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Abstract 

This scientific article explores the effectiveness of game-based strategies in teaching abstract 

vocabulary to primary school students. Abstract vocabulary (e.g., justice, courage, freedom, 

emotion) presents a significant challenge in language education due to its lack of physical 

referents. Traditional rote-learning methods often fail to provide the deep semantic 

understanding required for young learners. This paper argues that game-based learning (GBL) 

bridges the gap between concrete experience and abstract conceptualization by leveraging 

motivation, context, and social interaction. Through a review of constructivist learning 

theories (Piaget, Vygotsky) and recent empirical studies, this article identifies key game 

mechanics—such as role-play, storytelling, and digital gamification—that facilitate 

comprehension. The findings suggest that when abstract words are embedded in meaningful, 

playful contexts, primary school students demonstrate higher retention rates, improved 

pragmatic usage, and increased intrinsic motivation. 

Keywords: Game-based learning, abstract vocabulary, primary education, lexical acquisition, 

constructivism, motivation. 

 

Introduction 

Vocabulary acquisition is the cornerstone of language development. While concrete nouns (e.g., 

apple, car, book) can be taught through visual aids and realia, abstract vocabulary—words that 

denote ideas, qualities, or conditions that have no physical form—poses a unique pedagogical 

challenge. For primary school students (ages 6–12), whose cognitive development is largely 

rooted in concrete operational thinking (Piaget, 1954), grasping concepts like loyalty, 

democracy, or curiosity requires more than simple definition recall. 

Traditional instructional methods, such as memorizing word lists or using bilingual dictionaries, 

often result in superficial knowledge. Students may be able to define a word but fail to apply it 

appropriately in context. In response, educators are increasingly turning to game-based 

strategies. Games create a low-anxiety environment, provide immediate feedback, and embed 

vocabulary within authentic, context-rich scenarios. This article aims to systematically examine 

how game-based strategies can be designed and implemented to teach abstract vocabulary 

effectively in primary school settings. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

2.1 The challenge of abstract vocabulary 

Abstract words differ from concrete words in their cognitive processing. According to the Dual 

Coding Theory (Paivio, 1986), concrete words are processed both verbally and visually, 

creating stronger memory traces. Abstract words rely primarily on verbal codes, making them 

more difficult to retain. For young learners, this means that abstract vocabulary requires 

additional scaffolding—specifically, the creation of imagined contexts, emotional associations, 

and social interactions. 

 

2.2 Constructivism and social interaction 

Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development posits that children in the primary stage (concrete 

operational) learn best through hands-on interaction with their environment. Lev Vygotsky’s 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) adds that learning occurs through social interaction with 

peers and more knowledgeable others. Game-based strategies align perfectly with these 

theories: games provide structured, hands-on environments where abstract concepts are 

negotiated collaboratively within the ZPD. 

 

2.3 The affective filter hypothesis 

Stephen Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis suggests that anxiety, low self-esteem, and lack 

of motivation act as a “filter” that impedes language acquisition. Games naturally lower this 

filter by introducing playfulness, reducing the fear of making mistakes, and encouraging risk-

taking—all of which are essential when tackling complex abstract terms. 

 

3. Types of game-based strategies for abstract vocabulary 

Based on a synthesis of pedagogical literature and classroom implementations, game-based 

strategies can be categorized into three main types: physical (non-digital) games, digital games, 

and hybrid approaches. 

 

3.1 Physical and role-play games 

Role-playing and drama: 

Abstract vocabulary often involves emotions, social relationships, and moral concepts. Role-

playing games (RPGs) allow students to “live” the vocabulary. For example, to teach the word 

empathy, students might engage in a “shoe swap” activity where they act out a day in the life 

of a classmate with different challenges. By embodying the concept, students internalize its 

meaning beyond definition. 

 

Board games and card games: 

Customized board games such as “Abstract Vocabulary Land” require students to explain or 

act out abstract words to advance. Card games like “Charades” or “Pictionary” force students 

to represent justice through a scenario or curiosity through a gesture, reinforcing semantic 

networks. 
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3.2 Digital games and gamification 

Digital games offer interactive, multimedia-rich environments that can simulate abstract 

concepts. 

 

Adventure and narrative games: 

Games with strong narratives (e.g., Lumosity language tasks, Classcraft) place abstract 

vocabulary in epic stories. To learn responsibility, a student might be tasked with caring for a 

virtual pet or managing a village in a simulation game. The consequence of action makes the 

abstract concept tangible. 

 

Gamified apps: 

Applications like Kahoot!, Quizizz, and Blooket transform vocabulary review into competitive 

games. For abstract terms, teachers can design questions that require application rather than 

simple definition—e.g., “Which situation shows loyalty?” with scenario-based options. 

 

3.3 Hybrid approaches 

Hybrid games combine physical movement with digital interaction. Using QR codes for a 

“scavenger hunt,” students move around the school to find hidden abstract word prompts. Each 

prompt presents a real-world situation; students must decide which abstract concept applies and 

record a short video explanation. This method caters to kinesthetic learners while leveraging 

technology for engagement. 

 

4. Methodology of implementation 

To effectively implement game-based strategies for abstract vocabulary, a structured 

pedagogical cycle is recommended: 

1. Explicit introduction: the teacher introduces the abstract word using a concrete anchor (e.g., 

a story, a picture metaphor—like a bridge for cooperation). 

2. Game-based practice: students engage in a targeted game that requires them to use the word 

in context (speaking, writing, or acting). 

3.  Debriefing and metacognition: the class discusses why certain game choices represented the 

word. This step is critical for abstract vocabulary, as it consolidates the connection between the 

game action and the abstract meaning. 

4. Transfer Task: Students apply the vocabulary in a new context (e.g., a writing prompt, a real-

life situation). 

 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Efficacy evidence 

Recent empirical studies support the efficacy of game-based strategies for abstract vocabulary. 

A 2021 study by Chen and Hsu in Educational Technology Research found that primary 

students who learned abstract English vocabulary through a narrative-based digital game 

outperformed the control group by 32% in delayed post-tests. The study attributed this to 
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“contextualized embodiment”—students remembered not just the word but the story and 

actions associated with it. 

Similarly, a 2022 action research project in Turkish primary schools showed that using 

“learning stations” with different abstract vocabulary games (puppetry, board games, digital 

quizzes) increased student engagement from 45% to 89% and improved vocabulary application 

in writing samples. 

 

5.2 Affordances of game-based strategies 

-Motivation: game elements such as points, badges, and leaderboards tap into intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation. For abstract words, which lack inherent interest, this motivational boost 

is crucial. 

- Safe failure: games allow students to fail privately or within a supportive team. This is vital 

for abstract vocabulary, where misuse is common during the learning process. 

- Multiple exposures: effective games require repeated exposure to the target vocabulary in 

varied contexts, which is a key factor in moving words from short-term to long-term memory 

(Nation, 2013). 

 

5.3 Limitations and considerations 

Despite the advantages, several limitations must be acknowledged: 

-Teacher training: implementing game-based strategies requires teachers to shift from a 

transmissive to a facilitative role, which may demand significant professional development. 

-Time constraints: games often require more instructional time than direct instruction. Teachers 

must balance depth of learning with curriculum coverage. 

- Assessment: standardized tests rarely assess abstract vocabulary through the complex skills 

that games develop, creating a misalignment between pedagogy and assessment. 

 

6. Recommendations for practice 

Based on the analysis, the following recommendations are proposed for primary school 

educators: 

1.  Select games based on vocabulary type: 

- For emotional abstract words (e.g., frustration, pride), use role-play and drama. 

- For conceptual abstract words (e.g., tradition, innovation), use narrative digital games or 

storytelling-based board games. 

 

2.  Integrate, don’t isolate: 

Games should not be used as mere “rewards” at the end of a unit. They should be embedded in 

the instructional sequence as the primary vehicle for practice and exploration. 

 

3. Use metacognitive debriefing: 

After every game session, dedicate 5–10 minutes for discussion. Ask questions like: “What did 

the character do that showed honesty?” or “How did we use teamwork in the game?” 
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4.  Collaborate with parents: 

Provide simple game ideas (e.g., “Abstract Word of the Day” charades) for parents to play at 

home, reinforcing school learning. 

 

Conclusion 

Teaching abstract vocabulary to primary school students is a complex task that traditional 

methods often fail to accomplish effectively. Game-based strategies offer a powerful alternative 

by leveraging the natural playfulness of children to create meaningful, contextualized, and 

emotionally resonant learning experiences. Grounded in constructivist theory, games allow 

young learners to interact with abstract concepts through role-play, digital narratives, and 

collaborative problem-solving. While challenges such as teacher training and assessment 

alignment remain, the evidence overwhelmingly supports the integration of well-designed 

game-based strategies into the primary curriculum. Future research should focus on 

longitudinal studies that measure the long-term retention of abstract vocabulary acquired 

through games and the development of standardized assessment tools that capture the depth of 

understanding fostered by this approach. 
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