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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to explore the key factors and challenges in implementing gamification
in English language teaching (ELT) within Iranian educational settings.

Methodology: Employing a qualitative design, the study collected data through semi-structured
interviews with 15 English teachers from Ilam Province who had practical experience using
gamification. Thematic analysis was applied to identify recurring themes and insights.

Findings: The analysis identified six major factors essential for effective gamification: clear learning
objectives, attention to student motivation and individual needs, inclusivity and fairness, meaningful
formative assessment and feedback, contextual alignment with institutional and cultural settings,
and continuous professional development. Teachers also reported critical challenges, including time
constraints, limited resources, inadequate training, difficulties in sustaining engagement, learner
diversity, and curricular rigidity.

Conclusion: Gamification holds significant potential to enhance language learning through
interactive and engaging experiences, provided it aligns with pedagogical goals and addresses
contextual limitations. Professional development, inclusive design, and institutional support are

vital to successful implementation.

d https://doi.org/10.61838/Soe.11.4.7

Creative Commons: CC BY 4.0


https://doi.org/10.61838/Soe.11.4.7
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-4832-6427
https://doi.org/10.22034/ijes.2021.541983.1184

Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Gamification has increasingly gained attention in educational contexts as an innovative approach to enhance learner engagement,
motivation, and participation by integrating game elements—such as scoring systems, rewards, and competitive mechanisms—into non-
game settings like classrooms. Within English Language Teaching (ELT), gamification offers a pathway to transform traditional classrooms
into dynamic, interactive spaces tailored to diverse learner needs and preferences (Deterding, 2012; Kapp, 2012). While empirical
studies have confirmed gamification’s potential to promote intrinsic motivation and learning effectiveness (Alsawaier, 2018; Hamari
et al., 2014), its application in under-resourced educational systems, particularly in public schools in non-Western contexts, remains

underexplored.

In language education, gamification contributes to increased learner autonomy and engagement through personalized, feedback-driven,
and goal-oriented activities. This design logic aligns with theories of self-determination and motivational scaffolding, whereby learners’
intrinsic needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy are met via well-structured gamified interventions (Li et al., 2024; Malone
& Lepper, 2021). Moreover, recent systematic reviews suggest that gamification supports vocabulary acquisition, pronunciation skills,
and reading comprehension in EFL/ESL settings when aligned with pedagogical principles and learner characteristics (Luo, 2023;
Peterson, 2023; Zhang & Hasim, 2023). However, such success hinges on several factors, including the clarity of instructional goals,
accessibility of technological infrastructure, and teacher preparedness (Benzizoune, 2024; Goethe & Goethe, 2019; Wulantari et
al., 2023).

Despite the promise, challenges persist. In many cases, gamification is adopted without adequate teacher training or institutional support,
leading to shallow implementation or limited effectiveness (Hanus & Fox, 2015; Nicholson, 2015). Moreover, disparities in access to
resources such as internet connectivity, computers, and educational software may hinder equitable implementation across diverse
educational settings (Hosseini, 2024; Zeybek & Saygl, 2023). These constraints underscore the need for context-sensitive and teacher-

informed investigations that identify both enabling factors and barriers to gamification.

This study was designed to address these gaps by exploring the factors and challenges involved in implementing gamification in English
language classrooms in the Iranian public school system. Drawing from qualitative interviews with English language teachers experienced
in gamified instruction, the study sought to answer two primary research questions: (1) What are the key factors that support the effective
implementation of gamification in ELT? and (2) What challenges do teachers encounter when integrating gamification into their

instructional practice?
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in thematic analysis. A purposive sample of fifteen English language teachers
from Ilam Province, Iran, was selected based on their prior experience with gamification in classroom contexts. Participants represented

a balanced dcmographic mix in terms of gcndcr, age, and tcaching level, with all holding credentials in English ianguagc instruction.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, conducted in-person or online, depending on participant availability. The
interviews explored participants’ experiences, perceptions, and strategies related to gamification, with follow-up questions used to probe
emerging themes. All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and subsequently transcribed for analysis. A thematic
analysis was carried out in line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework, involving initial familiarization, coding, theme identification,
and synthesis. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, triangulation, and peer review of coding categories.

Findings

The thematic analysis revealed two overarching categories: key success factors and implementation challenges.

Six key factors were identified as central to the effective implementation of gamification in ELT:

1. Clear Learning Objectives: Teachers emphasized the necessity of aligning game elements with specific linguistic outcomes,

warning against the risk of gamification becoming mere entertainment without instructional value.



Y o (\\"\: ul.:-uaﬁ) )\G a)Lo.a:B AR 0)5) ‘05)9ﬁ 9 u}b)’oi Lf"’t":’ 4:..0\}

2. Learner Motivation and Needs: The importance of designing activities that cater to both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational
drivers, while respecting individual learning preferences, was strongly emphasized.

3. Inclusivity and Equity: Teachers noted the value of adapting gamified activities to suit diverse skill levels, learning styles,

and socio-economic contexts to ensure equitable participation.

4. Formative Assessment and Feedback: Traditional assessment tools were deemed insufficient to capture the learning that
occurred in gamified contexts. Teachers instead employed ongoing feedback, reflective journals, and in-game observations to

track progress.

5. Contextual Fit: Successful gamification was contingent on local factors such as school culture, available technology, and

student demographics. A one-size-fits-all model was deemed ineffective.

6. Teacher Professional Development: Continuous learning, peer collaboration, and access to instructional resources were

seen as critical for equipping teachers to design and deliver meaningful gamified experiences.
In terms of challenges, six prominent obstacles were identified:

1. Time Constraints: Teachers reported that planning, designing, and executing gamified activities was time-intensive and

difficult to accommodate within rigid curricular schedules.

2. Resource Limitations: A lack of access to suitable digital tools and reliable internet connections hindered effective

implementation, especially in under-resourced schools.

3. Inadequate Teacher Training: Many participants felt unprepared to use gamification pedagogically, citing a lack of formal

training or institutional support.

4. Sustaining Learner Engagement: Teachers found that initial enthusiasm for gamified activities sometimes waned, requiring

constant innovation to maintain interest.

5. Addressing Learner Differences: Designing inclusive activities that accounted for varied skill levels, technological access,

and learning preferences was seen as complex and demanding.

6. Balancing with Traditional Methods: Systemic emphasis on standardized testing and curriculum rigidity often conflicted

with the flexible and exploratory nature of gamified instruction.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings affirm that gamification, when grounded in pedagogical clarity and implemented through thoughtful design, holds significant
potential to enrich ELT. The alignment of game elements with clear learning objectives is essential to ensure that gamification remains an
instructional tool rather than a mere distraction. Teachers in this study repeatedly underscored the value of intentional design in achieving

this alignmcnt.

Moreover, addressing learner motivation through a combination of challenge, recognition, and autonomy enhances the appeal and
effectiveness of gamification. However, the sustainability of this motivation requires ongoing innovation and adaptability on the part of

instructors. Without continuous recalibration, the novelty of gamified tasks may fade, and learner engagement may diminish over time.

Inclusivity emerged as a crucial consideration, with teachers actively seeking to balance participation across varied skill levels and socio-
economic backgrounds. The findings suggest that gamification is most effective when it is flexible, differentiated, and responsive to learner
diversity. Similarly, the incorporation of formative assessment practices—such as observation, in-game analytics, and student reflection—

provided teachers with a more nuanced understanding of learner progress than traditional evaluations could offer.

Contextual factors played a significant role in determining the feasibility and success of gamification. Teachers working in resource-
constrained settings had to modify or improvise game mechanics using offline materials and locally available tools. These adaptations
highlight the need for gamification frameworks that are sensitive to infrastructure variability and culturally appropriate learning

environments.



Professional development emerged as both a facilitator and a bottleneck. Teachers who had access to gamification-focused training, peer
collaboration networks, or online resources reported more confidence and creativity in their implementations. Conversely, the absence

of institutional guidance and recognition left some educators feeling isolated and hesitant to fully embrace gamified instruction.

Despite the clear educational advantages, the study identified numerous systemic and practical constraints. These include limited
instructional time, infrastructural deficiencies, and curriculum standardization pressures that leave little room for innovation. To
overcome these barriers, broader policy support is needed to institutionalize gamification as a valid pedagogical approach. This support

must extend beyond funding to include curriculum reform, teacher training, and resource allocation.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing literature on gamification in ELT by offering a teacher-centered perspective from a
context that has been relatively underrepresented in empirical research. By identifying both enablers and obstacles, the findings provide
a roadmap for more effective and equitable implementation of gamification strategies in public education systems. With proper
institutional backing, thoughtful instructional design, and ongoing teacher empowerment, gamification can become a transformative force

in English language education, fostering not only linguistic competence but also learner engagement, creativity, and autonomy.
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