to find ideas on how computer games can be used effectively. For this reason, 

later in this paper I will propose some examples of language tasks that can be 

implemented in the classroom using certain computer games. The power of computer 

games should be used in a productive way. It is important that I emphasize that I am not 

arguing that computer games by themselves are effective for language learning and 

teaching. I believe that computer games in conjunction with language tasks (pre-tasks or 

post tasks) can be effective for young learners to learn Spanish. Thus, in the following 

section, an example of a task- based approach to teach Spanish to young learners is 

presented.  
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A Task- Based Approach to Teach Spanish Using Computer Games  

In this section, I will present an example of a task-based approach to teach 

Spanish to young learners using computer games in a hypothetical teaching context, 

followed by an example of a lesson plan, examples of computer games that can be used 

for this particular purpose, and some examples of language tasks that can be implemented 

accompanied with the computer games mentioned.  

The main idea of this task-based approach is to incorporate language tasks that 

relate to appropriate computer games that are in the target language. Basically, the 

student plays a computer game for a certain period of time. Then, the student in 

cooperation with other students completes a language task or tasks that are related to the 

computer game he or she just played. Hence, the language tasks will provide 

opportunities for students to practice features of language that they were already familiar 

with. A task should not necessarily be done after playing a computer game, pre-tasks are 

also important to activate prior knowledge or to get students’ attention.  

Additional examples of language tasks will be presented later in this section and 

examples of free online computer games with a brief description will be mentioned. In 

addition, to better understand this task-based approach using computer games, a lesson 

will be presented as an example to give a better view of the approach. One thing that is 

important to point out is that when planning a lesson utilizing a task-based approach with 

computer games, teachers should always provide different tasks that are appropriate for 

the students’ language level. Also the more familiar the students are with the tasks the 

better they will be to complete the tasks. In the following sections a more detailed 
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explanation of the main considerations for a task-based approach will be discussed with a 

hypothetical teaching context in mind. The activities in the sample lesson plan also 

pertain to this particular teaching context.  

Teaching context 

An example of a specific teaching context is presented here for the purpose of 

demonstrating how a task-based approach can be implemented in a regular classroom. A 

hypothetical teaching setting for this task-based approach is an after school Spanish class 

around the school year calendar. This type of context seems to be more common among 

elementary public schools since most of them do not require students to take a language 

class. Usually, students who have an interest for learning Spanish or parents who want 

their children to learn Spanish are the students attending these types of after school 

classes.  

The class meets three times during the week for a period of one hour. The class is 

open to any student who wants to join (age range of 7-12 years old) with a limit of 15 

students per class. The students’ Spanish levels may vary from low beginner to advanced. 

Thus, differentiation of learning should be highly encouraged to meet the students’ needs.  

In terms of resources, ideally, the class is expected to have computers for all 

students or at least a ratio of one computer per two students so that all students have the 

opportunity to play a game. Other resources are children books, videos, and music CDs 

which would be available for the students to do other activities.  

Students’ progress is assess over the course through observations while 

completing the tasks and by evaluating a portfolio with all their work. The teacher is 
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expected to meet with every student sometimes during the course to talk about his/her 

progress in relation to L2 learning. 

Examples of computer games 

In this section, a list of computer games that are available in both English and 

Spanish will be presented with a brief description of the game and examples of how they 

can be used to teach Spanish as an L2. Later, one of the computer games listed will be 

chosen to show a concrete lesson plan that can be implemented in the classroom.  

Club Penguin  
http://www.clubpenguin.com/ 
 
In this game, the students need to pick and name a penguin. This penguin has a lot 

of activities to perform with his community while also maintaining a good atmosphere 

with the other penguins in the game. The main idea of the game is to earn money (points) 

by doing a lot of activities such as playing games within the game. This money is used to 

buy things that the penguin will need in order to be content and interact with other 

penguins in this virtual world. One major thing that a penguin can buy is a pet and it’s 

respective clothes. Communication among other penguins is also important to be aware 

of what is happening in the game. For example, penguins may share their experiences as 

a tour guide or a ninja to encourage other penguins (players) to go to pass to more 

advance levels of the game. In addition, within the game, learners have the opportunity to 

take several roles such as being tourist for other new penguins, secret agents or ninjas; all 

of these just mentioned are characteristics of an epistemic game. However, in order for a 

Penguin to take one of those roles mentioned above, the penguin needs to have certain 
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requirements like passing a test and having a certain age. Therefore, it is important for the 

players to understand the goals of the game.  

Moreover, in this game, the learners may learn certain skills that tours guides, 

secret agents or ninjas are required to have. For example, to be a tourist guide, the learner 

needs to have some knowledge of the culture and history in order to perform adequately 

as a tour guide. In the same manner, by being a secret agent, the student can learn 

important values such as being honest and how to be helpful. Also, the vocabulary related 

to these different roles, may help students to increase their vocabulary, especially if this is 

fostered while completing the tasks. In addition, these types of occupations can be used 

as the starting point of a conversation in the L2 facilitating language output and input.  

Maya and Miguel 
http://pbskids.org/mayaandmiguel/espanol/games/index.html 
 
This website has a variety of games and activities that are fun and offer Spanish 

language input by showing written text and sound of the instructions of the game or other 

scenarios. Some of these games are matching, creating comics, looking for items in a 

recipe, and playing sports among others. William (2003) suggests that exposing students 

to a rich text environment and good written models in the L2 will help students develop 

reading and writing skills.  Most of these games are appropriate for students between the 

ages of 7-10. Although, not all the games presented in this website have the 

characteristics of epistemic games, they are good sources to develop language tasks. For 

example, after playing with all the pictures, colors, and items to make a comic strip in the 

computer game, the students may print it and write a comic book; by having students 
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create and write their own comic books is a good practice and opportunity for L2 writing 

development.  

Panfu 
http://www.panfu.es/ 
 
This is a virtual world built for children, where students can chat, learn and play 

in a safe, online environment. The point is to get a panda character to explore the Panda 

world, play games, and be creative. In this game, students can take different roles such as 

a caregiver or stylist. This game is aimed to children between the ages of 6 and 14, but is 

open to everyone who wants to play. This game offers many opportunities to practice the 

target language. For example, the teacher may also have the students chat in the L2 with 

other students or other children who are playing the game.  

 
Mundo Nick 
http://www.mundonick.com/index.jhtml 
 
This website has a variety of games with different characters and levels. Since 

there are a variety of games within the same cartoon, the students have different options 

to choose a game making it practical for those students who finish a game fast or who get 

tired of playing the same game. Some of these games are very challenging and offer 

different levels of difficulty. In fact, these games are related to characters from different 

cartoons that young learners like to watch which may help motivate students to learn the 

L2.  Most of these games in this website do not apply to the epistemic definition, but they 

can be used as a resource to develop language tasks and to motivate students to complete 

those tasks.  
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La cena real de Lizzi 
http://www.juegos.com/juego/La-cena-real-de-Lizzie.html 
 
The goal of this game is to prepare a Royal dinner for the prince. Lizzie was 

chosen to prepare a dinner for the prince but she has a problem. She has to go to the 

supermarket, prepare the food in the kitchen, and get the restaurant ready.  She needs help 

getting everything ready. Thus, the goal of this game is to look for the hidden pictures of 

items she needs. The game has several levels until you reach the goal. At the end of the 

game, a set of four pictures appears where Lizzie is serving food to the prince and then an 

accident happens where she spills water on the prince’s clothes. But, at the end they fall 

in love and live happily ever after. This game can be considered epistemic because the 

learners can take the role of event planners and use that skill while playing the game and 

completing a task after the game.  This game also teaches vocabulary words related to 

things that you would encounter in the super market, kitchen, and restaurant. Also, it 

provides written input in the L2 by showing short passages of what is happening in each 

setting. Every time Lizzie needs help finding the items she needs, she presents a little 

story of the incident that led her to the reason why she is requesting for help. This game 

is like a little story. Last, this game is more appropriate for learners between the ages of 

9-12 years old. 

Examples of language tasks 

 In this section, some examples of language tasks that can be applied using some 

of the computer games mentioned above will be described. Since tasks are very general, 

they can also be applied to different computer games. However, it is strongly 

recommended to develop more specific tasks according to the game. An example of 
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detailed tasks for a specific game will be mentioned in the lesson plan presented later in 

this section.  

1. Walkthrough (Stanley and Mawer, 2008) 

The teacher starts by showing the students how to play the game with very 

explicit instructions. According to Stanley and Mawer (2008), a 

walkthrough provides the language teacher a written version in Spanish 

(any language can be applied) of how to play the game. In other words, a 

walkthrough is a set of written instructions of how to play the game. These 

instructions can turn into a task, by having students write their own 

walkthrough, fill in the blanks, or draw a picture for the correspondent 

instruction. This type of task can be used as an introduction of the game 

and language task. The walkthrough can also be used as a pre-task before 

allowing students to play a game.  

2. Describe your favorite game character  

After playing a computer game for a certain amount of time, students can 

work in pairs or in groups to describe among each other their favorite 

game character that they were playing with. Students who are more 

advanced can be encouraged to write a short description of their character 

and share it with the whole class.  To extend this activity, teachers can pair 

students and have them draw their classmates’ game character according 

to the description given by the opposite partner. To make this task fun, 

students can draw with their eyes covered and afterwards see the end 
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result and present it to whole class. The aforementioned task or tasks 

promote a lot of communication and by playing the games and drawing 

pictures, it also motivates students to learn the L2 in a fun and experiential 

way.  

3. Show and tell  

This task is similar to the walkthrough, but instead of showing how to play 

the game, the students can show and tell other classmates a special 

strategy when playing a particular game. In order to make this task more 

concise, teachers may pick different specific parts of the game for each 

group of students and have them organize a set of sentences describing 

how to play that specific game. Then, in groups they can show other 

students how to play while also using the words they have written.  

4. Crazy words  

After playing the game for a certain period of time, the teacher can ask the 

students to pick five words that they learned from playing the game. Then, 

the task will be to create silly sentences using those words. They can also 

create a word bank. 

5. Group Story  

Using the characters from the game, students have to create a story. This 

task is excellent for different reasons: students who are at low levels can 

draw several pictures and write basic sentences and students who are more 

advanced can be encouraged to write short paragraphs or the whole story. 
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Another way to do this task is to teach verbs in the L2 and have students 

draw different pictures of their characters performing an action. Then, the 

teacher can collect all the pictures and as class create a story. To make this 

task interesting, the teacher may shuffle all the pictures and pick a picture 

randomly to set the sequence of the story.  

6. Jigsaw reading (Stanley and Mawer, 2008) 

This task can be done using the walk through text. The teacher writes a 

sentence or two in different cards from the walk through text. Then, she 

shuffles the cards and gives a card to each student. Later, as a class or 

group, they have to read their cards according to the order of how the 

game should be played. This task encourages communication in the L2 

and promotes reading fluency.  

7. Identify colors  

Teacher prepares a setting or character from the game and has students 

identify the different colors in the picture. This task is very simple, short 

and maybe very useful for beginner students.  This task allows for color 

memorization and practice in the L2.  

8. Problem solvers  

This is a fun task that students can complete in a group. First, the teacher 

assigns a problem or situation that may be encountered in the respective 

game that the students are playing. Then, students need to come out with a 

solution to that specific problem and present it to the class or to small 
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groups. This task encourages creativity, language output, and negotiation 

of meaning as students interact with each other to solve the problem.  

9. Choose and pretend 

This is a very creative task where students can implement not only 

language skills, but also other valuable skills that they learn as they are 

playing the game. Most of the computer games mentioned above are about 

taking roles. Teachers can ask the students to give their opinion on what 

makes a good tourist guide, ninja, party organizer, and any other roles 

depending on the game roles. In this type of task, students use the target 

language in various ways to exchange opinions and come to an agreement. 

For example, students can talk about what makes their penguin (in Club 

Penguin) a good tourist guide. To extend this task, students can create or 

draw a fancy place and show it to the whole class as if they were tourist 

guides. Those skills can be applied in different settings and encourage L2 

practice.  

10. Tell me what you see  

In this task, students can get a picture from the game that they were 

playing and as group they can describe the picture to other students or to 

the whole class. Picture description tasks can be useful for a language 

practice activity on verbs or adjectives (Williams, 2005). For beginner 

students, teacher can allow the use of simple words and more advanced 
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students need to be encouraged to use complete sentences in their 

descriptions.  

11.  Favorite game  

After playing several games, students discuss what is their favorite game 

and describe the reasons for that claim. They can also compare and 

contrast the different games that they liked and make a chart of those 

comparisons. This task promotes language output and input by listening, 

sharing their ideas about their favorite games, and talking to other 

members of the group. Also, by creating a chart, it encourages students to 

write in the target language.  

The tasks presented in this section are very general and most of them require the 

learners to produce language. Nevertheless, any language task can be modified to meet 

the language needs of specific group of students. It is recommended that the teachers use 

a lot of scaffolding strategies to better present a task before asking the students to actually 

complete a task. For example, in the “favorite game” task, if students are not ready to 

write, teachers can show different pictures that represent a variety of games and have 

students arrange them from more favorite to least favorite. As it is suggested in the 

literature, different language tasks can lead to different focus and development of certain 

language features. Thus, when creating tasks, a language goal should always be taken 

into consideration.  
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Lesson Plan Example  

This lesson plan is designed to practice and learn vocabulary in relation to food 

and kitchen related words. Previous lessons on these topics before implementing the 

lesson below are highly encouraged.  

Title: An important dinner  
Objectives:  

o Expose	  students	  to	  new	  vocabulary	  related	  to	  supermarket.	  	  
o Promote	  word-‐recognition	  skills.	  
o Develop	  motivation	  to	  learn	  the	  target	  language	  by	  playing.	  	  
o Provide	  an	  opportunity	  to	  communicate	  in	  the	  L2	  to	  increase	  language	  competence.	  
o Use	  the	  computer	  game	  of	  Lizzie	  to	  practice	  and	  increase	  vocabulary.	  	  
o Practice	  writing	  through	  a	  dinner	  invitation.	  
o Use	  the	  previous	  vocabulary	  learned	  in	  other	  lesson	  to	  write	  an	  invitation	  or	  to	  

describe	  a	  picture.	  
Required materials: one computer per student, pictures from the game, invitation cards or paper, 
posters, crayons, and pencils 
Time: 1 hour  
Computer game: La cena real de Lizzie 

http://www.juegos.com/juego/La-cena-real-de-Lizzie.html 
Language tasks: “Tell me what you see,” picture description task,” and an “invitation to dinner 
task.” 
Procedure: The teacher will start the lesson by reviewing vocabulary previously learned about 
food. The teacher will introduce the game of Lizzie by carefully modeling how to play the game. 
Then, she will let students know that after playing the game they will have some tasks to complete. 
The time allowed to play the game may be for a period of 15 minutes if the students are familiar 
with how to log in. However, if this is first access to the website, students should receive more 
time. The teacher will walk around the classroom to assist students with the game. After playing 
the game for 15 minutes, the teacher will have a short discussion about the game. She may ask if 
they like the game or if it was difficult. The discussion should last no more than 10 minutes. Then, 
the teacher will assign students into groups of four. It is strongly suggested that the teacher makes 
a very careful selection of tasks that are appropriate for students’ language level. Each task needs 
to have clear instructions and the teacher should model each task before having the students 
complete it.  
Differentiating Learning:  

Beginner: students at this level will do the “Tell me what you see” task. In this tasks students 
will get a picture of Lizzie (look at Appendix 1) and as a group they will have to write a list 
of things that they see in the picture. Then, they will write their list in a big poster and 
present it to class.  
Intermediate: Students at this level will do the “description” task. In this task students will 
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have to describe what is going on in a picture (look at Appendix 2) that is related to the 
game. The students have to write at least a paragraph about this picture and then present it to 
the whole class. The students can write their own paragraph on the board or use a projector 
for everyone to see it.  
Advanced: students at this level will do the “invitation” task. In this task, students will have 
to pretend that they are having a very important dinner. They need to decide who they want 
to invite and write an invitation for that particular person. The students will be encouraged to 
use complete sentences to write the content of the invitation. Also the invitation will need to 
include a purpose, time, date, place, and maybe dressing attire. In order to present this 
invitation, students will get a big poster and they will have to fold it in half so that it would 
look like a giant invitation. Students will be encouraged to be creative.  

Closure: Students will close this lesson by presenting the product of their work.  
Plan for evaluation: The teacher will evaluate students based on observations while students are 
completing the task and their final product. Also, the teacher will write notes on what linguistic 
features the students need to improve. Then, the teacher will design a mini lesson to clarify certain 
grammar points, vocabulary, sentence structure or whatever the students need to improve.  

 

Reasons for a Task- Based Approach 

In this section, I present several reasons for using the task-based approach 

mentioned in the previous section. What follows are some reasons of why using computer 

games to teach Spanish to young learners is a good approach for L2 learning:  

1. Increases motivation and reduces anxiety 

Some young students may feel anxious when learning a second language and that 

may be seen as a factor that affects their learning (Gass and Selinker, 2008), and using 

computer games may make the students feel less anxious. The use of computer games 

would establish a pleasant and supportive atmosphere in the classroom since most young 

learners love playing games. In fact this type of approach will help to maintain and 

protect motivation through the use of role-plays and enjoyable language tasks (Dörnyei, 

2001). Also, the majority of young children are motivated to complete a certain task 

when it involves creativity or playing a game.  
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2. Promotes digital literacy  

Using this type of approach for L2 learning promotes the use of technology in an 

effective way. Gee (2005) considers that playing computer games is a type of literacy that 

is important in the new millennium because most of our children are growing in an 

environment full of new technology. In fact, Persky (2001) uses the term “digital natives” 

to refer to those who were born surrounded by computers, video games, the internet in 

general, cell phones (among other things) and know the language that corresponds to 

them. He argues that most of our children today are digital natives and that it is essential 

for educators to become familiar with this type of literacy. As a result, the task-based 

approach describes here promotes digital literacy because it teaches children L2 language 

that is needed to use a computer. This approach is ideal for those language teachers who 

support digital literacy and want their students to learn the benefits of it. 

3. It is way of learning by playing 

Learning another language may be quite challenging for children. For this reason, 

it is very important to keep and provide activities that are fun and interactive. The key 

point is that the concept of playing is very important in the children’ lives and it 

constitutes the basis of the world around them. Usually, children are more motivated and 

show more positive attitudes through playful and safe pedagogies (Webster, 1999). Thus, 

playing computer games is a way to keep up the students’ enthusiasm to learn the L2. In 

fact, playing computer games where students take a role or playing in general allows the 

students to experience agency and ownership of their own learning (Moyles, 1989). 
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Moreover, when learners are playing and learning at the same time, they feel less stressed 

and may truly enjoy being in a language classroom.  

4. Allows for cooperative learning and language output 

Learners can more effectively resolve their linguistic problems through peer 

support and assistance than they can if working independently (Kim, 2008). For second 

language acquisition to occur, learners need input and output. Thus, by pairing students to 

complete a task and talk about the game they played, students may have to adapt and 

make changes to their language output based on what their co-interlocutors have said. 

The learner will share lexicons and ways of speaking through ongoing interactions 

developed around common goals (Reese, 2007) while completing the tasks. This idea is 

supported by Long’s Interaction Hypothesis (1996), which is in favor of interactions 

because negotiation of meaning occurs and this may help students notice any linguistic 

gaps.  

5. Teaches language through experience  

One problem that we may encounter with some computer games is that they may 

be perceived as a solitary activity. However, accompanying tasks with computer games is 

a good way to give students the computer game experience before putting them in groups 

to complete certain language tasks. Also, in second language classroom, often students 

take certain roles to practice the language. For example, when students learn vocabulary 

words related to family, they practice by taking the role of the daughter or father. 

Similarly in computer games, students will take the role of a character that has a goal to 
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accomplish. Martinez-Roldán and Smagorinsky (2011) claim that while students play 

computer games, they are learning specialized vocabulary, syntax and discourse, in a 

more creative, meaningful, and experiential way as they would from a language text 

book. Thus, the language that the learner experiences playing a particular game will be 

used and fostered while completing the language tasks.  

6. Helps to build communities of practice (Lave &Wenger, 1991)  

In communities of practices, learning occurs through meaningful experiences 

(Lave, 1996), and playing computer games provides that type of experiences (Gee, 2007). 

Computer games that are considered epistemic, offer students the freedoms to act within 

the norms of a valued community of practice, and in order to be successful they need to 

act accordingly (Shaffer, Squire, Halverson, & Gee, 2004). Also, this task-based 

approach allows the students to come together in the completion of tasks in a specific 

situated manner and that is a characteristic of building communities of practice.  

In sum, some of the benefits that have been mentioned are very general. However, 

different benefits may come across when implementing this task-based approach. It is 

important to keep in mind that all learners have different needs and preferences and all 

the benefits just mentioned might not apply to all learners. Therefore, before and during 

the implementation of this task-based approach, it is strongly recommended to do an 

analysis of the whole curriculum and language goals to identify the special benefits that 

this will bring to the students.  
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Teaching Implications  

Based on the research stated in the beginning about the literature on tasks, 

computer games, and the suggested task-based approach to teaching Spanish, I propose 

several teaching implications. 

1. A careful study of the computer games that will be used should be done before 

planning a task. In other words, a teacher needs to be familiar with the specific 

game and tasks that will be assigned.  

2.  A task should not only reflect what the student is learning in the computer game, 

but should also encourage using the L2 in and outside of the classroom. 

3.  If resources are limited in terms of low quantity of computers, teachers may use 

this task-based approach as part of a center or station.  

4. Teachers should not assume that all the students know how to play the computer 

game that will be used to complete a particular task. Therefore, the game should 

be introduced and modeled before assigning it to their students.  

5. Although students play the same computer game, the teacher should differentiate 

learning when assigning the tasks after the game.  In other words, the tasks need 

to be appropriate for their students’ language level.  

6. Teachers may offer a variety of similar tasks that were used for current or 

previous games. However, these parallel tasks need to contain new components 

that would be sufficient to keep the learner engaged and interested (Plough and 

Gass, 1993). 
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7. Teachers need to be good language models in order to promote the use of the 

target language when completing the tasks (Carless, 2002) and while playing the 

computer games.  

8. According to Dornyei (2002), it is important to check the group dynamics while 

students work together to complete a task because the motivation to complete a 

task is shaped and co-constructed by the participants in the group.  

9. Teachers should consider learner proficiency and task types when making a 

decision on appropriate task complexity (Kim, 2009). They should also present 

and explain tasks correctly in order to maintain students’ motivation to complete 

the task and for effective L2 learning (Dörnyei and Csizér, 1998).  

10.  Computer games used for the purpose of L2 learning need to be appropriate for 

different age groups. It is important that students are capable of completing the 

goals of the game without confusion in order for them to complete the language 

tasks and enjoy the class in general.  

11. The time students spend playing a computer game should be carefully monitored 

and timed for better results. Making students aware of the time that they need to 

spend playing a game will make them aware of the expectations in terms of time. 

It is suggested to keep a timer and announce the time that is left to play the game 

so that students wrap-up or save their game. 

12. Teachers should position themselves as language learners in order to better plan 

effective language tasks in conjunction with computer games. This analysis will 

help to prepare better lesson plans and differentiate learning.  
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13. Task complexity and familiarity may have a direct impact on the learners’ 

interactional processes while completing the task and learner-learner interaction 

(Kim, 2009). Hence, teachers should integrate computer games that learners are 

already familiar with. For example, if some students have more familiarity with 

the computer game than others, they may complete the language task faster than 

those who have never played the game before.  

Although, some of these approaches or implications mentioned above are based 

on the existing literature and the specific context presented, when language teachers 

implement a task-based approach using computer games, they should always focus on 

their specific teaching context, technology resources availability, students’ language 

needs, motivation, and individual differences. Although the used of technology is highly 

recommended for this new generation of students when implementing tasks, teachers are 

encouraged to implement a task-based approach with whatever resources they have 

available because language instruction should always be meaningful.  
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Conclusion 

In summary, I have presented a teaching approach for L2 learning that may be 

suitable for young learners since video/computer games in general are attractive to them. 

The language tasks presented were written with the purpose of increasing the students’ 

interest and motivation while learning a new language. These tasks go beyond a 

classroom assignment and encourage young L2 learners to improve their language skills 

while appreciating the use of technology. They also help students to relate what they are 

learning in a game to the real world. These tasks can be seen as instructional variables in 

the L2 classroom.  

Computer games may help students learn in various ways (Gee, 2005), but this 

paper presents how these games can be effective for language teaching and learning.  

When students play computer games with the purpose of L2 learning, it gives them a 

common experience before the completion of a task. This common ground will give 

students the opportunity to be creative in their language learning process while 

completing the language tasks.  

A specific analysis of the games and tasks is strongly recommended, especially if 

there are not enough computer games in the target language that will be relevant to 

language learning. That being said, it is important to point out that the presented task-

based approach above is only in favor of using computer games for learning and 

educational purposes in the L2 context. Also, I strongly encourage the use of other print 

materials that are valuable resources for language learning, such as children books.  
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Overall, it can be concluded that there is no single way of defining a task or task 

based instruction (Levy & Stockwell, 2006). The approach presented above is only one 

idea of how a teacher can incorporate computer games into their language class. 

Additionally, the task-based approach presented in this paper is not only for Spanish 

language learners, but it can be applied to other languages classes such as an ESL or EFL 

context.  Thus, it is suggested that the use of computer games in conjunction with a 

language task approach may be a good way to teach a second language in an effective 

and appealing way while having fun.  
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Appendix 1  
 

Dime lo que ves 
 
Junto con tus compañeros escribe una lista de las cosas que ves en esta foto. Después, 
presenta tu lista al resto de la clase.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Yo veo_______________________ 
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Appendix 2  
Mira y describe  

Junto con tus compañeros describe lo que piensas que está pasando en la foto. Favor de 
ser creativo  
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