
T H E  L E A R N I N G  M O D E L

Gamification, defined honestly
Gamification is not "playing games during class." It is the deliberate application of game
design elements — points, badges, levels, challenges, immediate feedback — to non-

game contexts to drive engagement and learning (Deterding et al., 2011). Kapp (2012)
calls it "serious play" with measurable learning outcomes.

🎯
Points & Levels
Visible progress mechanism. Each
correct response moves the learner
forward.

🏅
Badges
Mastery markers tied to specific
skill acquisition, not participation.

⚡
Immediate Feedback
The learner knows in seconds
whether the move worked, not days
later.

📈
Challenge Progression
Difficulty scales with mastery. No
grinding, no ceiling.

👥
Social Layer
Anonymous leaderboards that
recognize growth, not just absolute
rank.

🎮
Narrative Frame
The "quest" gives effort a story.
Students are not "doing phonics."
They are leveling up.

T H E  L E A R N I N G  S C E N A R I O

Decoder's Quest — a middle school structured
literacy intervention
Designed for Grades 6–8 students reading two or more grade levels below expectation,
including students with diagnosed dyslexia. The course gamifies the six syllable types of

structured literacy (Moats, 2020) into a six-level progression, each unlocked through
demonstrated mastery in connected text.

Closed → Open → Magic-e → R-controlled → Vowel Teams → Consonant-le

How it plays: Each session opens with a 90-second decoding sprint, moves into explicit instruction of the target
syllable type, and closes with a leveling challenge. Students earn Decoder Badges by demonstrating mastery —

not just on isolated word drills, but on connected text passages where the syllable type appears in natural context.

Weekly "boss challenges" combine every syllable type the student has mastered so far, which keeps prior learning

live rather than buried.

Why this audience: Adolescent struggling readers are the population most often given materials designed for

second graders. The gamified frame removes the stigma. A 13-year-old will accept "level up your Decoder Badge"

in a way they will not accept "complete your phonics worksheet."

A S S E S S M E N T  L A Y E R  O N E

Formative assessment
Built into the gameplay itself, not bolted on at the end of a unit.

F O R M A T I V E  ·  I N - G A M E  C H E C K P O I N T

Five-Item Phoneme-Grapheme Match

At the close of every session, the student completes a five-item matching task that targets the syllable

type taught that day. The student hears a phoneme, sees four grapheme options, and selects the correct

one. Feedback is immediate and specific — not "wrong, try again," but "the sound /ā/ in cake is spelled
with the magic-e pattern."

P U R P O S E

Diagnostic. The score determines whether the
student levels up or recycles the syllable type in the
next session.

S P E E D

Under three minutes. Designed to catch breakdown
before it compounds across days.

F E E D B A C K  L O O P

Immediate, gamified, and specific to the grapheme-
phoneme relationship being targeted.

W H Y  I T  W O R K S

Students see their own data without shame. Mastery
is a number that goes up, not a grade that gets
entered.

A S S E S S M E N T  L A Y E R  T W O

Authentic assessment
An assessment is authentic when it mirrors the real-world task — in this case, reading
running text — and student-centered when the learner has meaningful choice and

ownership of the data.

A U T H E N T I C  ·  R E A L - W O R L D  T R A N S F E R

Cold-Read Fluency Probe with Student Choice

Every two weeks, the student completes a one-minute cold-read fluency probe on connected text

containing the syllable types already mastered. The student selects from three text options on topics of
their choice — sports, gaming, or music — at the appropriate readability level. The probe is scored on

accuracy (percent words correct) and rate (words correct per minute), and the student graphs their own

results on a progress chart they keep.

W H Y  A U T H E N T I C

Reading is the act of decoding running text for
meaning, not the act of completing isolated word lists.
The assessment looks like the actual task.

W H Y  S T U D E N T- C E N T E R E D

The learner chooses the topic, owns the chart, and
watches their own growth. The data belongs to them
first, the teacher second.

T I E  T O  G A M I F I C AT I O N

The cold-read becomes the "boss challenge" — the
visible, high-stakes proof that the level was actually
earned.

W H AT  I T  M E A S U R E S

Real reading transfer. Not whether the student
passed a quiz, but whether the strategy now works in
text the student has never seen.

T H E O R Y  C O N N E C T I O N S

No single theory carries gamification
This scenario draws from three theoretical traditions. Each one explains a different

mechanic, and the design works because all three are present.

Behaviorism
S K I N N E R ,  1 9 6 8

Leveling up, badge earning, and immediate feedback are all operant conditioning at
work. A target behavior (correct decoding) is followed by a reinforcer (points, badge,
level), and the behavior strengthens. Behaviorism is the engine room of every
gamification mechanic in this design.

Cognitivism
M AY E R ,  2 0 2 0

The six-syllable progression manages cognitive load. Each level introduces one
new pattern, never two. Prior learning is reviewed weekly through the boss
challenge, which is spaced retrieval doing exactly what cognitive science says it
should do. Working memory stays free for the new content.

Self-Determination
R YA N  &  D E C I ,  2 0 2 0

Three pillars of intrinsic motivation, all present. Autonomy: the student chooses the
cold-read topic. Competence: the level-up structure makes growth visible.
Relatedness: the anonymous leaderboard puts the learner inside a community of
fellow decoders. Take any one of these out and the engagement collapses.

A N  H O N E S T  N O T E

Gamification only works when the underlying instruction is sound. Points cannot rescue a curriculum that teaches
reading through three-cueing or guessing strategies. The game architecture is the motivator. The structured
literacy content is what actually teaches a student to read.
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Decoder's Quest:
Gamification in
Structured Literacy
A gamified middle school intervention designed for adolescent struggling readers
and students with dyslexia, paired with the formative and authentic assessments
that actually measure transfer.
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