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English has been a foreign-language in Indonesia since 1989, yet Indonesian learners continued to
rank low in English proficiency, and speaking remained the skill educators struggled most to
develop through conventional methods. This qualitative case study examined undergraduate EFL
and non-EFL learners' perceptions of using Tabletop Role-Playing Games (TTRPGs) as a medium
for developing English speaking skills within a Discord-based gaming community. Six
participants, purposely selected to represent varying academic backgrounds and levels of TTRPG
experience, were interviewed using semi-structured steps. Data were analysed following
established procedures of data reduction, coding, display, and conclusion drawing. Findings
indicated that participants consistently perceived TTRPGs as fostering speaking development
through confidence and fluency gains, spontaneous pressure-driven language production,
character-based organisation of thought, and incidental vocabulary growth. Regarding the
activity's pedagogical potential, participants viewed classroom implementation as promising but
conditional, giving opportunities such as peer-driven correction and collaborative
narrative-building, alongside challenges including reliance on Bahasa Indonesia in
mixed-proficiency sessions, feasibility concerns, social and affective discomfort, and dependence
on more fluent partners. The study concluded that TTRPGs functioned as a conducive space to
speaking development, though their translation into formal instruction depended on deliberate
pedagogical design rather than the game format alone.
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INTRODUCTION

Since gaining foreign-language status in Indonesia in 1989, English has been taught as
a compulsory subject starting from the primary level (Komaria, 1998). Yet after more than
three decades of instruction, Indonesia was ranked 79th out of 113 countries and regions in
the 2023 EF English Proficiency Index, placing the country in the "low proficiency" category
(English First EPI, 2023). Among the four language skills, speaking is generally considered
the hardest to develop through conventional classroom teaching, since it requires learners to
draw on their existing knowledge spontaneously and use it under real communicative pressure
(Nunan, 1999). Because students learn best when genuinely engaged with the material (Kuh,
2003), fostering authentic engagement is essential to teaching speaking, and finding methods
that are both effective and motivating remains an ongoing challenge for educators.

Tabletop Role-Playing Games (TTRPGs), collaborative storytelling games such as
Dungeons & Dragons in which players verbally shape a shared fictional narrative under the
guidance of a Game Master, offer one largely unexplored way to build this kind of
engagement. Rather than relying on structured drills, TTRPGs embed language use directly
within narrative, collaboration, and improvisation, setting them apart from more conventional
teaching methods. While a considerable body of research has explored TTRPGs in
language-learning contexts abroad (e.g., Girsén, 2021; Reed, 2022; Nilsson, 2023;
Torres-Rodriguez & Martinez-Granada, 2022), the activity remains largely unknown among
Indonesian educators, despite its clear relevance to a national context where speaking
proficiency continues to trail behind other language skills. Since genuine language acquisition
tends to unfold gradually, with speaking abilities typically developing later than receptive
skills even under ideal conditions (Krashen, 1989), an activity that supports consistent,
low-pressure speaking practice over time seems a reasonable complement to standard
instruction.

This study therefore examined how six undergraduate members of a Discord-based
gaming community perceived their experience of speaking English while playing TTRPGs.
Instead of measuring proficiency gains directly, the study used a qualitative case study design
to explore participants' own accounts of how, and under what conditions, TTRPGs influenced
their spoken English, covering both the perceived benefits of the activity and the opportunities
and challenges tied to its potential use in formal instruction. Two research questions guided
the study: (1) What are participants' personal perceptions of using TTRPGs to improve their
English speaking skills? and (2) What opportunities and challenges do participants perceive in
using TTRPGs as a speaking-focused learning activity? The first question captures
participants' broad perceptions of how TTRPGs affect their speaking, including confidence,
fluency, spontaneous production, and vocabulary growth. The second narrows this focus
through the Opportunity and Challenge framework outlined in the following section,
providing a systematic lens for interpreting the findings rather than treating them as purely
descriptive.



The study aims to contribute both theoretically, by extending the still-limited literature
on TTRPG-based language learning within an Indonesian setting, and practically, by giving
educators an empirical basis for considering TTRPGs as a supplementary, speaking-focused
activity, while offering learners and future researchers a grounded picture of both the promise
and the practical limits of the activity as it currently exists within an informal gaming
community.

A further distinctive feature of this study is that it includes both English-major and
non-English-major participants within the same sample. Much of the existing research on
TTRPGs in language education has focused on learners already enrolled in formal English
coursework, leaving open the question of whether the activity's perceived benefits depend on
formal study or extend to learners who engage with English mainly through informal,
self-directed means. By deliberately sampling across academic backgrounds and experience
levels, this study is well positioned to address that broader question, though its qualitative,
perception-based design does not allow for causal claims about actual proficiency outcomes.

FINDING AND DISCUSSION

Perceptions of TTRPGs for Speaking Development (RQ1)

Analysis of participants' responses revealed four recurring themes concerning how
TTRPGs shaped their perceived English-speaking ability. First, five of the six participants
(P1, P2, P4, P5, P6) connected gameplay directly to greater confidence and fluency. P5 noted
that this practice carried over beyond the game itself: "It helps you to be more confident when
talking in English. Not just when talking to the people you know, but also when you are doing
something like public speaking." P2 described a similarly reinforcing relationship: "By
communicating and socializing within the games, it raises your confidence and confidence
affects the fluency of your English speaking."

Second, participants reported feeling pushed to produce English spontaneously under
narrative or social pressure. P1 explained that "you often put yourself in a situation where it's
bad for you if you don't talk your way out of it, so you need to be pretty creative with your
sentences," while P4 observed more broadly that gameplay "forces you to create an effective
sentence and hone your social skills to communicate with others properly."

Third, several participants viewed speaking in character, rather than as themselves, as
something that demanded, and in turn sharpened, more organised thinking. P2 explained that
"you don't just randomly speak but you also speak as your character... to act, you need an
organized thought," while P5 similarly noted that "since this is a roleplay, you need to do your

best to say in character and how that character speak[s]."



Fourth, participants viewed TTRPGs as a source of incidental vocabulary growth,
gained through exposure to game-specific terminology and correction from more experienced
peers. P2 recalled picking up an unfamiliar word directly through gameplay ("I don't know
what a constitution means until I played [TTRPG]"), while P3 described a related process of
peer correction: "When I get my word wrong, they maybe can correct me instead, and just

from that I can learn which word should I use next time."

Opportunities and Challenges of TTRPGs as a Speaking-Focused Activity (RQ2)

Applying the deductive framework in Table 2 to responses on items 7 through 11
produced two opportunity themes and four challenge themes. On the opportunity side, five of
the six participants (all except P5) put forward concrete ideas for adapting TTRPGs to
classroom use, making this the most strongly supported theme in the dataset. P1 proposed
structuring TTRPGs "as a group assignment [where] every group needs to make a campaign
or a story that can be told to other people," while P6 suggested sequencing student motivation
ahead of language content: "Make the student want to invest in the game... when the student is
excited for the game, then you would try to trickle in a bit of English." Participants also
pointed to peer interaction as a distinct learning mechanism, occurring both through informal
correction during play and through collaborative narrative-building, which P3 described as
"trying to do a narrative together with your friend."

On the challenge side, the most frequently raised issue, mentioned by four of the six
participants (P2, P3, P5, P6), was a tendency to fall back on Bahasa Indonesia during sessions
not explicitly designated as English-only. P2 explained that "when it's mixed, I prefer to use
Bahasa rather than English because I can convey it better," while P3 tied the same tendency to
the practical difficulty of sustaining an English-speaking community from the start. A second
challenge concerned the feasibility of formal classroom use: PS5 offered a dissenting view,
observing that "not everyone in a class share[s] those hobbies," while P6 raised a related
concern about students' baseline attitude toward English. A third challenge involved social
and affective discomfort: P3 described a sense of stigma attached to speaking English among
peers outside the game ("you may be going to tell them, you are so English, bro"), while P5
described embarrassment specifically linked to performing a character ("it can be
embarrassing when you're speaking very differently, unlike your usual self"). Finally,
participants pointed to vocabulary gaps and a reliance on more fluent partners: P4 noted that
"my hardest obstacle playing with primarily English is my lack of vocabulary," while P3
expressed a similar need for more capable interlocutors to speed up their own progress.

Table 3 summarises these eight themes, the participants who raised each one, and the
interpretation drawn from the deductive coding process.



Table 3. Summary of Themes

RQ Theme Participants Type
RQ1 Confidence and fluency gains P1, P2, P4, P5, P6 Perception
RQ1 Spontaneous, pressure-driven production  P1, P4 Perception
RQ1 Character role organising thought P2, P5 Perception
RQ1 Incidental vocabulary growth P2, P3 Perception
RQ2 Classroom implementation potential P1, P2, P3, P4, P6 Opportunity
RQ2 Peer/social learning mechanisms P3 Opportunity
RQ2 L1 reliance in mixed sessions P2, P3, PS5, P6 Challenge
RQ2 Feasibility/logistical concerns P5, P6 Challenge
RQ2 Social and affective barriers P3, P5 Challenge
RQ2 Vocabulary gaps / dependence on peers P3, P4 Challenge
Discussion

Taken together, the four themes identified for RQI1 suggest that participants
experienced TTRPGs as supporting speaking development mainly through repeated,
low-pressure, socially grounded practice rather than through explicit teaching. None of the six
participants treated TTRPGs as a replacement for formal study; instead, gameplay was
consistently described as a complementary space where partially known language could be
put into use and gradually refined. This pattern fits with two established theoretical accounts.
Participants' focus on lower anxiety and growing confidence reflects Krashen's (1982)
affective filter hypothesis, in which a reduced affective filter, arising here from the playful,
fictional nature of the activity, is thought to support acquisition that might otherwise be
blocked. Their descriptions of being pushed to produce language spontaneously under
narrative pressure closely match Swain's (1985) comprehensible output hypothesis, which
holds that being required to produce language, rather than simply exposed to it, plays a
distinct role in building accuracy and fluency. Notably, this pattern appeared consistently
across participants with very different proficiency levels and amounts of TTRPG experience,
from a non-English major with under a year of experience to an English Literature major with
roughly five years, suggesting the perceived benefit is not limited to learners who are already
proficient.

The RQ2 findings suggest that the very features that make TTRPGs appealing as
informal speaking practice also introduce complications when applied to formal instruction.
Opportunities tied to classroom implementation and peer-driven learning were nearly
universally supported, yet the challenges identified, reliance on the first language, feasibility
concerns, affective discomfort, and vocabulary gaps, show that participants viewed this
potential as conditional rather than guaranteed. This tension stood out most clearly between
participants who put forward detailed implementation ideas (e.g., P1, P6) and P5's dissenting
stance that TTRPGs are unlikely to suit students who don't already have an interest in the
hobby; in line with Miles and Huberman's (2014) treatment of negative cases, this dissent did
not undercut the broader pattern but instead clarified the boundary conditions under which



enthusiasm for the activity holds. Likewise, participants' tendency to fall back on Bahasa
Indonesia in mixed sessions was framed not as a shortcoming of the activity itself but as a
practical response to mixed-proficiency groups, one that still reduced the amount of
English-speaking practice a session offered, suggesting that language outcomes hinge more
on the norms a group sets than on the game format itself.

These findings largely align with, and build on, earlier research into TTRPGs in
language learning. Girsén's (2021) Finnish participants likewise reported greater English use
and interest in classroom application, but were unable to pinpoint a clear way to weave
grammar and vocabulary instruction into gameplay; the present study's
classroom-implementation theme offers a partial answer, with participants suggesting that
language content be introduced gradually within a game structure that is already motivating.
The first-language-reliance theme supports Reed's (2022) observation that using the L1 during
TRPG sessions represents a missed chance for negotiating meaning, while the feasibility
concerns raised here echo both Torres-Rodriguez and Martinez-Granada's (2022) and
Nilsson's (2023) accounts of the demands TTRPG-based teaching places on instructors. This
study also brings up a theme not prominent in the studies reviewed above: the social stigma
tied to speaking English among peers outside the game setting, which may reflect something
specific to the Indonesian EFL context and merits further study.

These findings have practical implications for Indonesian EFL educators. Since
participants consistently attributed the speaking benefits of TTRPGs to repeated, low-stakes
practice rather than to the game system itself, the activity may work best not as a full
replacement for existing methods, but as a supplementary space where students can rehearse
spontaneous spoken English with reduced social risk. Realising this potential in a formal
setting, however, seems to depend on deliberate design decisions, such as setting explicit
English-only norms, scaffolding vocabulary support for less proficient players, and
establishing psychological safety before introducing performance-heavy roleplay, rather than
assuming these outcomes will occur on their own.

It is also worth considering these findings in light of the study's sampling approach.
Because participants were deliberately chosen across three academic backgrounds and two
experience levels, the consistency of the RQ1 themes across this range stands out: even P1, a
non-English major with under a year of TTRPG experience, described the same underlying
mechanisms of confidence-building and pressure-driven production as P4, an English
Literature major with roughly five years of experience. This suggests that the perceived
speaking benefit of TTRPGs is not merely a byproduct of prior English proficiency or gaming
experience, but a more general feature of how the activity shapes spoken interaction, though
confirming this with a larger and more varied sample remains an important next step for
future research.

Taken as a whole, these patterns suggest that TTRPGs occupy a genuinely distinctive
place within the wider range of speaking-focused pedagogical activities, one that deserves
further empirical attention specifically within the Indonesian EFL context.



CONCLUSION

In answering the first research question, this study found that participants regarded
TTRPGs as a genuinely effective way to develop their English speaking skills, though not
through direct instruction. Instead, the perceived benefit came from repeated, low-stakes,
socially grounded practice: participants reported gains in confidence and fluency, spontaneous
language production driven by in-game pressure, the kind of organised thinking required
when speaking in character, and vocabulary picked up incidentally through play. This pattern
held true across participants with quite different levels of English proficiency and TTRPG
experience, indicating the benefit was not limited to those who were already proficient.

In answering the second research question, the study found that participants viewed
the classroom potential of TTRPGs as substantial but far from unconditional. They pointed to
real opportunities, particularly peer-driven correction, collaborative storytelling, and their
own ideas for adapting the activity to formal learning, while also raising challenges that
meaningfully tempered this potential: a reliance on Bahasa Indonesia in mixed-proficiency
sessions, concerns about feasibility and logistics, social and emotional discomfort, and a
dependence on more fluent partners to close vocabulary gaps.

Overall, the study concluded that, in participants' accounts, TTRPGs served as a
low-anxiety space genuinely suited to building speaking fluency and confidence, but that this
benefit did not carry over automatically into a formal classroom setting. Turning it into
effective pedagogical practice depended on factors outside the game itself, namely the
language norms a group adopted, how much the instructor adapted the activity, and how
interested students were to begin with. For educators, this points toward setting clear
English-only norms, treating TTRPGs as a supplementary rather than compulsory activity,
and deliberately pairing less experienced players with more fluent ones. For learners, it
suggests seeking out or forming groups genuinely committed to using English, and building
confidence gradually within smaller, familiar groups where discomfort around performance
gets in the way. For future research, the study's reliance on a single, self-selected Discord
community, along with its focus on perceptions rather than measured changes in proficiency,
points to two clear next steps: replicating the study across multiple communities or classroom
settings, and using longitudinal or pre-/post-test designs to determine whether the speaking
gains participants perceived translate into measurable improvement. The social stigma around
speaking English identified here, which was not prominent in earlier research conducted
outside Indonesia, also deserves further investigation as a factor that may be specific to the
Indonesian EFL context.

These conclusions should be understood within the scope of the study: as a qualitative
case study built on six participants from a single gaming community, the findings capture a
set of perceptions rather than a generalisable measure of how effective TTRPGs actually are,
and they are not meant to support a causal claim about proficiency gains. Within that scope,
though, the consistency of participants' accounts across different academic backgrounds and
experience levels provides a reasonably solid basis for viewing TTRPGs as a plausible,
low-cost complement to conventional speaking instruction, provided that the conditions



identified above, namely group language norms, instructor adaptation, and learner interest, are
deliberately addressed rather than left to chance.
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