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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores how gamification can be purposefully combined with differentiated
instruction to improve engagement and learning outcomes for English language learners at
varying proficiency levels. Drawing on motivation theory, the CEFR competence framework,
and design-based pedagogy, the paper proposes a principled alignment of game mechanics with
tiered goals, adaptive content, and scaffolded activity structures. The argument is developed
through a design-oriented synthesis of prior research and an illustrative classroom model that
integrates badges, points, narrative quests, and collaborative challenges with leveled texts,
multimodal input, and flexible assessment paths. Results from the literature indicate that
gamified systems are most effective when they support autonomy, competence, and
relatedness while simultaneously offering personalized routes to the same curricular aims. The
paper concludes with implementation considerations regarding feedback, ethics, equity, and
sustainability in everyday EFL practice.
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INTRODUCTION

Mixed-ability English language classrooms require instructional designs that can address
divergent needs without sacrificing coherence or fairness. Gamification—understood as the use
of game elements in non-game contexts—offers an appealing toolkit for increasing motivation
and structuring practice, yet it risks superficialization when divorced from pedagogy.
Differentiated instruction, by contrast, emphasizes readiness, interest, and learning profile, but
can be difficult to operationalize at scale. Integrating the two approaches enables teachers to
bind motivational affordances to pedagogical intent so that goals, content, and activities remain
aligned for learners across proficiency bands. This paper frames gamification as a delivery
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architecture for differentiated targets and argues that principled design can transform game
elements from mere incentives into engines of meaningful practice.

The aim is to articulate a design model for combining gamification with differentiated
instruction in English language teaching and to synthesize evidence on conditions under which
such integration supports engagement and measurable growth across proficiency levels.

\

The paper follows a design-based synthesis methodology. Sources include empirical reviews of
gamification, foundational texts on differentiated instruction, motivation theory, and the CEFR
competence descriptors. The method involves mapping widely used game mechanics—points,
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badges, leaderboards, time-bound challenges, narrative progression, and cooperative quests—
onto differentiated learning targets. The alignment is operationalized by specifying how the
same communicative objective can be approached through leveled input, choice of modalities,
and adjustable task constraints. Assessment instruments include CEFR-aligned analytic rubrics
for speaking and writing, quick-response checks embedded in quests, and reflective prompts
captured in learning journals. Evidence is interpreted through thematic analysis focusing on
autonomy support, feedback quality, and opportunities for deliberate practice. Ethical and
equity considerations are treated as boundary conditions for design validity.

The synthesis indicates that gamification improves persistence and time-on-task when it is
anchored in clear learning goals and when progress signals represent authentic competence
rather than mere activity counts. Differentiation becomes tractable within such systems when
game progression is tied to mastery of tiered objectives that share the same communicative
purpose but differ in cognitive load, linguistic complexity, and degree of scaffolding. For
example, a speaking quest centred on describing past experiences can be realized through a
basic path with sentence stems and visual prompts, an intermediate path relying on guided
role-play with discourse markers, and an advanced path inviting spontaneous narration
enriched by evaluative language and pragmatic nuance. All paths converge on the same
assessment criteria, allowing equitable recognition of growth while preserving high
expectations.

Motivation theory suggests that sustainable engagement hinges on autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. Autonomy is supported through choice of quest paths, optional power-ups that
unlock additional practice modes, and opportunities to design micro-challenges for peers.
Competence is reinforced through rapid, information-rich feedback and visible mastery
indicators that reflect rubric-linked criteria rather than raw scores. Relatedness is cultivated
via cooperative mechanics such as team quests and mentor roles in which advanced learners
facilitate lower-path activities without accruing disproportionate competitive advantage. When
leaderboards are used, rotating categories that reward improvement, consistency, or
collaboration can mitigate the risk of fixed hierarchies.

Formative assessment embeds naturally within gamified sequences when each challenge yields
micro-evidence mapped to descriptors. Analytics derived from task attempts can inform just-
in-time scaffolding, such as unlocking pronunciation drills when intelligibility drops below a
threshold or suggesting lexical recycling when diversity indices plateau. Importantly,
differentiation is not confined to difficulty; it encompasses modalities and interests. Learners
can advance through narrative storytelling, information design, or dialogue performance while
still targeting the same language functions. Such flexibility enhances transfer because
competence is repeatedly assembled under varied conditions that reflect real communicative
demands.

Equity and ethics surface as design constraints. Points systems that reward speed may
disadvantage reflective learners and non-native processing. To preserve fairness, time-
bounded tasks should include alternative pacing modes and recovery opportunities, and public
displays of progress should emphasize formative trajectories over rank permanence. Data
privacy requires that analytics remain pedagogically relevant and minimally intrusive.
Sustainability depends on reusability of assets, teacher workload, and platform stability; thus,
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low-tech implementations using simple badges, paper passports, and classroom routines can
be as effective as sophisticated platforms when aligned with clear criteria and feedback loops.
Gamification and differentiated instruction can be mutually reinforcing when game structures
deliver varied but convergent routes toward shared communicative goals. The most promising
designs feature autonomy-supportive choice, rubric-aligned mastery signals, and socially rich
collaboration that distributes expertise across the classroom. Differentiation is realized
through calibrated inputs, adjustable constraints, and multimodal expression, while
gamification supplies the motivational architecture and feedback cadence. Future work should
examine long-term retention and transfer across contexts, as well as teacher professional
development models that help educators orchestrate these complex designs with fidelity and
efficiency.
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