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ABSTRACT 
 
Methods of teaching vocabulary in an ESL context are highly debatable and implicit. Having for-mal lesson 
or solely focusing on providing meaning and examples are among the conundrums that language educators 
must face. Thus, language game is commendable as it allows the students to practice or utilize the knowledge 
that they acquired in a non-traditional and interesting way. This study explores the effectiveness of Taboo 
Word Game (TWG) in improving business vocabulary of 23 private college students in one of the private 
colleges in Malaysia. It also explored students’ experiences in using TWG in learning business vocabulary and 
reports on the pre-post-tests results. Comparison of mean scores on both pre and post-tests was done are 
reported. The findings revealed that TWG helped to improve students’ vocabulary competency. The 
implication on vocabulary teaching is that even at the college level, games should be incorporated to boost 
students learning needs and preferences.  

 
Keywords: Language games, ESL, business vocabulary, tertiary education, ELT, Taboo Word Game, 
Language teaching. 

 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 
Vocabulary is important in communication. Despite being aware of the importance of English 
vocabulary, ESL learners are still reluctant and unconfident to exchange ideas in English 
Language because of not getting the right words to convey (Ina et al., 2015). They would rather 
talk in their mother tongue with English instructors to feel comfortable. Even if one begins to 
converse in the target language, the moment a right word did not surface, the participants would 
keep switching back and forth in their mother tongue and L2. Furthermore, learners find it is 
difficult to become skilled users of English Language due to many challenges ( Ahmad et. al., 
2021; Yiping et al., 2023; Zin et al., 2023), particularly when English is not their native language 
(De Wilde, 2023). 
 
Teaching language skills using games have been proven to work with learners, regardless of age 
(Al Neyadi, 2012). In a study on children aged 6-7 years old, games are found to have a positive 
effect on the learning process(Al Neyadi, 2012). The beneficial use of games in learning has also 
been  highlighted in language learning where playing online games enhance vocabulary 
acquisition in language learning (Pozharytska et al., 2023). Many other studies promotes the 
advantages of using games in language learning(Cabrera-Solano, 2022; Hanghøj et al., 2022), 
suggesting that integrating language games would be a worthy method in teaching and learning 
vocabulary for all ages. In relation to the present study, there is a noticeable gap between the 
usage of Taboo Word Game (TWG) and L2 vocabulary enhancement. Thus, the effectiveness of 
teaching L2 vocabulary using taboo word game would be investigated further in this study.  
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1.1 Background of Study 

 
In Malaysia the Ministry of Education aspires to improve the quality of graduates and to increase 
graduate employability. The current Malaysia graduate employability rate is at 75% and is 
aimed to be more than 80% in 2025. Education Ministry's Graduate Tracer Study on 21 public-
sector universities and 38 private-sector universities produced reported 60 per cent out of 
51,000 graduates annually were unemployed a year after graduation, (“Graduate Employability: 
A Priority of the Education Ministry,” 2020). Graduates unemployment could be reasoned to 
lack of experience, poor communication skills, low English proficiency, and mismatch of 
profession and the marketplace (Singh & Singh, 2008; Suryani et al., 2015, Zubir et.al., 2018). 
Poor vocabulary and inability to communicate their messages during job interviews have 
impacted their chances of employability.  
Concurrently, it has been argued that the methods of teaching vocabulary in ESL contexts are 
highly debatable and implicit (Kaur, 2012; Panmei & Waluyo, 2023). It was claimed that the 
teaching of vocabulary is not given the similar weightage as teaching of listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing. Besides, the methods of vocabulary teaching are incongruent with 
learners’ competency and learning preference and many students faced one form of difficulty 
or another at different stag-es of vocabulary learning (Yaacob et al., 2018, Yaacob et.al., 2021) 

 
1.2 Research Objectives 

 
The research objectives of the study are formulated as follows: 
 
1. To investigate the effectiveness of using Taboo Word Game (TWG) on business vocabulary 
competency among college students. 
2. To explore the students’ experiences of using Taboo Word Game (TWG) in enhancing 
business vocabulary. 
 
 
2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Harmer  (2007) akin vocabulary to vital organs and the flesh for the body of language and the 
ability to manipulate grammatical structure is more promising when right words are used. 
Inspired by his notion, this study adds that effective communication among ESL learners as well 
as teaching and learning of the second language would be tremendously difficult with the 
absence of vocabulary.  
 
Previous studies indicated that there are many strategies in acquiring vocabulary and repetition 
is one of the most important ingredients in learning new words (Al-Ghazo & Ta’amneh, 2022; 
Sze Wei & Attan, 2013). Specifically, both ESL and EFL teachers prefer incidental vocabulary 
learning. This approach promotes listening, reading, speaking, and writing activities to enable 
new words acquisition (Webb, 2016).  
 
Despite the preference, many ESL teachers opt for explicit learning in teaching vocabulary such 
as emphasizing on word list that learners need to know, deciphering word formation, 
introducing and building fluency of new words. In addition, (Astika, 2015) also found that the 
EFL teachers favours teaching vocabulary through the strategy of guessing meaning from the 
context. The argument given is that to encourage incidentally vocabulary learning, non-native 
learners should be given more readings so they will get more exposure to English. Taking heed 
the from the studies (Al-Ghazo & Ta’amneh, 2022; Astika, 2015; Webb, 2016),  the potential of 
instructional strategies of incidental learning and guessing meaning in teaching ESL/EFL 
vocabulary is to be explored. 
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2.1 Teaching of Vocabulary Through Games 
 
Games are extensively studied in ESL classroom as they are effective in vocabulary acquisition. 
(Al-Obaydi et al., 2023; Cabrera-Solano, 2022; Klimova & Kacet, 2017; Rasti-Behbahani, 2021) 
clearly explain the benefits of games in language learning which include providing language 
exposure, improving language skills, and enhancing learners' communicative involvement. In 
contrast, they argue that proper use of game in teaching may be hindered by the teachers’ lack 
of knowledge in the computer games (Klimova & Kacet, 2017). Proper use of game is also 
suggested to be paired with effective teachers’ feedback (Cabrera-Solano, 2022). 
 
Despite the abundance of positive effects of games, past studies also indicate some limitations 
of games in vocabulary learning (Cornillie et al., 2011). They reported the tendency for learners 
to only acknowledge the fun in playing games but could not absorb the intended skills. 
Concurring on precise instruction, effective feedback is also been highlighted as necessary for 
learning accomplishment in another study (Cabrera-Solano, 2022). Subsequently, vocabulary 
accomplishment for L2 students is not feasible since there is a proof of restricted yield practice.  

 
 

3.0 METHODOLOGY 
 
3.1  Theoretical Underpinning 
 
This study is underpinned by (Krashen, 1985) Affective Filter Hypothesis and (Davies & Elder, 
2004) Technology Acceptance Model. The Affective Filter hypothesis explains the view that 
affective variables such as motivation, anxiety, self-confidence, and personality traits may 
impede second language acquisition. Krashen further suggested that learning second language 
advanced better when learners have good self-image and higher motivation.  
 
3.2  Participants and The Course 
 
One private college in Penang, Malaysia was chosen based on convenient sampling.  In this 
study, a total of 23 students who registered in the Certificate of Business Management program 
were selected to participate. The selected students’ achievement level of English was moderate 
based on their SPM (Malaysian Certificate of Education). One of the researchers cum instructor 
and students have 2 hours of face-to-face lecture with 1 hour of tutorial classes per week. Table 
1 shows the demographic information of the participants. Multiple data collection methods 
were used in this study. They included pre and post-tests, observation, and students’ as well as 
researcher’s reflections. Pre-test and Post-Tests were conducted to understand and gain insight 
of the participants’ business vocabulary competency level before and after the implementation 
of TWG.  
 
3.5 Materials Used 
 
An e-book, ‘Business Vocabulary in Use’ (Mascull, 2009) was selected because its content 
especially the vocabularies are relevant for the course. Besides, the contents are not only 
relevant to improve students’ vocabulary competence, but also enable them to learn new 
information related to their certification program. It is also recommended as a reference 
material for English for Academic Purposes (EAP) in this private college. Tertiary program may 
include more focus on the specific linguistic demands in a particular study area, for instance 
business subjects (Catterall & Ireland, 2010). 
 
This study utilized Taboo Word Game (TWG) as an intervention. Taboo is a word-guessing 
group game in which a player or known as the describer, illustrates the word from a card and 
the guessers identify the target word. 5 to 6 printed forbidden words were pasted on the cards 
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that the describer must not use. In TWG, the target word was written in bold on the top of the 
word cards. Three to five “taboo” words were written in the lower lines and are not to be used. 
In the game, the player must get their team members to guess the target word on the card.. The 
researcher selected fifty target words from the e-book and the course structure. In the game, 
only one set of 50-word cards were split among the players during the first session and the 
second session. This game cultivates students’ lexical knowledge through reformulation and 
rephrasing; otherwise, the player is disqualified.  

 
 

4.0 FINDINGS 
 
The findings in this study are presented based on the pre-post test results for the quantitative 
data and students’ reflections for the qualitative data. Table 1 shows the findings on students’ 
vocabulary competencies. In Table 1, the data suggests that the average mean for post-test 
scores were higher than pre-test scores and the difference between the two mean scores was 
significant. There is a strong positive correlation between TWG and the post-test 
 

Table 1. Pre-test and post-test mean scores of business vocabulary competency 

                   Mean       N      Std. Deviation   Std Mean Error     Correlation       Sig 
Pre_Test     17.1739    23        4.17408           0.87036                 0.633              0.001 
Post_Test   19.0435    23        3.11124           0.64874                 0.633              0.001  

 
Table 2 shows the Pre and Post Test Results of students’ vocabulary competencies. To test the 
hypothesis of the pre-test (M = 17.1, SD = 4.17) and post-test mean scores (M = 19.0, SD = 3.11), 
a paired sample t-test was performed. Prior to conducting the analysis, the assumption of 
normally distributed difference scores was examined. The assumption was considered 
satisfactory with the t value = 2.746 (22 degrees of freedom). The findings suggest a significance 
difference of p= .012 between the pre- and post-test scores. This indicates that TWG helped to 
improve students’ vocabulary competencies.  
 

Table 2. Pre and Post Test Results of students’ vocabulary competencies 

           Mean   Std.Deviation    Std Error   Mean   Lower Upper     t       df       Sig (2-tailed) 
Pre    1.869     3.26                       0.680        0.28            -0.457      2.74     22           0 .012 
Post     57                                                             71                71                         6 

 
 
5.0 DISCUSSION  
 
The aim for this study was set to examine the effectiveness of employing Taboo Word Game 
(TWG) on business vocabulary competency among Business Diploma students of a private 
college, and to explore their experiences of using Taboo Word Game (TWG) in enhancing 
business vocabulary. Our findings indicate that there was a significant difference between the 
pre- and post-test scores after using TWG, which explains that TWG helped the college students 
to improve their vocabulary competencies. These findings are in line with other past studies 
which indicate that games are beneficial for vocabulary acquisition due to the fact that they are 
fun and challenging (Klimova & Kacet, 2017). Students were found to be more engaged in the 
vocabulary learning process.   
 
When collaboration with peers is encouraged, their anxiety is lowered, and motivation is 
increased because they were aware that their teammates would provide support for them and 
they would not get upset if their attempts were wrong. They were no longer afraid of making 
mistakes in this fun learning environment. As such, Krashen’s Affective Filter seems relevant in 
this context whereby when anxiety is reduced, their motivation to learn new vocabulary is 
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increased. As a matter of fact, they lamented that they communicate more in English during 
games.  Affective Filter becomes a positive push factor during the game time involving 
collaboration with classmates. The researcher also has personally encountered competitive 
relationship among highflyers and bliss ignorance among weaker learners. Hence, to witness 
both league of learners to work together to achieve a common goal was a delighted moment 
particularly when the collaborative culture of learning is developed in the language classroom.  
In conclusion, earlier studies have indicated that games could enhance ESL students’ 
vocabulary. We have provided evidence that college students also preferred games to be used 
as one of the instructional strategies in their English language learning. Therefore, language 
instructors need to equip themselves not only with technological knowledge but also with 
technological pedagogical content knowledge to suit the 21st century learners’ needs and 
preferences.  

 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Ahmad, N., Ab Rahim, I. S., & Ahmad, S. (2021). Challenges in implementing online language 

assessment-A critical reflection of issues faced amidst Covid-19 pandemic. In Proceeding 
for Knowledge Management International Conference (KMICE 2021).  

Al-Ghazo, A., & Ta’amneh, I. (2022). The Impact of Implementing Contextual Guessing Strategy 
on Improving EFL Learners‟ Vocabulary Competence and Reading Comprehension. 
World Journal of English Language, 12(6), 176–183. 
https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v12n6p176 

Al-Obaydi, L. H., Pikhart, M., & Shakki, F. (2023). Digital Gaming as a Panacea for Incidental L2 
Acquisition in an EFL Context. Applied Research on English Language, 12(1), 73–94. 
https://doi.org/10.22108/ARE.2022.135344.2001 

Al Neyadi, O. S. (2012). The effects of using games to reinforce vocabulary learning. In H. C. T. 
Marifa (Ed.), Action research and initial teacher education in the UAE (pp. 99–107). HCT 
Press, UAE. 

Cabrera-Solano, P. (2022). Game-Based Learning in Higher Education: The Pedagogical Effect 
of Genially Games in English as a Foreign Language Instruction. International Journal of 
Educational Methodology, 8(4), 719–729. https://doi.org/10.12973/ijem.8.4.719 

Catterall, J. S., & Ireland, C. (2010). Developing writing skills for international students: 
Adopting a critical pragmatic approach. Practice and Evidence of the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 5(2), 98–114. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.14213669.v1 

Cornillie, F., Jacques, I., De Wannemacker, S., Paulussen, H., & Desmet, P. (2011). Vocabulary 
treatment in adventure and role-playing games: A playground for adaptation and 
adaptivity. International Conference on Interdisciplinary Research on Technology, 131–
146. 

De Wilde, V. (2023). Lexical characteristics of young L2 English learners’ narrative writing at 
the start of formal instruction. Journal of Second Language Writing, 59. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jslw.2022.100960 

Graduate employability: A priority of the Education Ministry. (2020, March 6). New Straits 
Times. 

Hanghøj, T., Kabel, K., & Jensen, S. H. (2022). DIGITAL GAMES, LITERACY AND LANGUAGE 
LEARNING IN L1 AND L2. L1 Educational Studies in Language and Literature, Speciall I. 
https://doi.org/10.21248/l1esll.2022.22.2.363 

Harmer, J. (2007). The practice of English Language Teaching. Longman. 
Ina, S., Aizan, Y., & Abd Aziz, N. H. (2015). Introduction sections of research articles with high 

and low citation indices. Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, 23(4), 1139–
1152. 

Ismail, N., Aziz, M.K.N.A. (2021). Ahmad Bin Ya'qub Al-Johori and the Idea of Girl’s Education in 
the Johor Government: Ahmad Bin Ya’qub Al-Johori dan Idea Pendidikan Perempuan 



Aizan Yaacob, Mathevan Narayanan, Ina Suryani,Patricia Michael and Yulianeta Yulianeta/ Effectiveness of Taboo 
Word Game in Enhancing Business Vocabulary Competency 
 

84 

 

Dalam Kerajaan Johor. Global Journal Al-Thaqafah, 11(2), 73-85. 
Ismail, N., Aziz, M. K. N. A., & Ridzuan, A. H. (2023a, April). President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 

administration and the Indonesia-Malaysia confrontation, 1963-1966: A review of the 
foreign relations of the United States document. In AIP Conference Proceedings (Vol. 2544, 
No. 1). AIP Publishing 

Ismail, N., Aziz, M. K. N. A., & Ridzuan, A. H. (2023b, April). The John F. Kennedy administration 
and the formation of the federation of Malaysia 1961-1963: A review of foreign relations 
of the United States (FRUS). In AIP Conference Proceedings (Vol. 2544, No. 1). AIP 
Publishing. 

Ismail, N., Abd Aziz, M. K. N., & Arsani, Z. (2021). Idea Pembentukan Pemerintahan Ibn 
Khaldun dan Asas Pembinaan Kesultanan Melaka dari Kurun Ke-15 hingga 16: The Idea 
of Ibn Khaldun’s Governance, and the Base for the Construction of the Sultanate of 
Melaka from the 15th to 16th Centuries. Journal of Al-Tamaddun, 16(2), 31-47. 

Klimova, B., & Kacet, J. (2017). Efficacy of computer games on language learning. TOJET:The 
Turkish Online Journal of Educational Technology, 16(4), 19–26. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1160637.pdf 

Mascull, B. (2009). Business Vocabulary in Use Elementary. Cambridge University Press. 
com/business-vocabulary-in-use-e39561816.html  

Panmei, B., & Waluyo, B. (2023). The Pedagogical Use of Gamification in English Vocabulary 
Training and Learning in Higher Education. Education Sciences, 13(1). 
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13010024 

Pozharytska, O., Morozova, I., Miliutina, K., Gusieva, G., & Lenska, O. (2023). The Computer 
Game as an Alternative Artistic Discourse. Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 13(2), 
311–317. https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1302.05 

Rasti-Behbahani, A. (2021). Why digital games can be advantageous in vocabulary learning. 
Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 11(2), 111–118. 
https://doi.org/10.17507/tpls.1102.01 

Singh, G. K. G., & Singh, S. K. G. (2008). Graduates’ Employability Skills. Unitar E-Journal, 4(1), 
14–44. www.researchgate.net/publication/237439050_Graduates’_Employability_Skills 

Suryani, I., Yacob, A., & Abd Aziz, N. H. (2015). “Indicating a research gap” in computer science 
research article introductions by non-native english writers. Asian Social Science, 11(28). 
https://doi.org/10.5539/ass.v11n28p293 

Sze Wei, W., & Attan, A. (2013). Exploring Strategies for Vocabulary Learning and Teaching for 
ESL Learners–A Literature Review. Jurnal Teknologi, 65(2), 1–6. 

Webb, S. (2016). Learning vocabulary through meaning-focused input: Replication of Elley 
(1989) and Liu &amp; Nation (1985). Language Teaching, 49(1), 129–140. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261444815000051 

Yiping, X., Ahmad, N., & Salmah, A. A. H. (2023). A basic overview of the challenges in teaching 
intercultural communication among tertiary level english teachers in china. English 
Education and Literature Journal, 4(2), 84–94.  

Yaacob, A., Asraf, R. M., Hussain, R. M. R., & Ismail, S. N. (2021). Empowering Learners’ 
Reflective Thinking through Collaborative Reflective Learning. International Journal of 
Instruction, 14(1), 709–725. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.29333/iji.2021.14143a 

Yaacob, A., Shapii, A., Saad, A. ., Al-Rahmi, W. M., & Alias, N. (2018). Vocabulary Learning 
Strategies (VLSS) Through Secondary Students at Saudi School in Malaysia (SSM): A pilot 
Study. International Education and Research Journal, 4(2), 48–53. 

Zubir, F., Suryani, I., & Ghazali, N. (2018). Integration of Augmented Reality into College 
Yearbook. MATEC Web of Conferences, 150, 05031. 
https://doi.org/10.1051/matecconf/201815005031 

Zin, M. M., Ahmad, N., Din, M. A. M., & Ariffin, A. M. (2023). University students’acceptance of 
integrity and anti-corruption topics incorporated within languages and humanities 
courses via content based instruction approach. English Education and Literature Journal, 
4(2), 95–104. 

 


