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Abstract 
Teaching pronunciation is challenging. Traditional face-to-face methods are time-consuming, labor-
intensive and stressful for students. Blended learning may offer a solution provided the technology can 
both engage students and deliver improved performance. This article describes and evaluates a 
gamified online pronunciation course tailored to correct the characteristic phonological errors of 
English students at a Russian university. The author developed three user-friendly modules designed 
for flexible, interactive and self-paced learning in order to supplement face-to-face teaching. Students 
who took the online course showed greater improvement in pronunciation. Feedback obtained from 
students via a questionnaire suggested that the online course had contributed significantly to their 
improved pronunciation. Student feedback highlighted which aspects of the course they appreciated 
most. Treating learning as a game helped motivate them to complete the tasks. The study suggests 
that gamification can be a valuable strategy in planning online pronunciation modules and offers 
practical lessons in effective design. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Pronunciation is the main part of teaching any language. To date, researchers [2,3,5,8] have never 
ceased to highlight that pronunciation is a crucial part of teaching the English language. Pronunciation 
is significant in communication, because without “adequate pronunciation skills, a person’s 
communicative skills may be severely hampered, and this in turn may give rise to speech that lacks 
intelligibility, leading to glitches in conversation and to strain on the part of the listener” [10]. There are 
some challenges experienced by foreign learners in acquiring English pronunciation. First, foreign 
learners are strongly influenced by their mother tongue, which is really different from English. Second, 
there are limited assessments in the traditional ESL classroom that require the learners to show their 
abilities in pronunciation. Third, English pronunciation acquisition is labour-intensive which presumably 
can lead to a decrease in language learners’ motivation. Fourth, the curriculum does not provide 
teachers with enough time that could be spent on learners’ problematic areas in pronunciation. 
Additionally, there might be another factor that causes inadequate pronunciation outcomes in ESL 
classroom. It is teachers’ lack of competence in conducting lessons on pronunciation. This is reflected 
in the study by Gilakjani which reported that ESL teachers justified their negligence towards 
pronunciation with their limited knowledge of techniques to teach pronunciation [5]. 

The researchers have successfully proven that both learners and teachers can benefit from the use of 
blended learning in an ESL classroom. The advantages of integrating online education into language 
learning practices are impressive: convenience, time saving, flexibility, additional exposure to 
authentic materials, an opportunity to tailor language courses to individual tastes, preferences and to 
meet all possible learners’ requirements [7]. Gamification is another trend implemented in education, 
in particular second language acquisition, in order to improve motivation, sustain learner engagement 
and increase satisfaction. [4]. The New Media Consortium Horizon Report (2014) describes Kaplan 
University’s Gamification software embedded in an LMS. It is said that students grades improved and 
the number of students who failed the course decreased [9]. Therefore, gamification of the process of 
language learning through educational technology might provide a framework for more positive 
student engagement and improved performance.  

The objective of our research is to prove the positive influence of gamified blended learning on 
learners’ pronunciation outcomes. The authors of the present study applied a gamified online course 
to find out answers to three research questions: Can gamification of online learning speed the process 
and make it less monotonous and stressful for learners? Can gamification of online leaning help 
learners to gain autonomy? Can gamification of online learning maximize the practice time outside the 
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ESL classroom? The material of the research is the set of three modules created by the authors for 
the first and the second-year students majoring in different non-linguistic subjects and academic staff 
involved in the “Lingva” vocational training programme who study the course “English for General 
Purposes”. The online course is dedicated to learners who need to improve their skill in pronouncing 
the English words accurately and to change the classical method of learning into an interactive, 
flexible and self-paced method. 

2 CONTEXT AND PARTICIPANTS 
The course started at the end of February. Every month a new tranche of students was given access 
to this course. The total number of language learners enrolled on the course turned out to be 65.  
Among them were students, postdocs, assistant professors, associate professors, and full professors 
of South Ural State University. The course participants were not specially selected according to any 
parameters. The level of English language proficiency in the sample varied from elementary to pre-
intermediate. Up till now only the first module has been completed by the majority of participants. For 
our online questionnaire we decided to choose participants who had completed more than 65% of 
tasks of each of the three modules on pronunciation. Consequently the target group consisted of 25 
learners. All the 25 participants gave their consent to participate in the questionnaire. The demography 
was as follows: 41% of them were men, 69 % were women. The age of students was 18-20, the age 
of academics was 26 – 65. The majority of students - 58% - had good academic performance, 25% 
had excellent grades and 17% had average to low performance. Together with the needs analysis 
conducted in the classroom, we asked five pre-course and six post-course questions via an online 
questionnaire. This questionnaire was allocated on Google disk and target group participants were 
given access to it. Moreover, three feedback questionnaires with seven questions each were located 
after each module of the online course, and one final feedback questionnaire was at the end of the 
whole course. The feedback questionnaires were available to all 65 participants.  

In this study pre-course and post-course questionnaire results will be in the focus of our attention. The 
pre-course questionnaire included the following questions: Which of the skills (listening, speaking, 
reading, writing) do you find the most difficult to improve? Which of the three aspects (vocabulary, 
grammar, pronunciation) do you find the hardest to enhance? Do you prefer to study using a paper 
book or a computer/tablet/smartphone? Do you play any computer games? The post-course 
questionnaire consisted of the questions: How much time did you spend a day when doing online 
tasks on the platform? Learning pronunciation is important when learning a language (strongly agree/ 
agree/ undecided/ disagree/ strongly disagree). What is your attitude to learning pronunciation online? 
Has the online course helped you to improve your pronunciation?  Which tasks and activities do you 
consider the most helpful and why? Which online activities did you like most: traditional or gamified? 

3 COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This section describes the outline of the gamified online course, which is organized into three modules 
that are to be delivered during one term. The learners were not limited in time when doing skills 
development tasks and revising. Each topic was supported by links to external Internet sources. 
Assignments were listed in the dedicated section in Moodle LMS, so that the students could have full 
overview of the tasks. The first module deals with spelling skills widely tested in listening part of 
Cambridge exams (KET, PET, IELTS, etc). The second module introduces learners to the peculiarities 
of vowels and consonant production. The third module is dedicated to reading rules (phonics). 

The Table 1 shows the aims, outcomes and content of each module. 
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Table 1.  Aims, outcomes and content of the modules 

Module Aims and outcomes Content 

1. Alphabet Students will learn: 
 - how to pronounce letters of the alphabet; 
- the order of letters; 
- capital and lower case letters in spelling; 
- the number of consonant and vowel letters; 
- how to spell words such as names, streets, 
cities, etc; 
- the difference between the American and 
British alphabets. 

Videos: Alphabet, Spelling words, etc. 
Gamified activities and tasks: Letters 
A-I,  Letters J-Q, Different letters, How 
do you spell, Spelling streets, 
Alphabetize, Right vowel and 
consonant letters, Sounds and letters, 
The odd one out!, etc 
Record yourself task  
 Quiz 

2. Organs of 
Speech. Vowel 
and Consonant 
Sounds 

Students will learn: 
- the place and functions of each speech organ; 
- the difference in vowel and consonant 
production; 
- how to do articulation exercises; 
- how to pronounce vowels and consonants 
separately and in context; 
- how to discriminate between similar and 
different sounds in context. 

Video/presentation: Articulator 
Exercises, English Speech Sounds 
(consonants and vowels), etc. 
Gamified activities and tasks: 
Matching. Lip and Tongue positions, 
Minimal pairs, Listen and identify, 
Phonetic Focus, Perfect 
Pronunciation, etc 
 Record yourself tasks  
 Quiz 

3. Reading 
Rules. Types of 
Syllables 

Students will learn: 
- how to read letters A, E, I, O, U, Y in both open 
and closed types of syllable; 
- how to read clusters vowel+r, vowel+er; 
- how to read consonant letters in context (eg. C 
as [s], as [k]); 
- how to read consonant clusters (eg. WH) 
- how to read digraphs; 
- how to read vowel + consonants clusters (eg. 
i+ld); 
- exceptions; 
- how to discriminate types of syllables in words; 
- to read words, phrases, small texts. 

Videos: Open and closed types of 
syllables; Reading rules. Letters J, W, 
X, Z & clusters ER, TH; Reading rules. 
Letter А, clusters and diagraphs, etc 
Gamified activities and tasks: Vowel 
Letters, Diphthongs & Diagraphs, 
Consonant clusters, Diphthongs. 
Typing; Digraphs Demolition, etc. 
Record yourself tasks  
 Quiz 

Each module has a similar structure to facilitate students’ navigation through the course. The structure 
is as follows: 1. Rules. 2. Gamified activities and tasks 3. Extra 4. Revise and check. Rules are given 
in a video or presentation format with tasks checking understanding of the material. Gamified activities 
and tasks are aimed at developing pronunciation, reading, listening and spelling skills (see the 
example in the Figures  2 and 3). The “Extra” section contains additional activities and links to external 
internet resources. This section is not obligatory for all the learners. It is highlighted in the course that 
“Extra” is only for those who need more practice or want to learn something deeper. Revise and 
Check is a set of tasks used to assess learners’ progress on the platform. This section includes 
quizzes and record-yourself tasks. The learners have an unlimited number of attempts to complete the 
activities and tasks in all the sections except for Revise and Check.  

Everything in the online course is automatically checked with the exception of Record-yourself tasks. 
These tasks are self-checked by students then marked and commented on by teachers. In record-
yourself tasks learners are asked not only to record themselves and to attach their recording but to 
write about challenges they faced while doing the task, and to evaluate their pronunciation skills 
according to suggested in task criteria. Quizzes in the Revise and Check section help learners to 
identify their problem areas and to work with the material again.  
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Figure 1. Gamified Spelling Activity 

 
 Figure 2. Gamified Sounds Discrimination Activity 

The main objective of gamification is to increase learners’ participation and motivation through the use 
of game elements. Gamification is defined as as the use of game elements and game design 
techniques in non-game contexts [6]. Some of the theories behind gamification suggest the whole 
course should be gamified and redesigned, but our online course has a set curriculum that needed to 
be followed, therefore gamification functions in it as a tool to achieve learners’ goals. In our online 
course we used such components of gamification as points, badges, leaderboard, gamified activities 
and immediate feedback. The gamified activities were SCORM compliant and were created with the 
help of the free online resource learningapps.org. Badges are built-in components of the Moodle 
platform and a leaderboard was available in the form of Show Rank there.  
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4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The pre-course and post-course questionnaires were anonymous and respondent confidentiality was 
maintained. As the participants were Russian native speakers, both questionnaires were administered 
in Russian in order to avoid misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the questions. The pre-course 
questionnaire started with the question about the most difficult skills to improve: 38% of the learners 
replied that listening was the hardest ability to enhance, 28% of the respondents stated that it was 
speaking, 20% admitted that writing was hard to deal with, 14% of learners pointed at reading. As for 
the second question, pronunciation turned out to be the hardest to enhance (43%), then came 
grammar (31%), and the final position was occupied by vocabulary (26%). The statistics for the third 
and the forth questions were the following: 87% of the students preferred to use some kind of 
technology to study, 95% of respondents were engaged in some kind of gaming online.  

Answering the first question of the post-course questionnaire the majority of the respondents (66%) 
admitted that they spend 1-2 hours a day doing online tasks on the platform, another 25% stated that 
it took them less than 1 hour a day to complete the tasks, and only 9% of respondents needed more 
than 2 hours to be spent on the platform. The next questions allowed us to reveal their current attitude 
to the pronunciation course. Participants (76%) agreed that learning pronunciation was important and 
they had positive attitudes to learning it online.  Learners (73%) stated that the combination of face-to-
face and online learning contributed to greater improvement in their pronunciation. Some students 
(27%) assumed that they would not enroll on online pronunciation course due to the lack of the 
necessary self-regulatory skills such as self-discipline and time-management. Students also felt that 
they had troubles in discriminating between similar sounds in context. In this case the Extra online 
activities turned out to be very useful and problem-solving. Students found videos about consonant 
and vowel production more enjoyable but also more challenging as they spent more time practising 
sounds. While acknowledging the benefits of learning pronunciation online 38% of the students felt 
that some of the tasks were difficult for them and they found teachers’ feedback on their progress and 
problem areas very rewarding and helpful. Learners also highlighted that the leaderboard (the ranking 
system) involved them into the process of competition and that they are more satisfied with their online 
tasks than with their offline homework. Some of the students wrote that they finally got rid of their 
characteristic phonological errors (for example, the substitution of interdental sounds for alveolar ones 
as in “think-sink”). Moreover, the questionnaire revealed learners preference for gamified activities 
over traditional ones. Overall, the online course has not been finally completed by all the participants 
but by now the preliminary results of the questionnaires show that the gamified online course is 
appreciated by learners as it provides more possibilities for study, enables learner autonomy, and 
provides a  higher degree of interaction. 

5 CONCLUSION 
With the number of contact hours decreasing, an efficient balance is hard to achieve. It would 
therefore be reasonable to split the time dedicated to pronunciation improvement between face-to-face 
and online teaching. Communicative activities take up most of the classroom hours at the expense of 
the time and effort needing to be spent on other skills, such as pronunciation. Our teaching experience 
shows that for students, pronunciation presents the highest difficulty. Therefore a gamified online 
course might be an excellent means of practising pronunciation, together with listening and spelling 
skills, outside the classroom. Moreover, the analysis of the questionnaire confirmed that for the target 
group, pronunciation was the problem area. Students’ responses indicated an overwhelmingly positive 
perception of our online course. We are sure that the online pronunciation course enriched our 
teaching and empowered our students to pursue their future opportunities in self-paced online 
learning. 
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