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Abstract 
 

Pragmatic understanding is required for us to communicate with each other in our daily life, for 

example, we need to know how to respond appropriately depending on context and the relation we 

have towards the person/s we talk to. Without pragmatic understanding, we will have a hard time 

communicating to one another because of failure to understand the force in what is said. Force, in this 

context, means the intention (underlying meaning) in the utterance. For native speakers, this 

understanding is naturally developed in their language. However, second-language learners can have a 

hard time learning and using the language in an appropriate way. This essay argues that video games 

can be used in the classroom to enhance the students’ pragmatic understanding by exposing them to a 

range of different contexts with characters with different agendas through the role-playing game, 

Fallout: New Vegas. With the game’s requirement that players actively choose between utterance 

responses in specific situations, combined with the multiple endings the game offers, the student 

needs to think through his/her choices in order to reach the desired gameplay and ending, forcing 

him/her to reply in an appropriate way given the context. By adding task-based teaching to this, such 

as discussion or group projects, teachers can use Fallout: New Vegas as teaching material for 

enhancing pragmatic understanding.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Video games have often been considered a waste of time where no learning takes place. However, 

research shows that video games can be quite valuable for ESL learning. Much like fictional books, 

role-playing video games have a story for the consumer to follow, but in video games, the consumer 

can explore the world as he/she pleases, find clues, get swept away by the story, and often, depending 

on the player’s actions, follow different storylines and arrive at different endings. This active 

engagement of the player/reader promotes reading comprehension by requiring players to make 

choices that demand pragmatic understanding.  

 In this essay, I will examine a game called Fallout: New Vegas, developed by the American 

video game developer Obsidian, published by Bethesda Softworks LLC, and show how it enhances 

pragmatic understanding. I will also give examples of how it can be used in the classroom in regards 

of preparation by the teacher and what tasks he/she can give the students. The game is an action role-

playing game where the player builds the character from the bottom up, all the way from choosing a 

name and appearance, to deciding if the virtual character is good or evil through a range of different 

choices. This game is a good example of a role-play game that promotes pragmatic understanding by 

forcing the player to make active choices in order to move forward in the story and achieve the desired 

ending. I will show how the design of the game – specifically, the way in which it presents the player 

with interactive choices – enhances reading comprehension. However, Fallout: New Vegas is not a 

game for young players since it contains violence and strong language, and it would be unethical to 

expose this kind of material to learners below the age of the students in upper-secondary school. The 

appropriate learners are therefore students in upper-secondary school. It is stated in the aim 

description of the English subject syllabus in the 2011 curriculum that “[s]tudents should be given the 

opportunity, through the use of language in functional and meaningful contexts, to develop all-round 

communicative skills. These skills cover both reception, which means understanding spoken language 

and texts, and production and interaction, which means expressing oneself and interacting with others 
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…” (53). The National Agency for Education explains its use of the term “functional and meaningful 

contexts” in its Commentary Material, where it is defined as purposeful and realistic “language use 

that could occur outside of the classroom and educational context, i.e. that the language should focus 

on being authentic, realistic, and relevant” (7; my translation). Language function is explained as how 

language is used for different purposes” (7). The term “language function” is presumably a reference 

to functional theory, which Jack C. Richards and Theodore S. Rodgers, in their book Approaches and 

Methods in Language Teaching, explain as “the view that language is a vehicle for the expression of 

functional meaning” (17). Functional theory emphasizes communicative abilities, which corresponds 

with the curriculums understanding of functional and meaningful language (17). To be able to speak 

in a functional and meaningful way, one needs pragmatic understanding.   

 When exposed to teaching material such as Fallout: New Vegas, the learner has the 

opportunity to “focus on the communicative abilities of interpretation [and] expression” which, 

according to Richards and Rogers, is needed in the functional approach (25). A good idea would be to 

introduce the students to “speech acts”, which is, according to Dictionary.com, an utterance a speaker 

performs in order to reach a specific goal. The force of a speech act is the speaker’s intention of the 

utterance. The term “speech act” is not to be confused with the term “functional” (even though they 

are closely related) because a speech act is much more precise than functional speech in general. A 

speech act is the utterance that performs an action. For example, “Can you close the door” is an act of 

requesting used if the speaker is, for example, feeling cold. The same utterance has a different force 

(meaning) if the speaker genuinely asks if someone can close a very heavy door, which would be the 

act of asking. Functional language, on the other hand, can have a general goal and involve a range of 

different speech acts. For example, during a presentation about speeding, the goal is to make people 

slow down while driving. In order to be successful, the presenter must use language appropriately for 

informative presentations. However, the speaker can use speech acts in a rhetorical manner, for 

example, asking if the drivers can live with themselves if they hit a kid with their car or warning about 
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consequences of speeding. It is necessary to adapt one’s language to the goal, audience, and occasion, 

according to the functional and meaningful context, as The National Agency for Education says. 

 Video games are an appropriate teaching material for the English subject syllabus for several 

reasons. First, it is authentic material. There are video games that have been created with an obvious 

intention of teaching something specific to the player, for example math games for solving math 

problems in a “fun” context. However, most video games have been created for pleasure and 

enjoyment, without the intention of teaching, even though playing them does develop certain skills 

and abilities. By using the latter type of games in a classroom, learners will not necessarily be aware 

that they are learning. Secondly, video games require players to actively interact with the material and 

apply their knowledge about English in an intriguing virtual world that lets them see the consequences 

of their actions from a safe distance: the consequences of actions taken in the virtual world do not 

affect the player in the real world. Thirdly, video games are motivating. By using this authentic 

teaching material, the learner will likely be more willing to face problems, such as overcoming 

language barriers while playing, and be more open to learning in order to move forward in the story. 

Since the game weaves in activities that can enhance knowledge of English (such as discussion, or a 

presentation of how the story progresses) in a fun and motivating context, it can create learning 

opportunities without exhausting the player. The application of role-play video games in classrooms, 

if done properly, could be a very potent and useful way of acquiring, not just pragmatic 

understanding, but an overall better understanding of the English language. Fallout: New Vegas is 

excellent material for the purpose of the player to be exposed to speech acts and functional language. 

What is more, the English subject should give students opportunities to develop “[u]nderstanding of 

spoken and written English, and also the ability to interpret content” (54). By playing Fallout: New 

Vegas, these objectives can be achieved through its vast range of text types, spoken dialogues in 

different contexts, and the choices among utterances it presents to the players.   

 The video game Fallout: New Vegas gives the learner opportunity to develop all-round 
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communicative skills by exposing the player to a wide variety of spoken English with a range of 

different dialects spoken at various paces. It also exposes players to various speech acts, delivered in 

specific communicative situations for specific reasons. The player must make choices in the game, 

such as choosing what utterance the character in the game should say, which counts as production. 

Even though the player does not compose these utterances, he/she has to choose between them in 

order to move forward in the game. The act of choosing utterances impacts on the action of the story 

and can therefore be considered a kind of production. The game creates functional and meaningful 

contexts for these choices since they are necessary for achieving something in the game and moving 

forward by being an open world game were the character can utter speech acts (chosen by the player) 

in different contexts with different goals, such as bartering, convincing or interrogating. Playing 

Fallout: New Vegas can therefore promote the “[u]nderstanding of spoken and written English, and 

also the ability to interpret content” (54).    

 Fallout: New Vegas is, at first glance, an intriguing video game played for fun, but at a closer 

look, it can be used as a tool for teaching English. By playing the game, the player is given the 

opportunity to enhance his/her pragmatic understanding of utterances/speech acts and when to use 

them, which requires that the player understands the force (the intention) of sentences in dialogue 

situations and their implications in communicative context. What is interesting about this game is that 

it uses an interactive script. Most video games have a fixed script that one cannot affect in any way – 

the internal design grammar, which can be translated into code, namely, how the game is built, does 

not allow it. In this sense, most video games resemble plays or movies watched at a theatre or cinema: 

one cannot change the outcome. However, Fallout: New Vegas, offers multiple scripts, allowing one 

to choose what script to follow depending on one’s actions in the game and the preferred development 

of the character. In the game, one can walk up to an NPC, (non-playing character), ask it questions, 

and if one is tired of asking him/her questions, he/she just needs to say “goodbye” and walk away, 

although doing so might mean that one misses clues, tips, or other important content. 
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 Because Fallout: New Vegas is a role-playing game, it could be used to enhance pragmatic 

understanding in the classroom. Kathleen Bardovi-Harlig, states in her article “Developing L2 

Pragmatics,” that “[t]he closest elicitation tasks to conversation are role plays” (74). Role plays have 

been used as a teaching material in order to achieve some kind of authenticity, and some students have 

a hard time because of shyness or complain that such exercises feel forced. A video game might not 

have the same forced feeling to it, instead, it feels authentic. Fallout: New Vegas could be an excellent 

teaching material for enhancing pragmatic understanding through analysis of the language, and 

discussion regarding choices and/or sentences.    

 Furthermore, Fallout: New Vegas can be used with task-based teaching. This approach, 

according to Richards and Rogers, “stresses the importance of providing learners with opportunities to 

use their English for communicative purposes … (66). The approach emphasizes the importance of 

using authentic and meaningful tasks where the student is learning to use the target language (66). 

This approach is good for enhancing pragmatic competence because it lets the student use his/her 

English in situated contexts, forcing him/her to respond appropriately in, for example, a discussion 

about language in context. Fallout: New Vegas can be used as an authentic tool in which the teacher 

give the students tasks such as gathering content to discuss with their peers, finding optional ways of 

handling a conversation that is not featured in the game and/or doing their own imitation of multi-

utterance stories. Imitation-tasks derives from classical rhetoric where the writers tried to copy models 

and writers (Corbett 243). In her The Practice of Creative Writing, Heather Sellers state that the 

practice of imitation has been adopted by creative writing pedagogy because it is a good strategy to 

internalize any art or skill (40). This practice can therefore be used to help students enhance their 

pragmatic understanding and deepen their understanding about language in context.  

 The video game is, like most games, in a fictional setting, but it follows real rules, which 

makes it something between reality and fiction. Jesper Juul has in his book Half-Real argued that 

“video games are a combination of rules and fiction” (197). He compares the rules of the game, its 
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“reality,” with its fiction. Applying this point to Fallout: New Vegas, one can say that the story and 

setting are fictional, but the rules in the game are real, and therefore always anchored to the real 

world, even though the player is playing a fictional game. The player has to talk to people in the 

fictional world in order to move forward in the game, just like he/she has to interact with people in 

many real-life situations in order to make progress and attain a goal. In both situations, the player 

cannot skip the whole story by running straight to the end. The fictional character the player plays 

does not know what will happen in the story. Even though the real player might know exactly what to 

do in order to beat the game, the fictional character is reset every time the player replays it. In Fallout: 

New Vegas, this allows the player to discover new findings in the story or to explore side quests since 

the script of the game allows different storylines and endings.    

 Video games have been used for educational purposes in the early history of computers. 

However, educational games have mostly been focusing on young learners learning, for example, their 

ABCs or simple math. Among older learners, those kinds of video games are often perceived as 

childish and too easy. Fallout: New Vegas, on the other hand, is aimed at a more mature group of 

people, where the graphics of the game are not happy or playful, but more realistic. With its mature, 

authentic language, the sentence choices it offers players, and its intriguing story, this game can be 

used as a motivating, interactive teaching material for promoting vocabulary acquisition, pragmatic 

understanding, and overall reading comprehension.     

 As mentioned above, the curriculum identifies language used in “functional and meaningful 

contexts” as primary content of language learning, which suggests that the English language should be 

used to attain something, and this “something” is attained through speech acts, which is a major part 

in pragmatic understanding. In his A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics, language–learning 

theorist David Crystal explains pragmatics as 

the study of language from the point of view of users, especially the choices 

they make, the constraints they encounter in using language in social 
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interaction and the effects their use of language has on other participants in 

the act of communicating. (379) 

In Fallout: New Vegas, the player must constantly make choices about virtual social interactions that 

will have impact on the other characters in the story, which in turn affects the player’s progress 

through the game and the action of the story. The player is defined by his/her actions in the virtual 

world by the NPCs, who are either the player’s friends, or his/her enemies. Because of the virtual 

world, the player is more likely willing to experiment with the language since they do not risk 

“humiliating” themselves. J.A. Appleyard states in his book Becoming a Reader that “[students] are 

mortally afraid of being forced into activities that might expose them to ridicule or self-doubt” (98). 

By making choices in a safe, non-threatening environment, the player can experiment with sentences 

and their outcomes, including their impact on the character chosen by the player, making them more 

confident regarding activities that can put them in “awkward” situations. However, the player cannot 

do entirely what he/she wants to in the game. He/she is still limited to what literacy researcher, James 

Paul Gee calls, the “internal design grammar” of the game, “rules or principles that can be instantiated 

in different mediums” (E-mail). The internal grammar is the content and rules of the game, which, for 

example, force the player to do things in a particular order or determines where the player is allowed 

to go with his/her character. For example, the player cannot activate the third “quest” in the game 

without finishing the first and second one. The player cannot walk through walls or locked doors 

either. If this game was about a ghost who could walk through walls, the internal design grammar 

would be different.      

 Furthermore, Fallout: New Vegas has a lot of language chunks, a term which Crystal explains 

as “the breaking up of an utterance into units (chunks) so that it can be more efficiently processed” 

(76). For example, during my visit to China last summer, I tried to learn some Chinese. It was no point 

in learning the language word by word. Instead, I used language chunks to get myself understood. 

When asking for a toilet, I used the language chunk “Xǐshǒujiān zài nǎ” (Where is the toilet?). I did 
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not know what word belonged to which, but by learning a language chunk I could successfully make 

myself understood and be guided to the nearest bathroom. It was, as Crystal puts it, much more 

efficient to learn language chunks instead of each word by itself (76). An example of a language 

chunk in English would be “at the end of the day,” meaning “in the long run.” Fallout: New Vegas has 

plenty of language chunks the player can use in real life, and with context and force, the player is 

more likely to internalize them through working with them actively. By internalizing language chunks 

and getting familiar with them, the student can process the language and predict the meaning of the 

utterance, making them able to respond in an appropriate way. I will get back to language chunks in 

Fallout: New Vegas later on in this essay.    

 Pragmatic understanding is needed to communicate successfully in society. According to 

Tricia Hedge, in her book Teaching and Learning in the Language Classroom, pragmatic competence 

is “knowing how to express an intention clearly and in a way which is appropriate both to the person 

to whom it is expressed and the setting in which it is expressed” (411). The language user must know 

how to express her/himself clearly and appropriately given to context (49). Therefore, pragmatic 

understanding is a communicative competency. The Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages, a steering document for all language learning in Europe, emphasizes the importance of a 

similar concept, namely, “pragmatic competence,” which they define as “knowledge of the principles 

according to which messages are a) organized, structured and arranged, b) used to perform 

communicative functions [and] c) sequenced according to interactional and transactional schemata 

(123). The Framework explains that the pragmatic competence is “concerned with the functional use 

of linguistic resources (production of language functions, speech acts)” (13). This functional use is 

especially relevant to my topic in this essay since the internal design grammar of Fallout: New Vegas 

requires the players to select responses to NPC’s, and recognizing the force of speech acts in order to 

make the right choice. Here, the learner has a chance to train this competence in a non-frightening 

environment, namely, the virtual, single-player world. Furthermore, according to the Framework, 
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communicative language competence covers three major categories; linguistic, sociolinguistic, and 

pragmatic competences (108). Combined, these components give users the competencies they need to 

realize their communicative goals.    

 Awareness of pragmatic understanding will make it a lot easier for students to discuss it and to 

learn how to use the language themselves. Virginia LoCastro, a language education researcher, argues 

in her book Pragmatics for Language Educators: A Sociolinguistic Perspective that “[l]earners and 

teachers of languages need to understand the domain of interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) to facilitate 

our understanding of how people comprehend and communicate meaning beyond what is said” (111). 

Hence, the teacher needs to have knowledge of how pragmatic understanding is acquired by the 

learner (Ahmed and Lenchuk 84).      

 In the aim description of the English subject syllabus, it is stated that the “[t]eaching of English 

should aim at helping students to develop knowledge of language and the surrounding world so that 

they have the ability, desire and confidence to use English in different situations and for different 

purposes” (53). To have pragmatic competence is to understand the force of an utterance in 

communicative contexts. For example, if I point at an elk and say “Elk” in the context of sitting in a 

car, this can indicate that I am excited at the sight of the animal. If I yell “Elk!”, in the context of 

walking in the forest, it could mean “There is an elk here that might be angry. We need to run away; 

this might be dangerous.” This example illustrates what the force of an utterance is and how it can 

differ from context to context. It is important to know that meaning can differ depending on context 

because it occurs in our daily lives. A lot of awkward situations would occur if one did not have 

pragmatic competence. A son comes home late, and as a response, his mother yells, “Do you know 

what time it is?!” This question requires a different answer compared to a situation in which a stranger 

walk up and asks, “Do you know what time it is?” My point here is that different contexts need 

different speech acts, and to understand these requires pragmatic understanding about the language.

 Fallout: New Vegas exposes the player to a wide range of speech acts. According to Crystal, 
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speech acts are utterances with different specific functions (e.g. promises or commands), and 

understanding when and how to say them (446). Speech acts have multiple categories. Some speech 

acts are directive, where the speaker tries to convince their listeners to act. Some speech acts are 

expressive: they are used to apologize, welcome, sympathize etc. (446). Understanding speech acts 

requires pragmatic understanding because it is important for the language user to know how the 

speech act is intended, which depends on the context and who is saying it. If a person does not 

understand a speech act, strange things happen. George Yule has a fitting example of this in his book 

How Languages are Learned where he describes the effect of a failure to recognize a speech act: “A 

visitor to a city, carrying his luggage, looking lost, stops a passer-by. VISITOR: Excuse me. Do you 

know where the Ambassador Hotel is? PASSER-BY: Oh, sure, I know where it is. (and walks away)” 

(132). In order for this not to happen to our students, it is of great significance to teach the student 

how the speech act is to be interpreted and to be familiar with conventions regarding communication.

 Reading is mostly automatic, but Peter Freebody and Alan Luke argue that readers needs to be 

able to play four different reading roles to be able to read a range of different texts (qtd, in Bo Lundahl 

239). The four reader roles are code breaker, text user, text participant, and text analyst. Fallout: New 

Vegas specifically trains the player in the text user role. Text using is, according to Freebody and 

Luke, the ability to decode the text’s purpose such as its intention, who the text is written for and by 

whom (448). By putting on the role of the text user, the reader try to notice what kind of text it is 

he/she is reading (239). In Fallout: New Vegas, there is a lot of different texts genres, and by exposing 

the reader (the player) to these different texts, he/she develops his/her text using ability by learning 

how to recognize these different kinds of texts. Text using abilities are also developed when the player 

selects sentences since some can be, for example, ironic. A reader with good text using ability might 

find it easy to decide if it is an ironic sentence or not, while another reader might need some support to 

fully grasp the meaning.       

 Moreover, different texts require different kind of reading. Freebody and Luke explain that in 
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the role of text user, “the reader realizes that different texts have different purposes and functions” 

(qtd. in Bo Lundahl 239; my translation). The reader does not just read to understand, but also to make 

use of the text. For example, the reader knows that J.K Rowling’s series Harry Potter has a different 

purpose than Gordon Ramsey’s cookbook Great British Pub Food. The reader knows that Rowling’s 

books are intended for pleasure, and Ramsey’s book is a catalogue of recipes. There are also texts in 

the game that give the player clues about where items, money, or weapons/armor are located as well 

as texts that do not say anything of value for the player, for example, an emergency e-mail from the 

CEO of a company to the employers, with the function of adding a sensation of complete disaster due 

to the war in the world of Fallout: New Vegas, or a pre-war message from an employee asking her co-

workers to clean the kitchen area when finished (Figure 1). These distractors do not have a purpose for 

the player himself/herself. Instead, they serve the purpose of weaving in the player in the story, 

showing that people lived a normal life before the war, making the player feel like this is authentic, 

almost as a glimpse in to the future. There are a lot of these distractors in the game, and by knowing 

that one can find messages like these here and there in the world of Fallout: New Vegas, makes it an 

intriguing and unpredictable game.  
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2. Background  
 

There has been extensive research on what role video games can play in promoting language 

acquisition, both how it affects young learners, but also how it affects the more experienced learner 

with more advanced games. However, much of the existing research focuses on how playing video 

games can promote vocabulary acquisition, which is often a form of passive learning, but is made 

active in Fallout: New Vegas. There has not been much research in how a role-playing game increases 

pragmatic understanding specifically, least of all the role-playing games like Fallout: New Vegas.

 Studies about video games and what they promote has been conducted by Gee, in his book 

What Video Games Have to Teach Us about Learning and Literacy. Gee identifies several positive 

outcomes from playing video games. Born in 1948, he is not himself a typical gamer, but he proves 

with his age that everyone can learn to play video games. Even though he primarily does not argue for 

video games to be used in the classroom, he does argue that teachers should adopt the learning 

principles video games illustrate since we can find a lot of good learning experiences in them (215). 

Gee formulates a theory of engagement known as the “amplification of input principle”: with little 

effort, we get a lot back. This is usually how video games work; the player sits at home, pressing keys 

on his/her computer, and can go through extreme and risky adventures through the virtual character in 

the game without putting himself/herself in danger or other uncomfortable situations. This principle is 

highly motivating.       

 Video games like Fallout: New Vegas have so far been an activity for people to use outside of 

the classroom, and some people spend a huge amount of time playing games on their computers. 

Extramural language learning researcher, Pia Sundqvist, describes in her article “Extramural English” 

how English exposure outside of the four walls of the classroom affect the learners (5). Video games 

are among the extramural activities included in her study. Sundqvist shows how these activities lead 

to an increased vocabulary and oral proficiency through a questionnaire where the students answered 

questions about their attitude towards English as well as measuring their extramural activity (88). 
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Furthermore, she asked the students to use a language diary recording their extramural activities. She 

also tested their speaking and vocabulary to see if those who had more extramural English scored 

higher than those who were not exposed to English outside of the classroom (91-97). Her results 

showed that extramural English had a positive effect, both on vocabulary and oral proficiency. 

 Playing video games designed to promote language acquisition is often seen as an attempt to 

motivate L2-learners to learn. The motivation can possibly occur because the students do not, to the 

same extent, actively think they are learning. The learning becomes more implicit, a term which 

Stephen Krashen explains in his book Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition as 

informal learning, meaning that language is acquired naturally and not in teaching environments (10). 

In their article “The SIMs meet ESL”, a study of active learning with video games has been conducted 

by Megan Miller and Volker Hegelheimer where they investigated how the life-simulator The Sims 

helped ESL learners to increase their English vocabulary and improve their grammar. In their 

research, they used the video game in a real classroom to see if games (in this case, a simulation) 

increased vocabulary and/or grammar. They used vocabulary tests to find out how gaming in the 

classroom affected the learners. The result showed that explicit instructions in prior to playing the 

game did give the learners an increased vocabulary acquisition (320). However, they also pointed a 

limitation of introducing video games to the classroom, namely, glitches. Glitches can occur (even 

though they are rare in a well-developed video game), which can be frustrating, or it can corrupt the 

data so the player cannot choose a specific action (322). A glitch is “a small problem or fault that 

prevents [the game] from being successful or working as well as it should” (Cambridge Dictionary).

 Moreover, in his article “Learning English with The Sims: Exploiting Authentic Computer 

Simulation Games for L2 Learning,” linguist Jim Ranalli, building on the research of Miller and 

Hegelheimer, argues that computer games can be used in classroom for English learning with the 

correct guidance from teachers. He confirms the work of Miller and Hegelheimer by stating that video 

games, if used with theoretical guidance, lead to vocabulary acquisition. However, in his study, he 
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also took into consideration whether or not learners enjoyed playing games, and saw that it is useful 

for vocabulary acquisition if the student enjoys playing the game (444). Ranalli argues that computer 

games can reduce fear of making mistakes and that using an authentic sociocultural context is 

important for the ESL-learners (442). The reduced fear of mistakes plays an important role in 

encouraging learners to engage in conversation. To be exposed to conversations where the player 

makes decisions can help in both language awareness and pragmatic understanding.  
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3. Analysis 
 

Fallout: New Vegas is a first person, post-apocalyptic, “open” world (meaning that the player can 

move freely in the world) action role-playing game, set in the year 2281. The game is the fourth in the 

series, and has a sequel that was released in 2015 called Fallout 4. When the player starts up Fallout: 

New Vegas for the first time, the game will start an introduction explaining the setting and giving a 

history. The game starts in media res by showing a picture of the moon. The camera moves 

backwards, so we get more exposure to the setting. We realize that the moon is in a painting of Las 

Vegas, but the painting is crooked. As the camera zooms out, we notice that we are in an abandoned 

casino. The casino is not trashed, but the player (you) understands that no one has been there for a 

long time. The camera now exits the casino and continues moving backwards out on the streets, where 

we see a group of drunken soldiers, holding each other in order to walk straight. Apart from drunken 

soldiers, the player sees three one-wheeled robots headed towards the casino. The robots have wide 

shoulders and are balanced on the wheel at the bottom of their bodies. Each robot also has a monitor 

that shows a black and white picture of a policeman, similar to the one you find in the popular game 

“Monopoly.” This shows that the robots work as police officers, keeping things under control in New 

Vegas. The camera zooms out to a point where we see a border, and a guard in high tech armor on top 

of the border aiming his sniper at something. As he fires, we follow the bullet in slow motion, up to 

the point where a man with spiked hair and armor, equipped with an AK-47 aimed at the guard, is shot 

in the head. Here, the scene cuts, and the player now understands the setting of the story. 

 Fallout: New Vegas takes place 204 years after “The Great War,” an atomic war that took 

place in 2077. “The Great War” led to a near annihilation of mankind, but those who survived did so 

in great underground vaults built by the government in case of happenings like this. Upon opening the 

vaults, the people went out to create new societies, forming factions, all with different values and 

culture. There are many different factions in the game that the player will interact with, but there are 

only four major factions, the NCR (a democratic federation), Caesar’s Legion (a dictatorship run by 
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the dictator, “Caesar,” inspired by ancient Rome), Robert House (a mysterious man who runs the New 

Vegas strip), and Yes Man (a modified robot that can help you take over the strip later in the game). 

There are five minor factions that can be recruited as allies. Furthermore, there are 20+ factions you 

can choose to annihilate or spare, which has outcomes later in the game. Even though the setting is 

post-apocalyptic, it has a lot of retro touches, such as; music from the 40’s and 50’s, cars inspired by 

the ones that were driven during the 40’s (however, the cars in Fallout: New Vegas do not have 

traditional petrol engines; they use rocket engines instead), and artifacts inspired by the 40’s and 50’s 

such as pin-up art and commercials showing people dressed accordingly to that time.  

 In Fallout: New Vegas, you find out that you work as a courier for “Mojave Express,” a 

delivery service in the area around New Vegas. During a routine delivery to the New Vegas strip 

something strange happens, you wake up with your hands tied, facing a man in a black and white 

checkered suit, holding the item you were to deliver. You end up getting shot in the head. However, 

you survive the shot, and wake up at a doctor’s house a few days later. Here, you find out that your 

main quest in the game is to find the man who shot you in your pursuit to get answers. It is here the 

game starts, and you make your first decisions. The first thing you do is to decide on a name when the 

doctor asks for it. Right after that, you walk to a wooden machine that looks like the machines you 

play arcade games on. Here, you get five “points” to distribute however s/he likes. Depending on how 

you distribute these points, it will have effect on the character throughout the game. The traits you can 

choose from are strength, perception, endurance, charisma, intelligence, agility, and luck. These traits 

are called SPECIAL skills in the game (SPECIAL is an acronym for all the traits mentioned above 

combined); they determine your character’s abilities in the game. For example, you will have a map 

full of perks, but you cannot unlock every perk on the map unless you have sufficient points in the 

required SPECIAL skill. For example, if you want to have the perk “Life Giver,” which will give you 

30 more hit points (when the hit point reaches zero, the character dies), you need to have 6 points in 

your endurance skill. All SPECIAL skills start at five points, but you can decrease any of them to zero 
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if you want to have more points for something else. The maximum points a SPECIAL skill can have is 

ten. For example, the SPECIAL skill “intelligence” starts at five points, which is seen as 

“knowledgeable” by the game. This means that you will not have good answers in some sentences, 

which impacts on how the game will continue. If you put the intelligence down to zero, the game 

would consider you “dumb as a brick”, which would make you unable to have any intelligent answers 

when you require it. If you max it out to ten points, then you are “omniscient” in the game, which 

gives you knowledge of every scientific sentence you might need.    

 During gameplay, the player can interact and talk with a number of different characters in the 

world of Fallout: New Vegas. What the player does in the game will give him/her a reputation, or 

“karma.” Karma is a measurement of the good and evil choices the player makes in the game. The 

good choices give the player “good karma” while the bad choices give him/her “bad karma.” If the 

player is good throughout the game, he/she will get the title “Messiah.” In contrast, if the player plays 

evil, he/she will get the title “Devil.” Of course, there is an in-between among these two extremes as 

well. Karma affects how the inhabitants of the wasteland perceive the player, who will treat him/her 

differently depending on his/her karma level, and sometimes, opening up to different dialogues 

depending on the player’s karma.  Throughout the game, the player can get “bottle caps” (the currency 

in the game, dollars have the term “pre-war money”) and use these to buy weapons, armor, food, 

medicine etc. The player’s quest in the game is to find the man who shot him/her in pursuance of 

answers. Even though the game has a main quest, there are many side quests the player can engage in 

to gain experience and develop his/her character as desired.    

 When the player interacts with people, he/she must make an active choice about how he/she 

wants to respond to the person being talked to. The player is given a few sentences (the number of 

sentences depends on who and when the player is talking to someone). In the game, conversations are 

subtitled, which means that the player both read, and listens to what the NPC has to say. The player 

cannot pause an ongoing conversation while the NPC is talking, which means that if the player fails to 
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understand what the NPC said, the player might make a wrong move. Hence, the player has to pay 

attention in order to move in the right direction. However, the player has an unlimited amount of time 

when he/she is selecting among the reply choices.     

 As a player of Fallout: New Vegas, one reads a lot throughout the game, and not only for the 

purpose of selecting replies, reacting to and recognizing different speech acts. In the game, one can 

find everything from handwritten letters, to bulk e-mails sent to the staff in a factory, office or 

corporation. By reading these, one can sometimes find special items that would not be discovered if 

one did not go off the beaten path. Asking questions and listening to what the NPCs have to say can 

also give opportunities to find hidden items.     

 In the game, sentences often contain “language chunks” that can help the player internalize a 

chunk, rather than word by word. In Fallout: New Vegas, there is an example of a language chunk in 

the speech act of greeting when interacting with a robot named Victor. When running up to Victor, he 

utters the language chunk, “Howdy, partner! Might I say you’re looking fit as a fiddle.” Because 

Victor is engaging with the short phrase “Howdy, partner” the player gets an indication that this 

phrase is a speech act of greeting. Right after that, the player is exposed to an idiom, namely, “fit as a 

fiddle,” meaning that a person is in very good health. Here, pragmatic understanding plays an 

important role if the player has not heard the idiom before. Victor is talking with a southern accent 

and speaking in a friendly and inviting voice, which clearly shows that he is seeking friendly contact. 

The player has previously found out that Victor was the one digging the player out of the grave he/she 

was lying in, and the contrast from lying in a grave with a bullet in the head, to be up and running, 

talking to the person (or in this case, the robot) who saved the player would make the expression seem 

appropriate. Hedge states that “[in] order for communication to be successful … messages must also 

be appropriate to the social context in which they are produced (49). Therefore, it is important for the 

player to have pragmatic understanding and have knowledge about appropriate social conventions. It 

would be inappropriate for a person to visit his/her sick friend at the hospital and say that he/she is 
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looking “fit as a fiddle.” At least, it would have another effect, for example, function like a joke or an 

insult, depending on the context. However, the player who has a degree of pragmatic understanding 

understands that this idiom can be used appropriately as a greeting, and has now increased his/her 

vocabulary and reading comprehension, as well as his/her pragmatic understanding. 

 Another example of pragmatic understanding in the conversations of Fallout: New Vegas is 

when the player is on his/her way to a city named Primm, which exist in the real world (some cities in 

Fallout: New Vegas are cities that exist in reality, while some are completely fictional). When the 

player is at the border of the city, an NCR trooper (they function as police in the world of Fallout: 

New Vegas) shouts, “Hey, where the hell do you think you’re going? Primm is off limits” (Figure 2). 

This conversation is set off automatically in the game, which means that the player does not have to 

walk up to him; he shouts it out as a policeman would in reality. Now, just by reading this, one’s 

pragmatic understanding is probably telling oneself that the player is not allowed in because the police 

officer is telling so. The context of the NPC being a “police officer” that guards the borders of Primm 

makes one’s assumption appropriate. However, one thing is missing – how he says it. In most novels, 

we would get additional information about how a policeman says something to a citizen. Is it a 

warning? A statement? Is he refusing me entry? When the NCR trooper is shouting, he does this with 

the force of a warning (Crystal 446). When the NCR trooper has uttered his warning, it is the players 

turn to respond (Figure 3). In my walkthrough of the game, I chose to select the sentence, “I can take 

care of myself,” and it is after this Fallout: New Vegas makes it very clear for the player that it was 

indeed a warning that he/she received (not a command) since the NCR trooper says “It’s your ass. 

Don’t say you weren’t warned” (Figure 4). If the player has not recognized the force of a warning, the 

game has given him/her an opportunity for him/her to learn that this can be the possible force of the 

question, “Where do you think you are going?”    

 Although Fallout: New Vegas is a game, it successfully copies conversations in the real world 

by letting the player’s choices link to what the NPC will say next, and, as a result, the NPC will react 
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in different ways, just as we do in the real world when talking to one another. This creates a feeling of 

authenticity, making it needful for the player to think about what he/she wants as an outcome. An 

example of this is when talking to a man named Harland, who is trapped in a room because of enemies 

who try to kill him (which the player gets rid of earlier). After some quick questioning from him, 

asking who the player is, the player now has three different utterances to choose from (Figure 5). If 

the player chooses to say, “How can I help get you out of this room?” Harland, who suffers from skin 

damage due to extreme radiation exposure, will answer with the sentence, “Ha! Well, you’re polite, 

I’ll give you that. If this was just between you and me, I’d do as you ask. But it’s not” (Figure 6). This 

starts a quest for the player, namely, to find his lost girlfriend somewhere in the basement where she is 

held locked. If the player follows this storyline, Harland can later become a companion to the player, 

helping him/her in his/her adventures in the wastelands of Fallout: New Vegas. However, if the player 

chooses to say, “Looks like I have to kill you” (Figure 7), Harland answers with “Then you’re dumber 

than you look, smoothskin. Eat this!” (Figure 8), and a gunfight ensues, which results in no quest for 

the player to find Harland’s girlfriend, and no companionship, altering the story later on. This example 

is just one of many in the game, but it shows that actions have consequences in the game, and it is up 

to the player to make the correct choices if he/she wants the preferred ending and storyline.  

 In a classroom situation, these examples can be used for teaching the whole class because (1) 

they occur at the beginning of the game and both conversations follow the main story, which means 

that everyone will encounter them, and (2) they are a great opportunity to give the student more 

knowledge about speech acts, force, and pragmatic understanding as well as an opportunity to use the 

language in a “functional and meaningful context” (Ministry of Education 53). LoCastro states that 

the learner is often unaware of pragmatic decision making (6). However, by introducing pragmatic 

understanding, speech acts, and utterance force early on, the student will become aware of these 

functions in the language while playing. Therefore, he/she gets the opportunity to learn what it means 

and how to develop it. The learning becomes conscious while players playing the video game, which, 
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according to Bolitho and Tomlinson, gives the learner “cognitive advantages … and attitudes to 

language and to language learning can change as a result of methods which highlight particular 

language features by affectively involving the learner” (qtd. in Carter 64-65).  

 Moreover, Fallout: New Vegas uses what Gee calls the “amplification of input principle,” 

which means that the game gives, for a little input, a lot of output (60). An example of the 

input/output principle is when driving a car, you press a pedal (input), and the car moves forward 

(output). This learning principle is highly motivating in regards of learning. It works the same in the 

game –  pressing a few buttons in the real world affects the virtual world in a significant way – and by 

interpreting the content in an appropriate way, the player can find hidden items, such as weapons, 

armor, and sometimes disturbing, but intriguing finds, for example, notes from a computer about 

horrifying social experiments in the vaults. This helps the player stay focused and motivated on 

interpreting the different text in the correct way in order to find these items, and increases the chance 

to enhance his/her pragmatic understanding.    

 However, to use Fallout: New Vegas in the classroom requires preparation by the teacher well 

in advance for the students to learn what is to be learned. The teacher cannot simply let the students 

loose with the game and expect them to learn; there must be some structure. Preparation is required 

because the students might play the game just for fun. Even though the game is fun to play, the 

teacher wants the students to learn while playing. By clearly telling the students what is to be learnt 

and how the students are going to learn, they have a greater chance of understanding why the video 

game is going to be played, and therefore, the teaching material will be seen as important, rather than 

something to just fill out the time. An example of how the teachers can prepare the content of Fallout: 

New Vegas is to get familiar with the story. The teacher does not necessarily have to play the game 

himself/herself since there are guides of the entire game online. However, to get a sense of how the 

gameplay works it is recommended as the teacher can help the students a lot easier. From here, the 

teacher can prepare discussions about what the players have found, how different NPC’s in the game 



25 
 

behave towards the players, and/or discuss NPC’s hidden agenda. The teacher can also prepare the 

students to do their own story with multiple-choice utterances in pairs or as a group. This lets the 

students be creative with the language by imitating the games technique in a setting and story the 

student chooses. According to Richards and Rogers, “Pair and group work is suggested to encourage 

students to use and practice functions and forms” (82). This example could therefore be a good task 

for the students to do alongside playing the game in order for them to enhance their pragmatic 

understanding further.       

 By discussing the game in the classroom, students can learn not just from the teacher, but also 

from each other when deciding how to interpret different texts and utterances that are occurring in the 

game. Embedding discussions or group talks in the classroom not only increases the opportunity to 

practice the language, but it also gives the student a chance to monitor how well he/she is developing 

his/her communicative abilities in English (Hedge 73). The curriculum specifies that “[t]eaching 

should also help students develop language awareness” which can be acquired by a discussion of, for 

example, the force or underlying meaning in the sentences (53). In groups, students can compare how 

they perceived different sentences and how they responded. The teacher could also ask them how they 

would respond in a similar context in the real world. Fallout: New Vegas is a good tool for promoting 

language awareness because of its interactive activities. Ronald Carter states in his article Language 

Awareness that 

Initial research in language awareness has shown increased motivation 

resulting from … task-based activities, which foster the learner’s 

involvement by promoting the inductive of language rules, which allow 

learners time and space to develop their own affective and experiential 

responses to the language, especially to its contextual meaning and effects. 

(65) 
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Interactive task-based activities such as video games can help the student to, in this case, increase 

his/her pragmatic understanding even further.    

  By playing the game without the ability to skip to the end, the player is forced to participate in 

the key conversations of the game. This means that even though the player knows the story because 

he/she has played it before, the character is “reset” and does not know how the story will develop each 

time the game is begun again. Fallout: New Vegas has a lot of different storylines as well as endings, 

which means that new things might pop up if the player plays the game in another way the second 

time. By taking another storyline, the player will be exposed to more contexts, texts, and utterances to 

choose from. The power of the intriguing story makes itself useful since it motivates the player to 

select a range of new utterances, which is required by the player if he/she takes a different path in the 

game. According to Juul, playing fictional games can help the player understand its rules (educational 

or not) because the fiction helps the player understand the rules of the game (197). The rules in 

Fallout: New Vegas require the player to constantly choose sides in the game, and therefore, the 

player does not have the option of just standing aside and watching as the events take place. This 

helps the player stay motivated as he/she makes new pragmatic choices, experimenting with the 

language within the game. A concrete example of a more detailed task the teacher can give the 

students during a project with Fallout: New Vegas is to give them an imitation task. The design of the 

task should let the students do their own imitation of the game’s multi-utterance design. The students 

should do this task after playing the game (or at least part of it) in order to understand how these 

multi-utterance choices are made and what impact they have on the conversation. The instructions 

given to the students could look like the following:  

After playing Fallout: New Vegas and discussing how language have big 

impact on how we perceive each other depending on what we say, it is now 

time for you to make your own multi-utterance story. It is up to you how the 

story plays out. You are in control of the setting, the characters, and time of 
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the events. Use sentences that have great difference in meaning. An example 

could be scenarios between two friends – how could their story look like if 

one of them said mean things to the other? How would the story play out if 

they were nice to each other? Be creative! Use Fallout: New Vegas’s design 

of conversations in order to make different utterance have different 

storylines. Make pairs and ask each other how you would react to the 

different utterances. When you are done, change stories with your classmates 

and discuss their choices of utterances and reactions.  

This exercise would give the students opportunity to show their awareness of pragmatic understanding 

through their own created context, and notice how different contexts require different 

answers/utterances. The teacher could, of course, setup his/her own themes and stories with different 

cultural and social context, and give these to the students to work with. By letting the game show the 

students that different utterances have different outcomes to later produce their own material in order 

to develop their pragmatic understanding will help them, through the use of functional language in 

meaningful contexts, to “participate in different social and cultural contexts”, as it is stated in The 

National Agency for Education (53). It also allows the teacher to monitor the students’ pragmatic 

understanding by getting an overview of how the student interprets the utterances with his/her 

answers. In the knowledge requirements of English 5, for grade E, the students should “choose texts 

and spoken language from different media and in a relevant way use the material selected in their own 

production and interaction” (55). The imitation of this multi-utterance exercise allows the students to 

internalize the structure of how the game’s conversations work, and also get inspired by the different 

speech acts, utterances, and contexts. According to Sellers, imitation gives the student the opportunity 

to get a deeper understanding about what language is appropriate to context (40) This can give the 

student enhanced ability to adapt their language depending on who they communicate with, but also 

when, and where they do it as well. It is stated in The National Agency for Education that the 
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“students can express themselves clearly and with some fluency and some adaption to purpose, 

recipient and situation.” (56). This is the core of the exercise since the multi-utterance exercise is 

about adapting one’s language depending on the different utterances. The exercise also, in addition to 

the requirements above, give the students opportunity to “choose and use essentially functional 

strategies which to some extent solve problems and improve their interaction” (56). By exploring 

different perspectives, the students need to reflect on the different outcomes the utterance has and also 

how they affect the people, giving the students opportunities to improve their interaction. Also, in 

LGY11, it is stated that the school should actively promote understanding for other people and that no 

person should be discriminated in any way (5). This exercise would give the students opportunity to 

develop their empathy and respect for other people through the different reaction to the utterances, 

since the student is forced to see things from multiple perspectives in order to give a good answer to 

the utterance and alter the plot as the utterances have different impacts on the recipient. 

 Another example of a task integrated with Fallout: New Vegas is group discussions that 

focuses the attention on pragmatic understanding regarding speech acts and utterances in specific 

context, and how they might affect the recipients. Since Fallout: New Vegas forces the player to make 

decisions he/she has to be able to understand the underlying meaning of utterances. A discussion 

about this prior to playing the game can work as a good preparation for the students to recognize 

speech acts, utterances, and how they differ depending on context. The teacher can encourage the 

students to, in groups, discuss how an utterance can have completely different underlying meaning in 

different context with the purpose of discussing their finds as a whole class. The teacher can also ask 

the students to think about what one can say to whom. An example could be to ask them if they talk 

the same way to their friends as they do to their parents, and also why/why not. In the knowledge 

requirements of English 5 it is required that “[s]tudents can express themselves with some fluency and 

to some extent adapted to purpose, recipient and situation” (55). This exercise gives the students 

opportunity to show and develop their ability to adapt their language, and critically see what utterance 
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or speech act is appropriate regarding the context and situation. It is also required by the student to 

show their understanding of the main content and basic details of English “by in basic terms … 

discussing and commenting on content and details” (55). This requirement is covered in regards of the 

discussion about language and how it differs. When the students, after the exercise, play the game 

they will hopefully think about the underlying meanings of the utterances in the game, and be aware 

of how language has consequences, both in the game, but more importantly – in real life. 

 Fallout: New Vegas not only enhances pragmatic understanding, but also enhances vocabulary. 

Fallout: New Vegas features “recipes” to be used to craft weapons, food, medicine, and armor. These 

recipes promote vocabulary because they include a list of items needed to craft what the player wants 

to craft. This sort of activity is great for vocabulary acquisition since the player sees the item to be 

crafted and its signifier under it as an image-text unit. For example, if the player looks at an image of a 

spring, the word “spring” is given right below the image. In the game, the player also needs to hack 

computers to access confidential material, unlock a door, or turn off the alarm system. To do this, the 

player must press the “E” key on the keyboard, while looking at the computer to start the hacking. The 

player is presented with a screen full of words and other symbols (Figure 5). At first glance, this looks 

very confusing and complicated. However, hacking in Fallout: New Vegas is simple. The player needs 

to find the correct word in order to successfully hack the computer. The difficulty goes from a range 

of “very easy” to “very hard.” There are more, and longer words in a computer that is “very hard” to 

hack compared to a computer that is “very easy” to hack, meaning that hacking requires more 

cognitive thinking the higher it climbs on the “difficult”–ladder. The first word is a guess, but it 

provides the player with a hint. For example, when I in my walkthrough entered the word “knowing,” 

the game gave me the message “entry denied,” but that 5 out of 7 words were correct (Figure 6). This 

gave me a hint that the correct verb has to be a present participle since it contains the suffix “-ing.” 

This thought led me to the word “showing,” which was an exact match, and gave me entry to the 

documents in the computer (Figure 7). These kinds of active engagements required from the player 
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makes learning meaningful and fun.     

 Finally, the game also improves reading comprehension as well. An example of this is when 

the player is in control of the launch of three rockets containing people who are hoping to find another 

planet to live on since earth is barely habitable. When the player activates the console display, he/she 

has three different options (Figure 12). These people have put their trust in the player, and if he/she 

chooses the option to examine the navigation data further, he/she is exposed to fairly advanced 

English (Figure 13). The player is presented with two options; either make a change on the calibration 

that will take the people inside the rockets closer to their destination, or leave it be (the player can also 

set the rockets to crash into one another, resulting in bad karma, but it is not shown here). Since the 

game does not push the player to make the choice in a specific time, the player has unlimited amount 

of time to check words in a dictionary or asking for help from a fellow student or teacher. The choice 

here is important because it will alter how people behave towards the player and opens up different 

side quests as well (Figure 14 and 15). When students encounter word puzzles (and/or activities 

requiring active engagement) like this, and/or other activities requiring active engagement, they get 

the opportunity to apply and/or gain knowledge of, in this example, vocabulary, or as in the example 

with the hacking in the previous paragraph were the students apply their knowledge of the “-ing” 

form. As Patsy M. Lightbown and Nina Spada argue in their book How Languages are Learned, 

“vocabulary development is more successful when learners are fully engaged in activities that require 

them to attend carefully to the new words and even to use them in productive tasks” (64). The 

example with the rockets and hacking requires full engagement from the player in order for him/her to 

progress in the desired direction. To be able to use their knowledge in meaningful context will, as 

Nina and Spada state, make vocabulary acquisition more successful.  
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4. Conclusion 
 

Fallout: New Vegas is a good game for developing pragmatic understanding, which is needed to 

communicate successfully in our everyday life. If we do not develop this ability, we will be 

misunderstood or misunderstand the people we talk to. By practicing pragmatic understanding in a 

new domain, namely, in authentic video games, learners can see the dynamics of the language is in a 

natural way. Through tasks such as multi-utterance stories or discussion about utterances in different 

contexts they also get the opportunity to apply their understanding about pragmatics and language, 

helping them communicate better. Two examples of how teachers can integrate tasks with Fallout: 

New Vegas has been provided to help teachers use the game, and hopefully, be inspired to use video 

games for increased pragmatic understanding among the students, and hopefully, use video games 

with different focus of learning as well. In this essay, I have claimed that video games could very well 

be used in the classroom with the right preparation, goals, and of course, an appropriate choice of 

game, which Fallout: New Vegas is for students in upper secondary school. If teachers have the 

components mentioned above, video games have a good chance of being not only fun, but also a 

potent teaching tool they can use do develop pragmatic understanding in a more natural, authentic 

way.        

 One of the many great features of Fallout: New Vegas is that the game is a role-playing game, 

which actively engages the player to explore, read, and find clues in the game. By letting the students 

engage in the different tasks the game offers (hacking, conversating, and reading) they will become 

more motivated by the active problem-solving, and therefore be more apt for learning. These in-game 

tasks can be integrated with tasks from the teacher, for example, letting the student take content from 

utterance in the game and discuss the implied meaning (or how one might interpret it) in groups. A 

task like this would give the students further opportunity to actively enhance their pragmatic 

understanding by exploring what is appropriate or not in different contexts, and realize that the 

language is an ever-shifting dynamic tool. Since motivation is important for learning, Fallout: New 
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Vegas – with its intriguing story, authentic texts, and dynamic and engaging conversations – can be a 

fun and appropriate way for students to enhance their pragmatic understanding. By using this as 

teaching material, the students are learning by actively engaging in the different activities, both tasks 

provided by the teacher, but also the tasks the game requires by the player to move forward in the 

story, which is both motivating, educational and fun.     

 Also, by letting the students experiment with the language in a virtual world they are not afraid 

of making mistakes or losing face in front of the teacher or the class in the same way as they would in 

the real world. The students are given time to work with the language because it is a single-player 

game. This means that there is only one player per game, in contrast to massive online games where 

the players can send each other instant messages that often contains cruel comments and even bullying 

if a player is not good enough. Fallout: New Vegas is free from this because it is played offline.

 The active choices of utterances are a critical component of the game. They are why I chose to 

study Fallout: New Vegas as a game that promotes pragmatic understanding. By letting the students 

get engaged in a wide range of various conversations with different NPC’s in different contexts, the 

students get exposed to how to interpret force in the language, language chunks that can be useful to 

learn. Hence, they will increase their communicative ability in the real world. This teaching material is 

a good step for the students to gain pragmatic understanding and later apply it to the real 

conversations in their everyday life.     

 One might argue that video games in the classrooms is not a good idea because of the students 

are not doing what they should in the game, for example, not following the quests or using social 

medias instead of exploring the game. However, Fallout: New Vegas’s intriguing story and gameplay 

helps the students to stay focused on whichever task the teacher gives the student, for instance, telling 

them to explore an abandoned vault to see what has happened to it, to later present and discuss the 

findings in pairs or groups. Some would also argue that the violence would affect the students 

negatively. Violence in video games is something that should be taken seriously, and it is a 
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disadvantage that Fallout: New Vegas contains violence. However, according to Gee, playing video 

games has a smaller effect on aggression than television even though video games are active while 

television is passive (11). This is relevant for the ethics of introducing video games with occurring 

violence in the classroom. Using material that would make students aggressive could not be used in 

the classroom. Nonetheless, due to subjective thoughts about violence, parents, students, or teachers 

could refuse to play a game where they are needed to kill in order to move forward in the game –  

even though the activity of playing video games has a smaller effect size on aggression than television 

(11). However, there is a way around this problem. It is possible to complete the game without killing 

anyone in the game if the player has enough “points” in their speech-perk. This perk should be maxed 

out if the player is playing the game in educational purpose and wants to unlock all the utterances the 

game has to offer since he/she can use rhetoric utterances to get himself/herself out of problems 

without violence. Hence, the teachers can use games, or at least Fallout: New Vegas, as a teaching 

tool with clear conscious.     

 Furthermore, teachers cannot forget that they will have students from different countries and 

cultures in their classrooms. It is therefore of great significance that teachers do their best to help 

motivate the students to show respect and empathy to one another. In the chapter of fundamental 

values of the school, the 2011 curriculum specifies that the school should help all students to “interact 

with other people based on respect for differences in living conditions, culture, language, religion and 

history, [and] empathize with and understand the situation of other people (10). The teacher can use 

Fallout: New Vegas’s different factions I mentioned earlier to give the students opportunity to build 

empathy with different cultures. The player might have some prejudice thoughts about a faction in the 

game due to rumors from other factions (just like one can in real life), but once the player starts talk 

and ask questions to the members of that faction, they get the opportunity to see that the rumors where 

not true, and that they are people with their own problems, families, and will to survive in the world of 

Fallout: New Vegas. To, as a teacher, emphasize the importance of trying to put oneself in someone 
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else’s shoes, asking question, or just talking can have a great impact on the students regarding their 

empathy and respect for others.      

 To conclude this essay, I agree with Gee’s thoughts that “video games are at the very 

beginning of their potential” (219). Video games can work as a way for students to be exposed to 

language in different contexts, and become familiar with what it means to have pragmatic 

understanding. This does not mean that teachers should abandon role-play or tasks similar to it. 

Instead, teachers can use video games like Fallout: New Vegas in order to help the students develop 

their pragmatic understanding in a non-threatening way to later produce their own scenarios and 

reactions to the language. Hopefully, in the future, teachers will see games that are developed 

specifically for language teaching, and still has the fun and engaging elements that good video games 

have. For now, however, teachers can make the best out of the already good video games that exists 

and help the students to learn in an effective and creative way. 
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5. Glossary 
 

 DLC (downloadable content) – Content that usually the player needs to buy in order to unlock 

a map with more quests, special weapons/armor etc.    

 Gameplay – The playable part of the game. In contrast from an intro or ending, the player 

directly plays the character in the game. The gameplay usually has a plot, challenges to complete, and 

other content like the ones mentioned.      

 NPC – Non-playing character. All the other characters in the game, except one’s character, are 

NPC’s.        

 Perk (in-game) – Personalizing one’s character to give him/her a better survival chance in the 

wastelands. There are 88 perks the character can use on leveling up. With all the downloadable 

content (DLC’s), the perk reaches 117 in total. An example of a perk is Black Widow/Lady killer 

(name depends on what sex one chooses to play as), which gives the player unique dialogue options 

with certain characters. This means that one can persuade people from the opposite sex a lot easier.  

 Science skill (in-game) – Much like the speech-skill. However, the science skill determines 

how good one “talk” with computers. Some computers require hacking to read e-mails, notes, and 

similar in order for to find clues, hidden passages, or acquire weapons, armor, or other items. Other 

computers need hacking to open doors or control defense mechanisms. The difficulty stretches from 

“very easy” (15 in the science skill), which has a password length of 4-5 letters, to “very hard” (100 in 

the science skill), which has a password length of 13-15 letters.    

 Speech skill (in-game) – Used to increase one’s rhetoric in order to get valuable information 

from an NPC. The higher speech skill, the better one is at persuading the NPC’s. If the NPC is easily 

persuaded, the speech skill required will be low (e.g. 25), if it is not, the speech skill required will be 

high (75 and upwards). The speech skill is maxed out at 100, meaning one can persuade any NPC in 

the game.  
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Figures 
 

[Figure 1]: A manager tells her staff to be better at cleaning the kitchen (pre-war) 

 

[Figure 2]: A NCP serves as a lookout outside of the city of Primm. 
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[Figure 3]: The player has three sentences to choose from, I hover the mouse over my choice. 

 

[Figure 4]: The final sentence the NPC utters before the player enters the city of Primm.  
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[Figure 5] Three choices for the player to utter to the NPC that will have consequences in the 

storyline.

 

[Figure 6] After choosing the second utterance from figure 5, the NPC anwsers, leading to 

another quest (not showed in this figure).  

 



42 
 

[Figure 7] The player chooses the first utterance instead of the second. 

[Figure 8] The effect of the first choice of utterances, which leads to a gunfight. 

 

[Figure 9]: A hacking attempt where the player needs to guess the correct word to unlock the 

computer. 
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[Figure 10]: One attempt has been done hacking the computer, which give the player hints about 

what word is the right one by showing (in the bottom right) how many of the words are correct. 

 

[Figure 11]: A successful hacking attempt that will unlock the computer. 
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[Figure 12]: The player is presented with options at the console display that will alter the rockets 

navigation. 
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[Figure 13]: The player selected the option “Examine the navigation data further” and can 

choose to help the people on their journey by taking them closer to their destination. 

 

[Figure 14]: After helping them the player gains karma, which is shown in the upper left corner. 
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[Figure 15]: After helping the people in the rockets the player becomes liked by the citizens of 

the town Novac, which opens side quests.  
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