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USING GUESSING GAMES TO DEVELOP EFL VOCABULARY AND SPEAKING

This paper explores the pedagogical potential of guessing games as a strategy for developing vocabulary and speaking
skills among learners of English as a foreign language (EFL). The study is grounded in theoretical discussions within
second language acquisition research, particularly the relationship between Krashen and Swain's input-based and output-
based hypotheses. While input provides essential linguistic models and supports comprehension, it does not automatically
lead to fluent language production. Output activities, in turn, encourage learners to retrieve linguistic resources, notice
gaps in their knowledge, and practice various language forms during communication.

Within this framework, guessing games are examined as communicative tasks that stimulate meaningful learner output
while remaining supported by sufficient lexical input. The paper also discusses the role of lexical competence in speaking
development and highlights the persistent gap between receptive and productive vocabulary. From a cognitive perspective, such
activities encourage processes such as prediction and linguistic inference, which contribute to deeper language processing.

The practical part of the study presents a small-scale action research framework implemented in an EFL context in
SpiritOn Language School. Several activities, including the “Yes/No” game, “Bananas Dictation”, and the “Balloons”
information-gap task, are analyzed with regard to their pedagogical benefits and potential classroom challenges. The
findings suggest that, when carefully scaffolded, guessing games can promote vocabulary activation, interaction, and
learner engagement while supporting the development of spoken fluency.

Key words: development of vocabulary and speaking skills, EFL, guessing games, input-based and output-based
hypotheses, SpiritOn Language School.
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BUKOPUCTAHHA IT'OP HA B'AAYBAHHA AJIAA PO3BUTKY
CJOBHUKOBOI'O 3ATIACY TA TOBOPIHHS AHIIIMCHKOIO MOBOIO

Y emammi Oocnioocyemvca neoazoeiunuii nomenyian ieop Ha 62a0y8aHHsA K CmMpamezii po36UmKy Cl108HUKOBO2O
3anacy ma HasUYOK 2080PIHHS HA 3AHAMMAX 3 AH2TIUCHKOI MO8U. [[0CTIOHCEHHS TDYHIMYEMbCA HA MeOPemuyHUX OUCKYCIAX
Kpawena ma Cyetina wo0o nioxodié 00 3ac60€HHs IHO3EMHOI MOBU, 30KpeMA B3AEMO38 SA3KY MidIC 2INOMe3010 8XIOH020
mamepiany (Input Hypothesis) ma cinomesoto euxionux oanux (Output Hypothesis). Xoua exioui oani 3abe3neuyioms
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BANCTIUGI IIHeGICMUYHI MOOETT Ma NIOMPUMYIOMb PO3YMIHHS, GOHU He NPU3B00SINb ASMOMAMUYHO 00 8LIbHO20 B0JI00IHHS
Mo6010. Buxioni 0ii, y ceoto uepey, 3aoxouyroms yuHie 00 NOULYKY JIHEGICIUYHUX PeCypCi8, YC8IOOMIEHHIO NPOSAIUH Y
CB0IX 3HAHHAX MA 3ACMOCYBAHHIO PISHOMAHIMHUX MOBHUX KOHCMPYKYIN Ni0 4ac CRiIKY8AHHA.

Y yux pamkax iepu na siocadysannsa po3enidaomsca AK KOMYHIKAMUBHI 3A480AHHA, WO CIMUMYIIOMb 3MICTNOGHI
pe3yabmamu Haguants, NiOMpUMAani OOCMAmMHIM pieHeM BXIOH020 JIeKCUUH020 Mamepiany. Y cmammi maxodic 062060-
PIOEMBCA POIIb TEKCUYHOT KOMNEMEHMHOCTI 8 PO3GUMKY MOGLEHHS Md NIOKPECII0EMbCS HASLGHUIL PO3PUE MIJIC peyenmué-
HUM Ma nPOOYKMUSHUM CIOGHUKOBUM 3ANACOM. 3 KOZHIMUBHO20 NO2S0Y, MAKI i2pU 3A0X04YI0Mb Npoyec nepeddayenns
ma NiHeBICIMUYHO20 NPOSHO3YBAHHS, WO CAPUSE 2TUOUOMY CHPUTIHATNINIO MOGU.

YV npaxmuyniti wacmuni 0ocniodsicenHs npedcmasieHo HegenuKy OOCHIOHUYLKY MOOelb, Pedli3o8any 8 KOHMeKCmi
8UBUEHHS aH2NiliCbKOI M08 6 npugamHitl mosHil wixoni SpiritOn Language School. Kinvka éudise enpas, exiouaroyu izpu
Yes/No, Bananas Dictation ma 3aé0anns Balloons na 3anosnenms in@opmayiinux npo2aiun, aHaiizylomucs 3 no2usoy
iIXHix nedazociunux nepesaz ma NOMeHYIUHUX MPYOHOWI6 3acmocyeansi. Pezynomamu 0ocnioscenns ceiouams npo me,
WO 3a YMOBU PemeNbHO20 NAAHYSAHMS I2PU HA 62A0Y8AHHS MOJNCYMb CHPUAMU AKMUBAYTT CIOBHUKOBO20 3ANACY, 83AEMOOI

Ma 3anyYeHHIO YUHIB, 0OHOYACHO PO3BUBAIOYL BiIbHE BONOOIHHS IHO3EMHOK MOBOIO.
Knrouoei cnosa: aneniticoka mMosa sx iHO3eMHa, 2inome3su 6XiOH020 Mamepianry ma UXIOHUX OAHUX, i2PU HA 82A0VEAH-
Hs1, npueamna moena wixona SpiritOn Language School, po36umox cioenuko8o2o sanacy ma Hagu4oK 2080PiHHAL.

A Problem Statement. Developing EFL learners’
speaking proficiency is one of the most challenging and
fundamental objectives of the Communicative Lan-
guage Teaching (CLT) approach. As a complex produc-
tive skill, speaking cannot be acquired in isolation; it
depends on the integration of receptive language skills
(listening and reading), linguistic competence (includ-
ing grammar and pronunciation), communicative com-
petence, and cultural awareness. Lexical competence,
a core component of linguistic proficiency, involves
learners’ ability to understand and appropriately use
both active and passive vocabulary, which highlights
its crucial role in the development of speaking skills.

A strong lexical base and broad vocabulary indeed
enhance speaking fluency and facilitate communi-
cation; however, they do not guarantee successful
language acquisition due to the inherent limitations
of classroom speaking practice. One of the defining
characteristics of speaking skill development is the
need for extensive and meaningful practice, and even
traditional communicative activities may fail to gen-
erate sufficient learner output. Consequently, a key
pedagogical challenge lies in selecting activity types
that effectively elicit spoken production.

Research analysis. The persistence of this ped-
agogical difficulty is not merely methodological but
theoretical in nature. In second language acquisition
research, the relationship between input-based and
output-based hypotheses (Krashen, 1985), (Swain,
1985; Swain, 1995) reveals certain theoretical ten-
sions, particularly concerning the relative roles of
comprehensible input and pushed output in the devel-
opment of speaking proficiency and their limitations
when applied independently. Within this perspec-
tive, guessing games may be considered a controlled
form of output activity that activates learners’ avail-
able vocabulary, promotes noticing of lexical gaps,
and supports the development of speaking skills in a
low-anxiety environment.
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Despite its strong theoretical and practical value,
Krashen’s Input Hypothesis has been criticized for
underestimating the role of language production in
developing productive skills. Contemporary scholars
argue that input alone may not sufficiently promote
lexical retrieval, syntactic control, or fluency in spo-
ken communication (Ellis, 2008; Gass & Selinker,
2008). These limitations have led to increased atten-
tion to the role of learner output in the acquisition
process.

Scholars acknowledge the asymmetry in vocab-
ulary knowledge, particularly in perceiving vocab-
ulary and its productive use, because understanding
is much easier than production. That overlaps tradi-
tional pedagogical notions in the Ukrainian practice
of converting passive vocabulary into active vocabu-
lary (A. Bilak, V. Fedyk, A. Habovda, I. Syrko, etc.).
The gap between receptive and productive vocab-
ulary remains a pressing issue in seeking effective
cognitive mechanisms with developing teaching and
learning activities for vocabulary introduction, acqui-
sition, and measuring (P. Bogaars, R. Ellis, B. Laufer,
I. S. P. Nation, K. Vidal)

Speaking is a productive skill that is discussed in
terms of accuracy and fluency. The development of
speaking ability has been investigated by H. Brown,
A. Derakhshan, H. Kayi, S. Nazara, R. Silverman,
and Z. Wang.

A number of studies have been done to investi-
gate the effectiveness of games in developing EFL
and ESL learners’ skills. According to them, using
games has a positive effect, especially on vocabulary
enhancement, they reduce unnecessary cognitive load
and anxiety creating a learning-friendly environment
(A. Chirandon, O. Kadaner, O. Moshynska, A. War-
rick, Yusri).

The aim of this paper is to justify the pedagogical
value of guessing games as an output-oriented strat-
egy for developing learners’ vocabulary and speaking
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skills and to illustrate practical ways of implementing
this strategy in the EFL classroom.

Presentation of the main material. The rela-
tive causal roles and mechanisms of input and out-
put remain contested in foreign language acquisition
(FLA) research. Input as a core component of FLA
generally refers to the linguistic information gained
through receptive activities (listening or reading),
while output, in contrast, is connected with the lan-
guage the learners produce through speaking and
writing. Thus, input supports comprehension and
provides linguistic models, whereas output requires
learners to retrieve and organize linguistic resources
for real-time communication.

In formulating SLA theory Stephen D. Krashen
developed five hypotheses with the Input Hypothesis
as part of his Monitor Model, where he distinguished
language acquisition from language learning, defining
language acquisition as a natural process. In contrast
to learning, that was viewed as a conscious process,
he emphasized the central role of comprehensible
input as the primary condition for language acquisi-
tion that learners develop through reading or listen-
ing. Krashen argued that the successful acquisition
becomes possible when the language slightly exceeds
the learner’s current level of competence and that real
language proficiency may be gained only through
subconscious acquisition. According to his Affective
Filter hypothesis, emotional factors of motivation,
self-esteem, and anxiety are crucially important for
FLA (Krashen, 1985).

Comprehensible input through reading and listen-
ing is considered particularly important for vocabu-
lary acquisition, as learners encounter lexical items
in meaningful contexts that facilitate form-meaning
connections. This contributes significantly to the
development of receptive vocabulary and implicit lin-
guistic knowledge.

Swain’s Output Hypothesis (Swain, 1985; Swain,
1995) proposes that language production contributes
to acquisition by engaging learners in processes that
extends beyond comprehension. Swain identifies sev-
eral key functions of output:

1. Producing language enables learners to notice
gaps in their linguistic knowledge when they become
aware of discrepancies between what they want to
express and what they can express using available
language resources.

2. Output provides opportunities for hypothesis
testing, allowing learners to experiment with linguis-
tic forms and receive feedback during the interaction.

3. Output promotes metalinguistic reflection, as
learners consciously analyze language forms while
attempting to construct accurate utterances.
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Importantly, nowadays, output is not necessar-
ily viewed as the primary cause of language acqui-
sition. Rather, it is often considered a facilitator that
enhances lexical retrieval, promotes automatization,
and supports the development of spoken fluency by
encouraging active engagement with linguistic mate-
rial. From this perspective, effective language instruc-
tion may benefit from integrating output-oriented
activities within an input-rich learning environment,
allowing learners to process language receptively
while also applying it productively.

According to The Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching,
Assessment (CEFR), lexical competence is defined
as “knowledge of, and ability to use the vocabulary
of the language”. It includes lexical elements and
fixed expressions (Council of Europe, 2001: 110).
Concerning the hypotheses discussed above on input
and output approaches the highly debatable problems
of ESL vocabulary acquisition are such questions as
incidental and intentional learning and the receptive
and productive vocabulary. That is, either the vocab-
ulary can be learned implicitly through exposure or
explicitly through study. While investigating this
matter stressed that receptive vocabulary use involves
perceiving the form of a word while listening or read-
ing and retrieving its meaning. Productive vocabulary
use involves wanting to express a meaning through
speaking or writing and producing the appropriate
spoken or written word form (Nation, 2001: 24-25).

Limited lexical knowledge increases the cognitive
demands of speaking because learners must allocate
working-memory resources to lexical retrieval while
simultaneously constructing utterances.

Speaking is commonly regarded as a fundamental
skill for second or foreign language acquisition. Spo-
ken language is complex and characterized by fea-
tures such as clustering (grouping words into thought
units), hesitation markers e.g., pausing; colloquial
expressions, and suprasegmental features such as
stress, rhythm, and intonation. Speaking proficiency
is usually defined in terms of accuracy and fluency
i.e. form-focused and meaning-focused approaches
(Lazaraton, 2014: 106—107). The discussions focus
on the issue of greater importance of one of them.

Fluency is mainly associated with a focus on mean-
ing over form, as well as learners’ ability to commu-
nicate or receive content and viewed as the goal of
instruction (Parrish, 2019: 100). Some researchers
and practitioners persist in its primary importance
and thus the need to practice more successful oral
fluency activities in the classroom (Ur, 2012: 124).
On the other hand, accuracy concerns pronunciation,
lexical skills, and grammar; they are the abilities to
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articulate correct sounds, use appropriate words, and
construct grammatically acceptable sentences. In an
EFL setting with limited out-of-class opportunities
for interaction, fluency-based activities merit more
attention in comparison with meaning-focused tasks
(Lazaraton, 2014: 107). It means that teachers should
intensify their in-class efforts and devise the instruc-
tion materials to enhance their learners’ fluency in
speaking. However, intensive fluency practice may
increase processing demands, particularly for learn-
ers with limited lexical resources, which may result
in their cognitive overload. Processing a foreign
language requires more substantial working-mem-
ory resources, especially for simultaneous retrieving
vocabulary, constructing grammatical structures, and
monitoring pronunciation.

Cognitive load theory (Sweller, 2017) states that
overload on working memory negatively impacts
learning and explains how instructional design can
manage the limited capacity of working memory.
Therefore, teachers face a dilemma because it is not
always possible to make their classes simple while
adhering to the course program. To solve this problem
and create the best learning environment “the mental
processes focused on internalising the lesson material
needs to be maximised according to student ability”
(Sweller, 2017). Instructional strategies should aim
to reduce unnecessary cognitive load and anxiety.
That can be achieved with integrating pre-task activ-
ities, giving clear instructions, collaborative learning,
or working in group activities (Warrick, 2021: 26).
Online learning still remains a relevant issue for
many students in Ukraine, it is also advisable to avoid
unnecessary textual information, use cognitive help-
ers, promote an emotional atmosphere, etc.

In EFL speaking instruction, this implies that tasks
should provide sufficient lexical input while limiting
unnecessary processing demands. Activities should
gradually increase production requirements and sup-
port vocabulary retrieval in order to prevent excessive
cognitive load.

Seeking effective strategies to help EFL learners
improve their vocabulary and speaking skills, lan-
guage teachers and researchers often turn to a game-
based approach.

Jill Hadfield, a widely recognized British author
and researcher, defines a game as “an activity with
rules, a goal, and an element of fun” (Hadfield,
2010: 5). She emphasizes that while playing games,
learners mainly focus on communication rather
than on using correct language. Thus, if speaking
about fluency-accuracy-spectrum, games are at the
fluency end. Games give opportunities for drilling
and, although limited, real communication, so they
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shouldn’t be regarded just as an entertainment activity
to fill in time during the lesson.

Creating a bridge between the classroom and
real-world communication can be achieved through
various tasks such as information gap activities and
guessing games which can create an artificial shortage
of information, encourage learners to actively com-
municate using the target language of the lesson to
exchange information and complete the task. Infor-
mation gap activities serve as an effective mechanism
for language acquisition that promotes language pro-
ficiency through meaningful communication, critical
thinking, a motivating learning environment, and peer
interaction. These types of activities, which can be
organized in teams or pairs, include such tasks as jig-
saw and information sharing tasks, vocabulary build-
ing and problem-solving exercises, cultural exchange
activities, and so on (Vadhana, 2024: 205-206).

Meaning-oriented interaction can also be facil-
itated through problem solving and survival games,
such as Desert Island or Balloon Debate, as well as
role-plays, simulations, deduction games, and jigsaw
storytelling. These games promote meaningful output
because while playing, learners are forced to describe,
define, and rephrase things; these activities encourage
learners to search for appropriate words, phrases, and
linguistic structures to use, promote their strategic
competence, and thus enhance vocabulary and spo-
ken performance.

The effectiveness of guessing games can also be
interpreted through cognitive mechanisms of predic-
tion. Predictive coding theory explains that the brain
constantly anticipates incoming information and
adjusts its internal models based on prediction errors.
Such predictive processes support language com-
prehension and production by encouraging learners
to formulate hypotheses about linguistic forms and
meanings. In language learning, this mechanism pro-
motes deeper processing and facilitates vocabulary
retrieval (Gabhart et al., 2025).

Game-based strategies align with CLT by prior-
itizing functional, real-world interaction over rote
grammatical practice. Within a Task-Based Lan-
guage Learning (TBLT) framework, information gap
and survival games serve as pedagogical tasks that
require learners to use the target language as a tool to
achieve specific, non-linguistic goals. By shifting the
focus toward these goals and the element of fun, such
activities effectively lower the affective filter. This
reduction in anxiety creates a safe environment where
learners feel comfortable taking linguistic risks,
thereby facilitating more natural language acquisition
with development of skills of higher-order, such as
self-assessment and self-regulation. Ultimately, these
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methods transform the classroom into a dynamic
space where fluency and meaningful communication
take precedence over the fear of making errors.

The incorporation of guessing games into the EFL
classroom requires teachers to understand both their
pedagogical benefits and the potential challenges
associated with their implementation. To examine
these aspects, this study employs a modified form of
action research.

Action research is typically conceptualized as a
spiral process consisting of planning, acting, observ-
ing, and reflecting. The advantage of action research
for teachers is that it can be conducted individually or
collaboratively. Mertler defined it as “research that is
done by teachers for themselves” (Mertler, 2020: 4).

In this study, the framework was adapted to sup-
port the enhancement of teaching and learning prac-
tices at the private language school SpiritOn (Kharkiv,
Ukraine). The adaptation focuses on improving stu-
dents’ vocabulary acquisition and speaking perfor-
mance through the systematic use of guessing games.
Addressing these specific issues, the research design
involved problem identification, a reflection stage,
a plan of interventions, implementation of the plan,
observation and evaluation of the results. The action-
research-based framework illustrated how activities
such as the “Yes/No” game, “Bananas Dictation”, and
the “Balloons” information-gap task could be used for
improving lexical competence and speaking skills in
the English language classroom with regard to their
pedagogical benefits and potential classroom chal-
lenges.

The EFL “Yes/No” game is a popular activity that
promotes learners’ fluency. When playing, one of the
students answers the classmates’ questions without
using the words “yes” or “no”. This activity is good
for practicing question formation, it encourages to
alter the basic language structures in their answers.

Despite its popularity, this activity also presents
several pedagogical challenges for both teachers and
learners. First, teachers face common issues found in
other game-based activities as well. These include dif-
ficulties in monitoring learners’ responses, ensuring
equal participation, and managing time effectively.
To address the specific challenges of this activity
and improve learners’ critical thinking and speaking
skills, teachers should avoid oversimplifying it, espe-
cially for higher-level learners who can follow their
explanations and demonstrate their cognitive engage-
ment. Furthermore, teachers should be very precise
about the use of grammar and vocabulary by learners.
Learners can also face several difficulties. Compre-
hension difficulties connected with the use of unfa-
miliar vocabulary or complex grammar constructions,
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lack of confidence for various reasons, can be con-
sidered as some of the general challenges of game-
based activities for learners. A specific challenge is
the limited opportunity for language production,
which therefore requires particular attention from the
teacher.

Summing up, by reducing the prospective chal-
lenges, “Yes/No” activity can turn to an effective
and encouraging communicative task that promotes
meaningful language use and critical engagement.

“BANANAS dictation” activity (a variation of
creative or open-gap dictation) allows to activate the
target vocabulary and grammar with development
skills of reading, writing and listening for details.
This activity also stimulates such skills as language
prediction and linguistic inference, which are fun-
damental for functioning of the human mind in gen-
eral and for language processing in particular (Huet-
tig, 2014: 480). Anticipating can involve upcoming
sounds, words, grammar constructions during doing
listening or reading activities.

There are several methodological challenges that
can arise. Lower-proficiency learners may experience
difficulties can have difficulties with producing suita-
ble options. That needs pre-teaching or revision of the
key vocabulary. Collaborative working or working
in pairs can lower learners’ stress. Teachers can also
limit the rage of possible answers (e.g., a verb, a busi-
ness noun, an adjective). Indication of grammatical
category will help avoid grammatically incompatible
answers.

This activity may incorporate several skills (e.g.,
listening and writing) which makes an excessive cog-
nitive load. To cope with this challenge, teachers can
choose short texts, reduce the number of words that
the learners have to write down, and use a suitable
pace of dictation.

To make this activity even more creative, linguis-
tic accuracy can be seen secondary. In this case it can
include a follow-up stage with discussion of the most
logical or creative ideas. That turns the “Banana-dic-
tation” activity into a communicative task which
enhances speaking skills and creative thinking.

When carefully scaffolded, this activity encour-
ages linguistic prediction, contextual inference, and
vocabulary activation. Its effectiveness increases if
it includes collaboration, grammatical guidance, and
reflective discussion after the dictation.

Another information gap activity that involves lin-
guistic prediction is called “Balloons”. While doing it
the learners first write their short answers for a set of
categories (e.g., Something you 've wanted to buy for a
long time; Something you always carry in your pocket
or handbag, etc.) and then classmates ask questions to
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identify the corresponding categories. A specific dif-
ficulty of this question-formation and speaking may
arise if lower-level learners struggle to produce ques-
tions. To cope with this, teachers can provide models
or examples of speaking. One more challenge may
come from the learners’ attempts to guess the cate-
gory without asking questions that needs establishing
strict rules for learners to follow.

When properly structured, this activity promotes
question formation, interaction, and inferential think-
ing. It also encourages learners to use language for
information-seeking and negotiation of meaning,
which are central elements of communicative lan-
guage learning.

Guessing games can be used in EFL classrooms
as speaking warm-ups, follow-ups, and consolidation
activities. A valuable feature of many guessing games
is their ability to be adapted to fit curricular needs,
the age and level of learners, and classroom environ-
ment conditions. Because they reduce learners’ anxi-
ety, increase students’ engagement, and are adaptable,
guessing games are an effective pedagogical tool.

Despite our focus on the importance of output
strategy for implementation of guessing games in the
EFL/ESL classroom, it should not be overexaggerated
because of the great role that input plays. Input activi-
ties can include modelling of speech patterns by teach-
ers, learners’ activation of these models, pre-teaching
the vocabulary that learners should use. Collaborative
activities also can stimulate peer input that occurs in
the process of the exchange of ideas during the game.

...............................................................................

Conclusions. The present study demonstrates that
guessing games can serve as an effective pedagogical
strategy for enhancing EFL learners’ vocabulary devel-
opment and speaking proficiency when implemented
within an input-sensitive, output-oriented framework.
The theoretical discussion of second language acqui-
sition highlights that neither comprehensible input nor
learner output alone can fully support the development
of productive language skills. Instead, effective lan-
guage instruction requires a balanced integration of
receptive exposure to linguistic material and opportu-
nities for meaningful language production.

Within this perspective, guessing games represent
a productive communicative task that encourages
learners to actively retrieve vocabulary, notice gaps
in their linguistic knowledge, and experiment with
language forms during interaction. By creating infor-
mation gaps and meaningful communicative goals,
such activities stimulate learners’ engagement, sup-
port lexical activation, and promote spoken fluency in
a low-anxiety learning environment. Their effective-
ness can also be explained through cognitive mech-
anisms such as predictive processing and linguistic
inference, which facilitate deeper language process-
ing and retention.

At the same time, the pedagogical value of guess-
ing games depends largely on careful instructional
design. Teachers need to provide sufficient lexical
input, clear instructions, and appropriate scaffolding
in order to prevent cognitive overload and ensure pro-
ductive participation.
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