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CASINO LEXICALE: DESCRIPTION, REFLECTION AND EVALUATION 

 

Introduction 

I will begin this descriptive and reflective essay by explaining why I decided to create Casino 
Lexicale.  I will then outline the design principles that informed my software and explain why I 
chose them.  I will discuss how my design evolved during the implementation phase.  Based on a 
series of trials involving friends, colleagues and students, I will assess how far the software 
achieves its stated aims, and then conclude by discussing further changes that might be 
implemented in light of these tests. 

 

In brief: The rationale for Casino Lexicale  

Casino Lexicale is an interactive learning tool for teenage ESOL students, in which students “bet” 
a given number of points on their chosen answers being correct.  It is designed to help students 
preparing for the Cambridge First Certificate in English exam practise and consolidate a range of 
key lexical items that they have studied, including phrasal verbs, dependent prepositions and 
collocations.  It seeks to do this in a more enjoyable and engaging way than a traditional 
coursebook exercise, reference book or dictionary can. 

Casino Lexicale is based on a traditional classroom activity using pens and paper, which students 
find motivating and engaging, as well as effective in raising their awareness of lexis.  I wanted to 
create it in digital form so that it could be used outside class time, or alternatively in the British 
Council computer room, for students to work independently, and at their own pace, on language 
areas of specific interest to them. 

 

In depth: The design principles I followed and my reasons for choosing them 

My initial design and its subsequent implementation using Flash were informed by Sharp et al’s 
usability and user experience criteria (2007: 20-27), together with their additional design 
principles (28-38).  I also drew on Nielsen and Molich (quoted in Dix, 2004: 324-326), whose ten 
heuristics complement the usability criteria, and Wilson et al. (2008), who urge designers to 
move beyond mere usability considerations and aim for more deeply engaging, socially “good”, 
and transformational learning.  Finally, I was influenced by Alessi and Trollip (2000) and 
Boettcher (2007), whose rigorous analysis of learning principles informed both my initial choice of 
multimedia and my decisions regarding its content and pedagogical approach. 

 

Usability criteria 

In terms of usability, I intended my application to be an effective means of recycling and 
consolidating the lexical structures my ESOL students would be expected to know at B2-C1 level 
in the Common European Framework.  I also wanted it to be efficient: a completely free resource 
for students that would be as effective as a classroom “casino” but, potentially, require far less 
time and the minimum number of steps to work through.  More specifically, I hoped to design 
something that would be easy to learn by exploring the interface, and then logically enough 
sequenced to be memorable for the user (Sharp et al. 2007: 23).   

I found the most relevant of Nielsen and Molich’s heuristics to be: 
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• Visibility of system status: Always keep users informed about what is going on, through 
appropriate feedback within reasonable time 

• Match between system and the real world: Making information appear in a natural and 
logical order 

• User control and freedom: Users need a clearly marked “emergency exit”, undo and redo 
features 

• Recognition rather than recall: Make objects, actions, options and instructions visible 

• Aesthetic and minimalist design: Dialogues should not contain information that is 
irrelevant or rarely needed (in Dix 2004: 325-326). 

 

User experience criteria 

In terms of user experience goals, I intended the user’s immediate response to be one of 
enjoyment, engagement and satisfaction.  They would, ideally, find the application cognitively 
stimulating, find the accumulation of points rewarding, and experience flow: “a state of intense 
emotional involvement that comes from being completely involved in an activity … where time 
flies”, due to the pace and degree of interaction involved (Csikszentmihalyi 1996 in Sharp et al. 
2007: 27). 

Noting the positive correlation between usability and aesthetics identified by Sharp et al. (Ibid.: 
27), I hoped to create an aesthetically pleasing interface.  Likewise, bearing in mind the inverse 
relationship between pleasure and usability (Frohlich and Murphy 1999 in Ibid.: 27), I wanted to 
include an element of challenge, and include the slightly more time-consuming “betting” option to 
make the game more enjoyable and fun. 

 

Design principles 

In designing for the user experience, I was aided by three of Sharp et al.’s design principles, 
which draw on the work of Don Norman (1988 in Ibid: 29-33).  The first two are intertwined: 

• Visibility: Controls for different operations are clearly visible and positioned to make it 
easy for the user to find the appropriate control 

• Feedback: Sending back information about what action has been done and what has been 
accomplished, and providing the appropriate combination of feedback in a given context 

• Consistency: Interfaces have similar operations and use similar elements for achieving 
similar tasks, making them easier to learn. 

It is difficult to achieve the “goodness” or transformational learning advocated by Wilson et al. 
(2008) in a self-contained application focusing on lexical structures.  However, my overall aim is 
that the casino might encourage learners to guess lexis they don’t know, and view making 
mistakes as a normal part of learning.  In doing so, it might lead to improvements not only in 
exam technique but also in their communicative competence. 

 

Learning principles 

Alessi and Trollip note that for multimedia novices such as myself, creating “objectivist” 
instructional material such as tests and quizzes is a more achievable goal than, for example, 
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designing constructivist-inspired applications that enable genuine communication to take place 
between users (2000: 40).   

My more modest aims for Casino Lexicale are therefore predominantly informed by cognitive 
approaches to learning, together with some strands of behaviourism, and include: 

• Enabling users to commit key lexical structures to memory through careful organisation 
(context), as well as the use of colours, text and animation (Ibid.: 23) 

• Promoting active learning by encouraging users to interact and decide in each case not 
only what the correct answer is, but how confident they are of their answer (Ibid.: 24) 

• Maximising motivation and enjoyment by providing a degree of unpredictability and then 
positive reinforcement (Ibid.: 24-27) 

 

Changes made during the implementation process 

Having initially planned to display the total score after each question, I eventually elected not to 
do this, so as to create a feeling of suspense and motivate users to work through and answer all 
ten questions.  I had also hoped to generate the questions at random, though this proved 
difficult, and in any case, I did not feel it would add much pedagogical value unless the ten 
questions were chosen randomly from a much larger set.  This, unfortunately, proved well 
beyond my capabilities. 

I changed the colour scheme, using blue to highlight the correct answer, thus aiding memory, 
and included a four-second delay after each question appeared, to force users to take time to 
select their answers rather than, perhaps accidentally, clicking before reading the question.  

Finally, I chose to organise the sets of questions into lexical areas: this was partly arbitrary, and 
partly because one group of learners, my FCE class, had expressed a strong interest in testing 
the game, and I felt that this best served their needs.
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Evaluation 

Based on trials with my students and teaching colleagues, I would say that the main strengths of 
Casino Lexicale in terms of usability and design principles are:   

• It is effective: it consolidates users’ knowledge of lexical structures and encourages them 
to guess when they are unsure of their answers 

• It is efficient: it requires only two minutes to complete, compared to 15-20 minutes in 
class using the traditional paper-based version 

• It is easy to learn: it does not require instructions besides one line of text on each page 

• It has an aesthetic and minimalist design: the interface is not cluttered, as only essential 
information is displayed 

• It ensures visibility of system status and provides feedback through a combination of text, 
colour and simple animation.  Users are kept informed of their progress, and objects, 
actions and options are always clearly visible 

• It is consistent: buttons always perform the same action and colours always represent the 
same result, e.g. red for a loss and green for a win   

• Each object is easily recognisable: the interface makes effective use of shapes and colours 

• It achieves a match between the system and the real world: information appears in a 
natural and logical order.  

Arguably, the absence of a clearly marked “emergency exit” or undo/redo features result in a lack 
of user control and freedom.  Yet they also ensure that users complete the casino and play it 
fairly, with the score accurately reflecting their knowledge and confidence in their own ability.  

One navigation problem highlighted by several users, which exposes the limits of my Flash 
prowess, is that clicking on A allows users to change their minds and click B or C; clicking B 
allows users to change to C but not A; and clicking C does not allow users to change their minds 
at all! 

In terms of user experience, feedback revealed that: 

• It is more engaging and fun than traditional vocabulary exercises or exam practice tests, 
due to the element of suspense and the fact that the points system is not based solely on 
the number of correct answers 

• It is helps users to commit more to memory, by organising lexis into a meaningful context 
and then challenging users to remember the answers (in order to maximise their total 
points) 

• Users who played the game in groups felt motivated to discuss answers together, thereby 
negotiating the meaning of the target language. 

Users found it surprising that regardless of their performance, the final message is always the 
same.  Furthermore, having the same questions appear each time, in the same order, quickly 
became boring. 

It was also felt that Casino Lexicale lacks the sophisticated animation and sound expected from 
an online game.  Both would certainly make the application more appealing.   

Nevertheless, Casino Lexicale broadly achieves its stated aims. 
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Suggested improvements based on testing and evaluation 

Several changes could be carried out without advanced Flash programming skills: 

• Displaying betting options 2, 5 and 10 only after answer A, B or C has been selected, thus 
making the information appear in a more logical order 

• Displaying a running total after every question, both to ensure visibility of system status 
and to increase motivation (though this would eliminate some of the suspense and 
motivation created by making users wait until they had answered all ten questions) 

• Organising the questions differently, either so that they gradually increase in difficulty 
(thus increasing the degree of challenge), or so that they more accurately mirror the 
format of questions in the exam (matching the system with the real world). 

In the long run, I would like to introduce the following features: 

• Different reward messages depending on the final score, providing subtly different degrees 
of positive reinforcement 

• Optional explanations for wrong answers, thus greatly increasing effectiveness and aiding 
memory, as well as adding a greater degree of control 

• Providing ten randomly-generated questions from a collection of 50-100, thereby 
introducing a degree of unpredictability, increasing enjoyment and encouraging users to 
return to the game more than once. 

Lastly, it is worth reflecting on the limitations of any Flash-based game of this nature.  It cannot 
tailor content, theme or level of challenge to users’ specific needs.  Nor can it provide customised 
hints or explanations, as and when they are needed, and this prevents it from being a truly 
effective tool. 

Though more efficient than its classroom equivalent, Casino Lexicale ultimately cannot recreate 
the excitement of negotiating answers in groups, and then competing against opposing teams for 
the highest score.  It does not promote meaningful communication in English or creativity, only a 
passive understanding of 30 lexical structures.  This means it cannot engage or transform 
learners in the way that live, classroom teaching can. 
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