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ABSTRACT: Learning English is a significant issue worldwide. As Saudi students experienced a
difficulty in learning new English words, new teaching methods have been introduced including mobile
games. Though we live in a global world where learning and teaching issues became similar, different
contexts affect the process of using mobile games in formal learning and this study’s purpose is to
investigate the influence of the Saudi context on adopting mobile games in formal female classes. Total of
40 research participants, consisting of 33 students, 4 EFL teachers, 2 school principals and one EFL
educational supervisor participated in this study. A mobile game was designed and programmed for the
sake of this study. Data were collected from different sources, namely, interviews, focus group discussions
and self-reflective essays. Collected data were analyzed qualitatively to yield the study’s results. Results
showed that the Saudi social context has a significant influence and an important role in adopting mobile
games in female classes. These results will assist other researchers in mobile games’ developers,
educationalists in understanding the role of social context over adopting new teaching methods and in
choosing or programming games for learning English or any other foreign language.
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1. Introduction

Teaching English can be a challenge for both educators and learners themselves (Hashemi and
Azizinezhad 2011; Khan 2011). For learners, formal instruction can be difficult and even
counterproductive; now, a body of research shows that both teachers and learners benefit from
less formal teaching methods, and students’ tensions in learning language can be reduced (Wan
2017). As there is a general trend to integrate new technological aids, other than personal
computers, for language learners, and reinforced by personal experience, looking for a portable,
light, motivating and easy-to-use approach made the concept of mobile games immediately
attractive. This study is a continuation of other studies of integrating games and technology in
teaching, but the focus is not the same. Closest to the interests of this researcher is the study
conducted by Ulfa (2012), which investigated the effect of using mobile games in teaching
English vocabulary with two groups, experimental and control, and reported favourable results
for the experimental group. However, the influence of context on mobile games adoption was not
investigated. Studies like those of Nassuora (2012), Alshumaimeri (2008) investigated the effect
of using technology, such as computers or mobile devices, in education, yet these studies
focussed on using either computers or mobiles on learning outcomes, while the current study
investigated the effects of Saudi context on using mobile games. At the contextual level,
according to the researcher’s best knowledge, the present study is the first to investigate the
influence of Saudi context on using mobile games in learning EFL vocabulary in Saudi schools.

Context is one of the most important factors that affect the process of learning vocabulary.
Dey (2001) defines context as “any information that can be used to characterize the situation of
an entity. An entity is a person, place, or object” (p.5). The context of learning provides the
environment for the interaction between learners, instructor, materials and content (Hawk and
Shah 2007). In other words, context is very important in teaching vocabulary, as learners require
the proper context for creating the connection between form and meaning. Arguably,
circumstances and methods, which learners experience through their learning process, positively
affect their learning outcomes. That is, students remember words more efficiently and easily
because of the surrounding circumstances and atmosphere (Ur 1996).
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2. Cultural Context of the Study: An overview on mobile learning in the Saudi educational
system

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was established in 1932 and, since then, education has developed
remarkably in terms of the number of students, schools, curricula and education policy (Hamdan
2005). The official language in Saudi Arabia is Arabic, and Islam is the official religion (ibid.).
According to Smith and Abouammoh (2013), the Saudi educational system is focused on four
principles: “the teaching of Islam, a centralised system of control and educational support, state
funding (thus education is free at all levels in Saudi Arabia) and a general policy of gender
segregation” (p.2). Regarding curriculum content, a high proportion is assigned to religious
subjects and the method that is used by teachers involves rote learning (Smith and Abouammoh
2013). A gender-segregated system still applies in Saudi schools and the government’s
contribution to towards girls’ education is equal to that of males, in terms of funds, curricula and
operating systems. As the access to schools in Saudi is exclusively to female or male schools, it is
open only to researchers of the same gender as the students. Thus, there is minimal research in
Saudi Arabia that addresses gender-related differences in the influence of the Saudi context on
mobile learning. The educational system in Saudi Arabia currently gives the teaching of English a
high priority, since it is the only accredited foreign language in the Saudi educational system.
One of the Saudi Government’s efforts toward education in general, and teaching English in
particular, is its endeavour to integrate technology at all school levels (Saqglain, Al-Qarni and
Ghadi 2013). The outlook for the Saudi mobile technology market is encouraging, with the
number of Internet and mobile users increasing. According to the Saudi Communication and
Information Technology Commission, the percentage of mobile penetration at the end of 2017
was 138.7% (The Saudi Communication and Information Technology Commission, 2017),
bearing in mind the total population of Saudi citizens and residents is 33,413,660 (The Saudi
General Authority of Statistics, 2018). The percentage of Internet users among this number of
mobile users is 88.8% (The Saudi Communication and Information Technology Commission,
2017), with total mobile internet subscriptions of 28.2 million. These numbers and percentages
provide an overview of the nature of Saudi society and its involvement in the world of the
Internet and mobile use. Education is no exception and technology integration in education in
Saudi Arabia expanded in the last few decades, and E-learning materials are supported by both
teachers and students (Alshumaimeri 2008).

Given the rapid advancement in technology worldwide, mobile learning is not something
new in the Saudi educational system (Chanchary and Islam 2009). Recently mobile learning
entered the general education level by introducing official virtual classes that serve all levels of
education in Saudi Arabia (ibid.). Though mobile resources were introduced officially for the
general level of education, they were intended to be used mainly outside classes, for people in the
remote parts of Saudi Arabia or outside Saudi Arabia who wish to obtain a Saudi degree (ibid.).
That is to say, although there have been advancements in the introduction and adoption of mobile
learning in Saudi Arabia, the investigation on the influence of Saudi context on the adoption of
mobile games in formal Saudi education is absent.

In summary, the research detailed above shows that despite overall increased investment of
educational effort and resources, Saudi context has not been tested as an influencing tool in using
mobile games in classes. This situation thus needs to be explored and through the creation of new
knowledge this study may provide new strategies that can help in improving educational mobile
games design and adoption.

At issue is not ‘why’ caused this effect; rather, ‘how’ can this study’s results contribute to
other, global research in this field. It shows how the results of this study contribute to the
changing world of teaching foreign languages in both Saudi Arabia and the other countries, in
relation to major global developments and trends. Working at both an individual level and in the
skills development area, with the participation of educators, teachers and students in the field, this
study explores the influence of Saudi context on using mobile games in learning vocabulary. This
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focus makes the study unique and enhances its contribution to the field of foreign language
teaching and learning.

3. Methodology

This study’s literature review led to the study’s question: how does the Saudi context influence
the use of the mobile game in Saudi female classes as a serious tool of teaching in the eyes of all
relevant members of the Saudi educational system: teachers, principals, supervisors and students?
And to answer this question this study adopted the Interpretivism paradigm as Interpretivists view
reality in the world as it is seen by the individual, and it depends on one's experiences and
researcher’s interpretations (Nudzor 2009; Creswell 2003). Thus, Interpretivism relies on
qualitative data in its inquiry (Creswell, 2003; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner 2007; Nudzor
2009; Scotland 2012) and the influence of context in the current study necessitated qualitative
data. Qualitative data are believed to capture the cultural as well as contextual aspects in a study
(Patton 1999). Mack et al. (2005) noted that the benefit of qualitative data incorporation “is the
culturally specific and contextually rich data it produces” (p.vi). The design of this current study
is an exploratory study that aims to explore a new area in the field which is the influence of
context over the adoption of a mobile game in learning. The data collection methods are
described next.

3. 1. Data collection methods

3.1.1. Focus group discussions

Focus groups are accepted widely in research (Krueger and Casey, 2014), as they provide
“believable results at reasonable costs” (Wilson, 1997, p.209). Focus groups, according to Mack
et al. (2005), are used to understand what people think of a certain product, which in the present
study is the mobile game. The current study used focus groups to identify the nature of applying
mobile games in Saudi formal classes. Focus group discussions were conducted with
participating teachers and students in small groups of 15 participants each time.

3.1.2. Interviews

In qualitative inquiry, interviews represent a “primary” data collection method (Jamshed, 2014).
Interviews are sensitive and powerful in capturing people’s real-life experiences (Kvale, 2006).
Using interviews in this study shed light on participants’ experiences and their lives in their own
words and descriptions. According to Alshengeeti (2014), interviewing as a data collection
method allows the addition of the social aspect and personal experience of participants to the data
collected, which is the goal in this study. Understanding participants’ experience, as in this study,
is new in the field of Saudi education. It is important in adjusting future implementations as well
as providing an insight into the context’s influence to be taken in mind in future studies. The
complexity of the social phenomena in this study make the semi-structured interview a good
method to grasp experiences, as it “offers great potential to attend the complexity of a story”
(Galletta, 2013, p. 9). Accordingly, this is the interview style adopted by this study. Thematic
analysis was used to analyse the collected interview data as it is considered by Braun and Clarke
(2006) to be a “foundational” method in analysing qualitative data.

3.1.3. Self-reflective essays

As noted by Mason (2017), the decisions of qualitative inquiry are “ongoing and are grounded in
practice” (p.24). After conducting a number of focus group discussions with participating
students, the data collected did not reveal much about their experience in mobile game learning,
so a decision was made to include self-reflective essays in the data collection methods. Self-
reflective essays were needed as a supportive method (Alebaikan 2010), which can clarify
unrevealed areas in the process of learning by playing the mobile game in a Saudi class, such as
the effect of context. Document analysis was adopted to analyse the data collected from the
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students’ reflective essays. Document analysis, like focus group or interview transcripts, includes
coding content into themes which are then analysed (Bowen 2009).

3.2. Population and sample of the study

The population in the present study is defined as all EFL learners, and the target population is defined
precisely as second level students in the secondary stage in Saudi female schools, and the sample is
one such school. The present study adopted a convenience sampling technique in which participants
are chosen from relatively easily-accessed groups (Onwuegbuzie and Collins 2007). Second level
students in the Saudi school were chosen, and the approval to conduct the study there in cooperation
with the school’s administration and staff was taken from the Saudi training sector in the region.
Choosing participants from this school derived from its location in the city, in order to make it easier
for collecting self-reflective essays, since this process takes a long time, and this enabled speedy and
constant data collection methods throughout the study’s implementation. A class of 33 students
participated in the current study after obtaining required ethical procedures, 4 EFL teachers, 2
schools’ principals and one EFL supervisor participated as well.

3.3. The Study’s intervention, The English Bee, and the study’s application

A game was designed depending on the Saudi curriculum for the secondary stage, second grade, after
counting all the targeted vocabulary in the targeted chapter in the study. After that, number of
vocabularies were chosen to be designed in the game’s tasks. The game, The English Bee, was
designed to suit the Saudi context as the character was respected and valued in the Islamic tradition.
The story of the game is about a bee which is trying to collect the target word’s letters. Random
letters including the targeted word’s letters come across the bee and the player try to avoid the letters
that do not belong to the word’s spelling by pressing the “’jump’’ button and at the same time the
player try to collect the word’s letters. The target word appears at the beginning of the task before it
disappears and the letters start to come cross the bee. This game was designed after conducting
number of focus group discussions with the teachers and students to collect their game’s preferences
and expectations. Students were asked to play the game inside the class with their teacher’s
supervision to learn the new words’ written form.

4. Results and discussion

An analysis of the data collected from the previously mentioned methods resulted in the following
findings of this study which showed that the Saudi context has a major influence over adopting
mobile games in female classrooms. Indeed, in this pioneering study, this context is crucial to
investigating a learning and teaching phenomenon that is rarely discussed in the Arab world, yet
impacts at several levels of the pedagogical process.

The Saudi context affected the adoption of mobile games in formal learning significantly,
as found in the data collected from participating students, teachers, principals and EFL
supervisor. Data collected showed that the Islamic religion plays an important role in mobile
games adoption in Saudi schools, as all participants in this study expressed their alliance with
Islamic beliefs and their total rejection to what does not align with these beliefs, as Islam is the
religion of the country (Hamdan 2005). Education in Saudi is built on four principles, and one of
them is the teaching of Islam (Smith and Abouammoh 2013). No previous study, as far as the
researcher knows, has investigated the effect of Islam on mobile games’ adoption, and this study
attempts to shed light on the influence of this context, including especially religious beliefs. Data
showed teachers’ rejection of the use of mobile applications or games that includes: music;
unacceptable Islamic figures such as pigs (pork); female figures that are not dressed
appropriately; or two players’ characters appearing at the same time, where one of them is male
and the other is female (any kind of such relationships in the applications). In his online article,
‘When religion and games intersect—and how it often goes badly’, Thompson (2009) referred to
the great opposition of Muslim people to some Sony video games, which they considered as
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inappropriate and having figures offensive to Muslims. Participants in this study are no
exception, as they reject any game that has features unacceptable to the Islamic community.

Relying on the data collected, the effective entities in the Saudi context were arranged in
the following Figure 1, according to their power of influence, as there is more than one source of
power that affects the adoption of mobile games in the Saudi context and these entities included
objects and people.
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Figure 1. The effective powers in the Saudi context over mobile games learning

As noted by Dey (2001), context includes any information that helps in describing the situation of
an entity, and it includes people, places and objects. This previous Figure, was generated using
data in this study about the hierarchy of the effective powers over mobile games learning in the
specific context of this study at a female Saudi context. It is organised from top to bottom, with
the most effective power on the top. It shows that the most effective power in this study’s
context, in terms of adopting mobile games in formal education, is the educational system, as the
centralised system has the power to order, allow or even refuse the adoption of new techniques or
methods. The centralised system is one of the four principles on which the Saudi educational
system is focused, according to Smith and Abouammoh (2013). Teaching staff (teachers,
Principals and educational supervisors) follow the Ministry of Education’s regulations at every
step in the teaching process.

The next effective power is families. Families represent a major influence in the Saudi
context. Families acceptance of the teaching method would guarantee its success in the Saudi
community, as this study could not be completed without their acceptance in the first place.
When the educational system regulates the adoption of new techniques, its success depends on
families’ acceptance and support. Families in Saudi society have great power over their children,
and this power includes their educational choices. When families reject a new intervention, the
adoption will not succeed as planned. Participating students referred to their families’ role in their
reflective essays clearly. Students also disliked the games or mobile applications if they thought it
would take them away from being with their families, as shown in student 13’s quote from her
reflective essay that they do not like games which would “take us away from our parent’s service
or our religious duties”. Some students in this study said that their families had strong negative
attitudes towards using mobiles in general and mobile games specifically in education, which
made it difficult for their daughters to practise learning by playing the game at home, as parents
considered that games were not serious learning and that their daughters were wasting their time.
Similarly, some research has found that families have negative perceptions and attitudes towards
using games, especially video games, inside classrooms (Bourgonjon et al. 2011). Saudi families’
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involvement in their children schools’ activities is weak, as qualitative data showed, and this
might be a result of the separation between families and schools. This does not help in the
implementation of recent educational reform actions (adopting new curricula, new learning
approaches and adopting technology), since there is no cooperation between the two entities.
Principals of both schools A and B did not mention any cooperation between the school’s
administration and families in designing or choosing the learning agenda for the academic year,
and the meetings that they hold every year between the school’s staff and parents (mothers only,
as this study was conducted in female schools) are limited to discussion of their daughters’
academic achievement and behaviour in general. This finding is consistent with that of
AlMakadma and Ramisetty-Mikler (2015), who have found that Saudi parental involvement in
their children’s school activities is low. In addition, the economic status of families may also
affect the adoption of learning by using mobile games, since the capacity to afford the purchase
of mobile devices is central to this proposed learning method. It is worth noting that this issue of
the economic status of Saudi families and its impact on mobile games’ adoption has not been
addressed before in the field of mobile learning studies or FL learning studies, to the best
knowledge of the researcher, and needs further research.

Next, at the school level, the most important people in mobile game adoption are school
Principals. It was found in this study that a school Principal can facilitate or hinder mobile game
adoption, according to her beliefs, motivation and her willingness to adopt new methods. When
the Principal is motivated, she will encourage and facilitate the adoption of mobile games in her
school among her teaching staff and students. The lack of support and vision of school leadership
and educational systems was considered one of the challenges that may face teachers and
educators in adopting new methodologies, as noted by AL-Bataineh and Brooks (2003). This
finding is consistent with what was noted by many studies such as Rekkedal and Dye (2007);
Kukulska-Hulme (2007) and Traxler (2007), that lack of leadership might be one of the reasons
behind the difficulty in adopting mobile learning (including mobile games) in schools. Some
studies on the relationship between Principals’ leadership styles and teachers’ motivation have
found that staff motivation, well-being and satisfaction are influenced to a great extent by their
Principals’ leadership (Robangel, 2017), which support this study’s finding that leadership is an
influential entity in adopting mobile games in formal education.

The next three levels in the power structure outlined in Figure 1 are teachers, students and
materiality respectively. Since teachers govern the mobile game adoption process, their adopted
teaching approach and practices represent a major axis in the current study. Because this role of
the teacher is so crucial and extensive, discussion of this influential entity takes place in a
separate section below, and the roles of students and materiality will be explored first. Leaving
aside teachers for the moment, then, the fourth influential entity is the group of students who are
receptive to teaching methods. The students’ motivation will help in mobile game adoption, but
they appear to be powerless in the teaching or learning decision-making process. Students do not
participate actively in the learning/teaching process in terms of choosing curricula, learning
objectives, teaching/learning methods, or learning agenda. Participating students in this study
gave their consent to participate in the study, as they were involved voluntarily. Students cannot
involve themselves actively in the application of mobile learning in formal Saudi schools, since
they are not allowed to bring their own devices to the school. This might be a result of the
centralised system of Saudi education, which applies the same rules over all Saudi schools in all
Saudi regions equally, with some exceptions for some of the private schools that may allow their
students to bring their devices. These schools, mentioned previously, do not share this regulation
publicly or have it referenced in their policy, as it does not align with the general policy of the
Saudi formal education (that proceeds to the university level). Though participating students
showed very positive attitudes in the data collected towards using mobile games in learning, they
mentioned that they had not used it before in formal learning. Integrating technology is believed
to be supported in Saudi schools by both teachers and students, as noted by Alshumaimeri (2008).
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The students’ role in adopting mobile games in formal education was missed in studies like
Frohberg, Goth and Schwabe (2009); Lee et al. (2016); Sung, Chang and Liu (2016) and Ulfa
(2012), where students’ achievement was the focus of their studies, completely overlooking any
student role in mobile games adoption. The study carried out by Ulfa (2012) investigated the
effect of using mobile games in teaching English vocabulary, however, this research design
ignores and omits any information on the role of students in adopting mobile games.

The least influential entity found in the data collected was materiality, since all the
aforementioned entities can affect it and control it. However, it was found that the physical
environment does have some effect on mobile games’ adoption in Saudi female classes. In this
study, one of the reasons behind teachers’ rejection of adopting mobile games was materiality.
Materiality in this study refers to Internet connection, mobile devices, mobile application,
classrooms, device size and space. Device size affected learners’ choice, as they prefer small and
light devices to perform tasks better. In this study it was found that 34% of the participating
students who installed the game on the IOS platform used their iPads, while 66% of the students
who used the 10S platform, installed the game on an iPhone (mobile device). This finding is
supported by Sung, Chang and Yang (2015), who reviewed 44 peer-reviewed articles as well as
dissertations, and found that smaller devices are more efficient and popular among students than
desktops and laptops in language learning. The data collected also showed that Internet
connection represented the biggest challenge for teachers as well as students in mobile learning.
Participated teachers referred to their avoidance of any material that depends on an Internet
connection, because of potential problems which may cause disturbances in the class and waste
time. These technical problems, including Internet problems, according to AL-Bataineh and
Brooks (2003), are challenges that may hinder the integration of technology in schools. Students
in this study were aware of the problems that may face them when adopting mobile game
learning. Student 6 referred to the difficulty in adopting mobile games, or mobile learning in
general, for low income students who might lose or break their mobiles. If that happened, they
would lose their learning materials without a chance of getting them back in the short-term, and
this problem was also found by Wang (2005) and AL-Bataineh and Brooks (2003); that is, costs
may hinder technology adoption. As noted above, this aspect needs further research.

The influence of gender segregation system cannot be reached in this study as Saudi schools
are strictly gender segregated, therefore whether the findings around the use of mobile games in
this all-female school study can be extrapolated to all-male schools is unclear, and requires a
similar study conducted by a male researcher. As noted earlier, this researcher had no access to
male schools. The question is whether there may be significant differences. For example, this
study’s data showed that the main obstacle in adopting mobile games learning in female schools
was the existence of cameras in the devices, technical solutions such as devices without cameras
or removing the camera software from the devices are available, and then the contextual factors
between the two sectors may be equal. It is worth repeating that this study cannot address any
other potential gender-related differences in mobile games learning since having access to both
sectors is not permitted. The gender segregated system is one of the four principles that education
policy in Saudi is built on, according to Smith and Abouammoh (2013).

Conclusion and recommendations

The effect of the Saudi context on mobile games adoption was investigated, and the results
showed the significant influence of the Saudi context over mobile games adoption. The results
showed that, regarding games, preferences are sensitive to issues such as Islamic values and
Saudi cultural traditions. The adoption of mobile game is dependent on the decisions of
educational policy makers in Saudi Arabia, since the Saudi educational system is a highly
centralised one and this centralised system may hinder the effective adoption of mobile device
use in Saudi female schools.
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Accordingly, among the preliminary recommendations of the study are that more flexibility be
given to teachers in choosing and deciding their teaching instructional methods. Students and
educational school staff are ready to use mobile games in learning, with the results showing
students’ appreciation of the experiment, as well as teachers’ recognition of the value of the
experiment once they have tried it. Also, educating families is an important axis in mobile game
adoption, since families represent a very powerful entity in the Saudi context. Further research on
the gender related differences in using mobile games in learning is encouraged in the local
context of Saudi and in the larger context or the world would help in acquiring the necessary
knowledge to adjust the implementation of mobile games in learning.
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