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Abstract. This study examined ZooQuest, a mobile game that supported fifth 
graders in the process of learning English as a second language. ZooQuest em-
bedded the Mobile English Learning (MEL) application and was compared to 
MEL as a stand-alone application. Two groups were compared in a quasi-
experimental pre- and posttest design. Fifth graders that used the ZooQuest ap-
plication spent more time on learning at home than fifth graders that used the 
MEL application and obtained significant better learning results on the posttest 
than they did on the pretest. The ZooQuest application demonstrated its benefits 
in the practice of language learning outside school. 
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1 Introduction 

The study Mobile English Learning (MEL) by Sandberg et al. (2011) demonstrated 
that fifth graders are motivated to learn with a mobile application on voluntary basis. 
Sandberg et al. (2011) concluded that formal learning at school can be enhanced by 
informal mobile learning, outside school. Although using the MEL application re-
sulted in significant learning gains, within 15 days of monitoring, the number of stu-
dents using the application decreased, as well as the average playtime per student. A 
mobile application in the style of a serious game can offer learning opportunities to 
keep the learner engaged and motivated. This study investigated the added value of 
embedding the original MEL application in a game called ZooQuest. 

2 Method 

A game-based learning environment depends on its structural design that is formed by 
different game characteristics Garris, Ahlers & Driskell (2002) categorized various 
game characteristics in terms of 6 broad dimensions: fantasy, rules/goals, sensory 
stimuli, challenge, mystery and control. The dimensions were incorporated in Zoo-
Quest, which added a surrounding game layer to the MEL application. The question 
central to this study was whether the ZooQuest application lead to better learning 
results and more motivation compared to usage of the MEL application.   

A quasi-experimental pre- and posttest design was adopted. Two groups of  
students were compared. Each group represented a specific condition. The first  
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condition, a control condition, was derived from the initial MEL experiment. Condi-
tion 1 consisted of students that 1) took English lessons at school and 2) used the 
MEL application at the zoo and 3) used the MEL application at home for 2 weeks. 
Condition 2 consisted of students that solely used the ZooQuest application at home 
for 2 weeks. The study involved a total of 43 fifth graders (27 boys, 22 girls) from 2 
different primary schools. Ages ranged from 8-10. The pre- and posttest consisted an 
English vocabulary test that measured passive and active English word knowledge of 
the students. The test relied on 50 target words divided over 6 categories: animal 
names, animal habitat, animal, animal characteristics, animal behavior and ‘abstract’ 
words.  

During the 2 week learning phase, subjects in both conditions received a personal 
smartphone with either the MEL application or the ZooQuest application. 

3 Results 

A dependent samples t-test explained that both groups scored significantly higher on the 
posttest than they did on the pretest (for both passive and active world knowledge). Con-
dition 1 (MEL) outperformed condition 2 (ZooQuest) in active word knowledge, howev-
er, there was no significant effect between the conditions in comparing the results from 
the passive word knowledge test. The students from condition 1 spent additional time at 
school during which active use of English words was practiced. This may explain the 
effect found for active word knowledge. Students in condition 2 spent more time in the 
MEL environment at home than students in condition 1.  

4 Conclusion 

The ZooQuest environment motivated the subjects to spend more time in the MEL-
environment, however, students that used the ZooQuest application finished the Zoo-
Quest game too soon (within 1 week). In subsequent research, the ZooQuest game 
should be adjusted and extended in order to sustain student motivation. Overall, the 
ZooQuest application demonstrated its benefits in the practice of language learning 
outside school.1 
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1  A full version of this paper can be found at www.gerardveenhof.nl 
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