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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Virtual learning environments (VLEs) have become central to English language 
teaching (ELT), although persistent disengagement suggests that design must go beyond 
content delivery. Gamification and personalised learning (PL) contribute to enhanced user 
experience (UX) and better learning outcomes, but evidence on their combined effects remains 
fragmented.

Purpose: This systematic literature review (SLR) explains how gamification and PL influence 
UX, motivation, engagement and achievement in ELT-oriented VLEs, identifies effective design 
practices, and maps the implementation challenges that constrain them.

Method: Following PRISMA-2020 guidelines, 46 empirical studies (2015-2024) were retrieved 
from Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, and Dialnet. Two extraction matrices captured bibliographic, 
contextual and analytical data; methodological quality was appraised with MMAT-2018. 
Comparative and narrative syntheses linked design features to four outcome clusters: 
motivation/engagement, UX, academic performance, and learner satisfaction.

Results: Challenge-based game mechanics, points and rewards reliably increased motivation 
and engagement, especially when integrated with adaptive feedback. PL strategies (adaptive 
difficulty, learner-directed paths and tailored content) produced the strongest dual gains in 
satisfaction and achievement. High UX emerged only when interfaces minimised cognitive load 
and feedback was timely. Gaps persist between short-term motivational spikes and durable 
learning, and competitive elements induce anxiety in novices. Key obstacles include limited 
digital literacy, bandwidth constraints and sparse reporting on implementation fidelity.

Conclusion: Gamification and PL can substantially enhance UX and selected learning outcomes 
in ELT-oriented VLEs, but only when designs align with curricular goals, resource realities 
and learner profiles. Future research should pursue longer mixed-method trials, transparent 
adaptivity and scalable models for low-resource contexts.
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INTRODUCTION
Virtual learning environments (VLEs) 
have progressed from peripheral digi-
tal tools to essential platforms for lan-
guage education across all levels of for-
mal schooling. By integrating extensive 
resource repositories, synchronous and 
asynchronous communication channels, 
and automated assessment functions, 
VLEs provide flexibility and reach unavail-

able in conventional classrooms (Al-Bu-
saidi & Al-Shihi, 2012). However, the rapid 
expansion of online instruction has ex-
posed serious shortcomings. A large in-
ternational survey conducted during the 
COVID-19 pandemic revealed that 72% 
of learners felt only “slightly” or “not at 
all” engaged with their online courses, 
linking this disengagement to weaker ac-
ademic outcomes (Hollister et al., 2022). 
This evidence raises a critical question: 
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how can VLEs be designed to go beyond content delivery 
and genuinely engage learners?

User experience (UX) has emerged as a decisive factor in 
meeting this challenge. Intuitive navigation, logically organ-
ised information, and timely, responsive feedback reduce 
cognitive load, allowing learners to focus on the instruction-
al task; these features consistently predict lower attrition 
and better performance in digital settings (Cho et al., 2022; 
Sanchis-Font et al., 2021). Moreover, two design approaches 
that could deserve particular attention within the broader 
UX agenda are gamification and personalised learning (PL).

Gamification introduces game elements (points, competi-
tion, narrative, etc.) into educational contexts to spark and 
sustain motivation (Deterding et al., 2011). Systematic re-
views in English language teaching (ELT) report increased 
situational interest and modest improvements in vocabulary 
and communicative competence when game mechanics 
are carefully aligned with learning goals (Hung et al., 2018; 
Zainuddin et al., 2020; Zhang & Hasim, 2023). These reviews 
also note that overused or poorly integrated game features 
can lose their appeal, particularly when they are not peda-
gogically sound.

PL, in contrast, adapts content, pacing, and feedback to the 
needs of each learner. It is broader than adaptive learning 
(AL), which relies on algorithms to adjust difficulty or se-
quencing in real time (Klašnja-Milićević et al., 2011; Shem-
shack & Spector, 2020). In this review, we adopt PL as an 
umbrella term and include studies labelled “adaptive” when 
they demonstrably provide individualised support (Bernacki 
et al., 2021). 

Although gamification and PL can address aspects of the UX 
challenge, their research traditions have largely evolved in 
parallel. Gamification reviews emphasise motivational and 
linguistic outcomes but rarely tackle personalisation or nu-
anced UX metrics (Hung et al., 2018; Zainuddin et al., 2020; 
Zhang & Hasim, 2023). Conversely, PL syntheses focus on 
analytical adaptation, often in STEM or general-education 
contexts, and seldom consider game elements, with only oc-
casional reference to language learning (LL) applications (Ali 
et al., 2024; du Plooy et al., 2024; Gevorgyan, 2024). To our 
knowledge, no review has systematically examined how the 
combined use of gamification and PL shapes UX and learn-
ing outcomes in ELT-oriented VLEs.

Responding to this underexplored area, the present system-
atic literature review (SLR) examines empirical investigations 
published between 2015 and 2024 on the joint implementa-
tion of gamification and PL in VLEs designed for ELT. It seeks 
to clarify design features, evaluate their impact on learners, 
and identify methodological patterns and challenges. The 
review is guided by four research questions (RQs): 

RQ1: What design features and pedagogical strategies are 
most effective in enhancing UX in ELT-oriented VLEs? 

RQ2: How does gamification influence student motivation/
engagement and academic performance in these en-
vironments? 

RQ3: Which PL strategies are commonly employed, and how 
do they affect educational outcomes and learner sat-
isfaction? 

RQ4: What implementation challenges are reported, partic-
ularly in low-resource settings or among users with 
limited digital competence?

By answering these questions, we aim to guide educators, 
instructional designers, and researchers in designing VLEs 
that are not merely functional but pedagogically responsive 
and engaging for diverse language learners.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section integrates three strands: UX in educational 
technology (ET), gamification, and PL strategies in ELT, to 
frame the RQs and establish the theoretical foundations 
needed to understand how design choices in VLEs influence 
motivation, engagement, and learning outcomes in ELT.

Conceptual Foundations of UX in ET
UX in ET can be framed by three complementary theoretical 
lenses. First, the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of 
Technology 2 (UTAUT2) posits that learners’ intentions to 
continue using an online system depend on performance 
and effort expectancy as well as hedonic motivation, among 
other factors (Venkatesh et al., 2012). These constructs cor-
respond directly to interface qualities such as clear naviga-
tion paths and responsive feedback that reduce friction in 
LL platforms. Second, Self-Determination Theory empha-
sises autonomy, competence and relatedness as drivers of 
intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Practically, VLE fea-
tures that grant students meaningful choices (e.g. selecting 
task sequences) or provide competence-affirming feedback 
can satisfy these needs and sustain engagement during re-
petitive language practice. Third, engagement frameworks 
rooted in educational psychology describe behavioural, cog-
nitive and emotional components that must be balanced 
for deep learning (Fredricks et al., 2004). Cognitive-load 
research demonstrates that poorly organised information 
architectures induce extraneous load and suppress these 
engagement dimensions (Sweller, 2011). 

Recent analyses of learner forum data confirm that user 
control and timely system responses are strong affective 
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predictors of positive UX (Sanchis-Font et al., 2020). These 
models clarify why intuitive interfaces, motivational design 
and load-reducing layouts are not solely aesthetic additions 
but theoretical prerequisites for effective virtual LL.

Gamification in VLEs for ELT
Gamification, defined as “the application of game-design 
elements in non-game contexts” (Deterding et al., 2011, 
p. 10), is usually organised around achievement, progres-
sion, and social-interaction mechanics (Majuri et al., 2018). 
A meta-synthesis of 128 studies identified medium-sized 
advantages in learner motivation and accomplishment but 
noted that only a small minority (14%) used validated UX in-
struments, limiting insight into experience quality (Koivisto 
& Hamari, 2019). The same pattern appears in ELT reviews. 
Helvich et al. (2023) and Zhang and Hasim (2023) found that 
most trials lasted fewer than five weeks and relied on ad hoc 
engagement measures. Nonetheless, controlled classroom 
evidence is emerging; an eight-week study with Thai EFL 
undergraduates that combined a branching narrative with 
points and levels led participants to outperform a non-gami-
fied comparison group on oral-fluency and vocabulary post-
tests (Wichadee & Pattanapichet, 2018). Two consistent cau-
tions arise; motivational novelty fades when mechanics are 
repetitive, and misaligned game tasks can trigger cognitive 
overload (Helvich et al., 2023; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). Ef-
fective gamification in ELT-oriented VLEs therefore requires 
varied, curriculum-integrated mechanics and systematic UX 
monitoring.

PL and AL in VLEs for ELT
PL in virtual ELT platforms is driven by an explicit learn-
er profile, interests, prior knowledge, and self-set goals, 
against which teachers or students manually select tasks, 
resources and pacing; common tools include choice boards, 
goal contracts and self-assessment rubrics that shape week-
ly paths (Bernacki et al., 2021; Pane, 2017; Walkington & Ber-
nacki, 2020). AL embeds algorithms that adjust difficulty on 
the fly: spaced-repetition decks resurface forgotten words, 
speech-recognition engines reintroduce problematic pho-
nemes and rule-based tutors reorder grammar drills when 
error rates spike (Chaichumpa et al., 2021; Klašnja-Milićević 
et al., 2011; Nazempour & Darabi, 2023). 

Meta-analyses indicate that PL mainly boosts motiva-
tion through perceived agency, whereas AL induces 
small-to-moderate advances in vocabulary and pronunci-
ation when adaptation rules are transparent (du Plooy et 
al., 2024; Gevorgyan, 2024). Li et al. (2022) found that giv-
ing students freedom to choose their own projects, while 
an algorithm quietly fine-tuned tasks in real time, helped 
them master the target language forms faster than either 
strategy on its own. This interplay of meaningful choice and 
instant adjustment appears to foster a richer UX. Consistent 

with the conceptual boundaries outlined in the introduction, 
AL studies are analysed here within the broader PL corpus 
considering that both emphasise individualised instruction-
al support.

Previous Studies and Gaps in the Literature
Despite the rapid growth of research on digital LL, three 
persistent gaps remain: conceptual fragmentation, method-
ological limitations, and contextual blind spots. Conceptual 
fragmentation is critical; gamification studies focus on mo-
tivational benefits (Koivisto & Hamari, 2019; Zhang & Hasim, 
2023), while PL/AL reviews emphasise algorithmic tailoring 
(Ali et al., 2024; Gevorgyan, 2024). Virtually no primary study 
or synthesis examines how the two logics interact to im-
prove UX.

Methodological weaknesses also compound the problem 
as interventions are typically brief (five to eight weeks), rely 
on self-developed or unvalidated instruments, and focus 
narrowly on receptive vocabulary, leaving productive skills 
and rigorously validated outcome measures underexplored 
(Helvich et al., 2023). Ali et al. (2024) further highlight het-
erogeneous methods, scarce triangulation of mixed data, 
and sparse documentation of implementation fidelity across 
PL trials. Contextual blind spots also persist, since evidence 
remains limited for bandwidth-constrained VLEs or learners 
with low digital literacy, even though studies consistently 
flag poor connectivity and limited technical skills as key bar-
riers (Helvich et al., 2023).

This SLR responds directly to these limitations. RQ1 charts 
effective design features by jointly analysing gamification 
and PL. RQ2 and RQ3 analyse their separate and combined 
impacts on motivation/engagement and academic achieve-
ment. While UX was not always the explicit focus, studies 
were included if they explored gamification or PL and pro-
vided at least one relevant indicator (whether self-report-
ed, behavioural or performance-based), even if not derived 
from validated instruments. RQ4 compares implementation 
challenges, with attention to low-resource contexts and nov-
ice users. In doing so, the review offers what may be the 
first integrated, methodologically focused map of how gam-
ified-personalised VLEs shape the full UX continuum in ELT.

METHOD

This study employed the methodology of a SLR. Marín-Juar-
ros (2022) claims that an SLR refers to an exhaustive exam-
ination of the literature using systematic methods that allow 
for replication and updating, addressing one or more RQs 
by means of a secondary study that combines the results 
of primary studies. An SLR reveals gaps, deficiencies, and 
trends in the existing evidence, providing a foundation for 
and guiding future research in the field (Munn et al., 2018).
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Protocol 

This SLR was conducted in accordance with the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analy-
ses (PRISMA) 2020 statement (Page et al., 2021). An a priori 
protocol was developed to guide the conduct of this review, 
outlining the objectives, eligibility criteria, search strategy, 
study selection process, data extraction methods, quality as-
sessment approach, and methods for data synthesis. 

Eligibility Criteria
Studies were eligible for inclusion in this review when all the 
following conditions were met:

1. Empirical studies that examine gamification and/or PL 
implemented primarily in ELT-oriented VLEs and that re-
port at least one of the following outcomes: UX, student 
motivation and/or engagement, learner satisfaction, or 
academic performance.

2. Articles published between January 2015 and July 2024 
in English or Spanish.

3. Peer-reviewed journal articles. Grey literature (confer-
ence papers, proceedings, dissertations, theses, book 
chapters, reports) was excluded.

4. Any empirical design (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed 
methods). Reviews, theoretical papers, opinion essays, 
and editorials were excluded.

5. Full-text accessible through open access or the Universi-
ty of the Balearic Islands library.

Studies not meeting all the above criteria were excluded.

Information Sources
The literature search was conducted in the following elec-
tronic databases: Scopus, ISI Web of Science (WoS), ERIC, 

and Dialnet. The final database search was completed on 
17th July 2024.

Search Strategy
A comprehensive search strategy was developed and em-
ployed to identify all relevant studies. It included a set of 
predefined keywords and synonyms related to UX, gamifica-
tion, PL and ELT. These terms were combined using Boolean 
operators to set out the search strings (Table 1) and maxi-
mise the retrieval of relevant studies. 

Study Selection Process
Initial database searches returned 4673 records. Filters 
specific to each database, publication year (2015 onwards), 
language (English or Spanish), and publication type (jour-
nal articles) were applied to eliminate results that did not 
meet the inclusion criteria, together with subject-area filters 
to retain studies relevant to the field. After this first screen-
ing, 90 articles were selected for further review and import-
ed into RefWorks for organisation and deduplication. After 
removing two duplicates, 88 unique records were imported 
into Parsif.al to facilitate the screening and eligibility pro-
cess. The selection process comprised two main stages: a 
title-and-abstract screening and a full-text assessment.

The titles and abstracts of the 88 unique articles were 
screened against the predefined eligibility criteria. Articles 
that clearly did not meet them were excluded at this stage. 
After the title-and-abstract screening, the full texts of the 
remaining records were retrieved and examined against eli-
gibility criteria. 39 papers were excluded at this stage; some 
because the full text was unavailable, others since a closer 
reading showed they did not address the review questions, 
and finally 13 as they were theoretical, review, or editorial 
papers rather than empirical studies. 

Table 1
Search strings for database query

In Spanish In English

(“experiencia de usuario” OR UX OR “experiencia del estudiante” 
OR gamificación OR “juegos educativos” OR “juegos serios” OR 

“personalización del aprendizaje” OR “aprendizaje personalizado”) 
AND (“entornos virtuales de aprendizaje” OR “e-learning” OR 

“plataformas educativas virtuales”) AND (“enseñanza del inglés” 
OR “aprendizaje del inglés” OR EFL OR ESL) AND (“motivación de 
los estudiantes” OR engagement OR “rendimiento académico” 
OR “logro académico” OR “satisfacción de los estudiantes”) 

(“user experience” OR UX OR “student experience” OR gamifica-
tion OR “educational games” OR “serious games” OR “personal-
ised learning” OR “learning personalisation”) AND (“virtual learn-
ing environments” OR e-learning OR “online learning platforms”) 
AND (“English teaching” OR “English learning” OR EFL OR ESL) 
AND (“student motivation” OR engagement OR “academic perfor-
mance” OR “academic achievement” OR “student satisfaction”)

For Dialnet (160-character limit)

(“experiencia de usuario” OR UX OR gamificación OR “personal-
ización del aprendizaje”) AND (“entornos virtuales de aprendizaje” 
OR e-learning) AND (“enseñanza del inglés” OR EFL) AND (moti-
vación OR “rendimiento académico”)

(“user experience” OR UX OR “student experience” OR gamifica-
tion OR “personalized learning”) AND (“virtual learning environ-
ments” OR e-learning) AND (“English teaching” OR ESL) AND 
(“student motivation” OR engagement OR “academic perfor-
mance”)
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The full-text appraisal therefore resulted in a final sample 
of 46 empirical investigations. The numbers screened, as-
sessed and excluded at each step, together with the reasons 
for exclusion, are illustrated in the PRISMA 2020 flow dia-
gram (Figure 1). After the title-and-abstract screening stage, 
to support internal organisation and data management 
throughout the review, each article was assigned a unique 
reference code based on the year of publication (e.g., A for 
2015, B for 2016, etc.), and the number of order (e.g., A1, 
A2, B1, etc.). As 13 studies were excluded during the full-text 
appraisal, some codes in the final sample appear non-con-
secutive. 

Data Extraction
A structured data-extraction strategy was applied to each of 
the 46 eligible studies. Two complementary matrices, creat-
ed in Microsoft Excel, were used to capture both descriptive 
and analytical information. The descriptive matrix included: 

Reference code, Title, Authors, Year, Journal, DOI or link, 
Database, Country/educational level/context, Sample size, 
Participant profile, Study design, and Study type. The ana-
lytical matrix recorded: Reference code, VLE description/
platform, Gamification features and pedagogy, Personalisa-
tion/adaptive strategies and pedagogy, Duration/intensity 
of intervention, UX measurement and findings, Motivation, 
Engagement, Academic performance, Learner satisfaction, 
Reported links between design strategies and outcomes, 
Reported implementation challenges, Main conclusions re-
lated to the RQs, and quality verdict. 

Both matrices were piloted on five studies and adjusted for 
clarity before full extraction began. All data were extracted 
from the full-text reports and each field was verified against 
the original articles. Any discrepancies were resolved 
through discussion and, where necessary, re-consultation 
of the source study. No automation tools were employed 
during data collection. The full descriptive and analytical 

Figure 1
PRISMA Flowchart 
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matrices are presented in Appendix A and Appendix C, re-
spectively.

Quality Assessment and Risk of Bias
The methodological quality and risk of bias for each of the 
46 included studies were assessed using the Mixed Methods 
Appraisal Tool (MMAT), 2018 version (Hong et al., 2018). The 
MMAT was selected as a validated instrument suitable for 
appraising diverse study designs (qualitative, quantitative, 
and mixed methods) present in this review.

Following the MMAT protocol, after confirming suitability via 
two screening questions, the five relevant design-specific 
criteria for each study were rated as Yes (met), No (not met), 
or Can’t tell (insufficient information). An overall method-
ological quality verdict (High, Moderate or Low) was then 
qualitatively derived for each study with a detailed ratio-
nale. This judgement was based on a critical consideration 
of the pattern of responses, particularly for criteria essen-
tial to each study design, rather than a numerical score or 
arbitrary threshold, aligning with MMAT developer recom-
mendations. These quality assessments were used to un-
derstand the general strength of the evidence base, inform 
the data synthesis, and discuss limitations. The full MMAT 
assessment for each study is provided in Appendix B.

Data Synthesis
The synthesis was based on the descriptive and analyti-
cal data previously extracted, focusing on the relationship 
between design logics and educational outcomes. This 
mapping provided a general profile of the evidence base 
and guided the construction of a comparative matrix that 
crossed the two focal design logics, gamification mechanics 
and personalisation strategies, with four core outcome clus-
ters: motivation/engagement, UX, academic performance, 
and learner satisfaction. Motivation and engagement were 
analysed jointly due to their frequent conceptual and opera-
tional overlap in the included studies. To support the analy-
sis, a heatmap visualisation (generated in R) was produced. 
Descriptive details (educational level, participant profile, 
platform, intervention length) were also noted to frame the 
results, though not analysed separately.

Implementation challenges were collected across studies 
and sorted into three practical categories: technical, peda-
gogical, and learner-related, considering local resource lev-
els and digital competence whenever possible. Throughout 
the analysis, MMAT quality ratings served as a reference 
point, with lower-quality studies flagged but not removed. 
In combination, the matrix, heatmap visualisation, and chal-
lenge summary underpin the structure of the Results sec-
tion.

RESULTS

Study Characteristics

46 empirical studies met the final eligibility criteria (2015–
2024; median publication year = 2022). Most were published 
in or after 2021 (74%), indicating a marked recent increase 
in interest in gamified-personalised ELT-oriented VLEs. Most 
research was carried out in Asia (26), followed by Europe 
(12), North/South America (7), and Africa (1). The university 
sector dominated the corpus (32), with a smaller represen-
tation from primary/secondary settings (10) and early-child-
hood or teacher-training contexts (4). 

23 studies adopted purely quantitative designs but only two 
were randomised controlled trials (RCTs), 18 used mixed 
methods, and 5 were qualitative. MMAT appraisal classified 
20 studies as high quality, 24 as moderate, and 2 as low. 
Where available, sample sizes ranged from small classroom 
cohorts to institution-wide groups, most commonly between 
50 and 200 learners. A detailed tabulation of the characteris-
tics of each included study is presented in Appendix A.

Core Synthesis: Comparative Matrix and Co-
Occurrence Pattern
A single comparative matrix cross-links all gamification me-
chanics and personalisation strategies with four outcome 
clusters (motivation/engagement, UX, academic perfor-
mance, and learner satisfaction). This comprehensive table 
(Appendix D) reports the number of studies, the predomi-
nant effect (+, +/–, –), and one high-quality exemplar study, 
where available; note that some design logics were only 
identified in few studies that did not meet high-quality crite-
ria. For a more accessible overview of the most salient find-
ings, a summarised version is presented in Table 2.

To complement the comparative matrix (Appendix D) and 
facilitate the visual identification of co-occurrence patterns 
and the strength of evidence, the data are also represented 
in a heatmap bubble chart (Figure 2). In this visualisation, 
the size of each bubble is proportional to the number of 
studies that investigated the specific combination of a de-
sign logic and an outcome cluster, whilst the colour of the 
bubble indicates the predominant direction of effect, as de-
fined in the accompanying legend.

Design Features and Pedagogical Strategies 
Enhancing UX (RQ1)
The analysis confirms that no single design logic guarantees 
a universally positive UX in ELT-oriented VLEs. A small set 
of design logics emerged as consistently beneficial for UX. 
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Table 2 
Summary of Key Design Logics and their Impact on ELT Outcomes in VLEs.

Design 
Category

Key Design 
Logics

Impact on Motivation/
Engagement & UX

Impact on Academic Perfor-
mance & Learner Satisfaction

Pedagogical 
Implications

High-impact 
gamification

Challenges, game-
based platforms, 
points, rewards, levels, 
avatars, quizzes

Consistently 
positive

Generally positive, though 
challenges show mixed results

Effective for engage-
ment; best when 
integrated with 
scaffolding

Mixed-result 
gamification

Competition, leader-
boards

Context-depend-
ent; can be 
demotivating

Mixed results Requires thoughtful 
design to prevent 
exclusion

Consistent 
personalisation

Learner choice/path, 
personalised content, 
personalised feedback

Consistently 
positive

Consistently positive Essential for adapt-
ing to learner needs

Emerging UX 
technologies

Artificial intelligence 
(AI) driven adaptation, 
augmented immersion

Limited or 
inconsistent

Limited or inconsistent Promising; needs 
further validation

Figure 2
Bubble Heatmap of Design Logics by Educational Outcome and Effect
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Challenge-based progression was the clearest pattern (E1, 
G4, H9, J6, J9) showing that escalating quests calibrated to 
the learner’s level sustained flow and perceived usefulness, 
especially when difficulty was algorithmically adapted (G4, 
J6). These studies suggest that precise goal framing and 
immediate feedback, rather than the game “theme” itself, 
account for increased engagement.

Points and rewards also improved UX, chiefly by clarifying 
progress. In D2, F4, H8 and J9 the visibility of score tallies 
reduced learners’ anxiety about their position in the course, 
while leaderboards (D2, G7, H9) fostered social presence. 
Nevertheless, H9 indicates that public ranking can under-
mine enjoyment for low-proficiency groups, implying that 
competitive displays require opt-out or cohort-based views.

Narrative framing and avatars produced more nuanced 
gains. When storylines were integrated with learning tasks 
(E1; avatar-rich H9) participants experienced deeper affec-
tive engagement. In opposition, studies where narrative 
was simply decorative (F4) did not report clear UX effects, 
emphasising that storytelling must scaffold, not obscure the 
pedagogy.

Personalisation logics acted as multipliers. Adaptive difficul-
ty (B3, D2, G5, J4), learner-directed pathways (F2), and per-
sonalised feedback (H9, I8) collectively enhanced usability 
and relevance, specifically for novices who risk early aban-
donment. Remarkably, the highest composite UX scores 
arose in designs that layered gamified challenges with 
adaptive support (G5, J6), whereas single-feature deploy-
ments, such as quizzes without feedback (H7) or competitive 
points alone (H9), produced mixed outcomes. Overall, the 
evidence implies that optimal UX in ELT-oriented VLEs stems 
from synergistic combinations of challenge, clarity and per-
sonalisation rather than from any isolated mechanic.

Effects of Gamification on Motivation and 
Academic Performance (RQ2)
Gamified elements proved far more reliable in boosting 
learner motivation than in raising measurable achievement. 
Most studies (31/46) found at least some motivational ben-
efit, and seven showed a statistically significant increase 
(e.g. D2, F2, J4, J6, J11, J13). Challenge-based designs were 
the most powerful driver (22 positive reports), followed by 
points (e.g. E1, G5, G10, H4, H9, I3), quizzes (e.g. D2, G4, H8), 
and game-based platforms (e.g. D2, F2, G10, H1). Where 
challenges were adaptive (G5, J6) or embedded in narrative 
quests (E1), learners described higher task value and sus-
tained effort. By contrast, quiz-only implementations (H8) 
and static leaderboards sometimes yielded neutral motiva-
tion (G7), especially among low-proficiency cohorts.

Evidence was markedly mixed on academic performance. 
Only 15 studies detected a clear achievement improvement 
(e.g. D2, G5, F5, G10, H2, H9), while the modal pattern was 

“no significant difference” (31 studies). Positive effects clus-
tered around designs that coupled gamified feedback with 
concept-aligned practice, for instance, adaptive Kahoot! 
drills (D2) or branching quests with formative checkpoints 
(J6). However, high-frequency challenge mechanics alone 
(19; mixed effect) rarely translated into higher test scores, 
suggesting that motivational lift does not automatically con-
vert to learning outcomes without tight curricular integra-
tion and reflection opportunities.

The corpus indicates that gamification is a robust driver 
for engagement but a contingent one for achievement; its 
impact on grades depends on whether the mechanics are 
pedagogically aligned and supported by adaptive scaffolds 
rather than used as standalone motivators.

PL Strategies and Their Impact on Learning 
and Satisfaction (RQ3)
Personalisation was generally a stronger lever for learner 
satisfaction than for achievement, yet three tactics, adaptive 
feedback loops, learner-directed pathways, and fine-grained 
content tailoring, showed promise on both fronts. Adaptive 
difficulty appeared in two studies with positive motivational 
effects (B1, F5) and led to small but significant improvement 
in test scores and satisfaction. Learners expressed that tem-
po-matched tasks reduced frustration and improved control 
(B1).

Learner choice/path consistently maintained motivation 
(8; +; e.g. E2, F2, F4) and satisfaction (5; +; e.g. F2, F5), and 
improved academic achievement (4; +; e.g. F2, J6). Self-se-
lection of sequence, especially when coupled with prog-
ress dashboards, fostered agency and deeper strategy use. 
Personalised content (6 satisfaction +, e.g. B3, F2; 4 perfor-
mance +, e.g. F5, G5) and personalised feedback were val-
ued for relevance and timeliness; both strategies correlated 
with higher post-test means in task-aligned vocabulary and 
grammar modules (H9, F5).

Profiles/preferences displayed limited evidence of positive 
effects on motivation (B3, F5) and academic performance 
(F5, G6), but more consistent effects on satisfaction (F5, G6, 
J9, J10). Self-paced tracking (G6, G10) and emerging AI-driv-
en content adaptation (J2, J3, J4, J6) registered isolated but 
clear improvements in retention tests, albeit the small sam-
ple (≤ 4 studies each) cautions against over-generalisation.

Within PL studies, satisfaction gains slightly outnumbered 
those in performance (by a ratio of approximately 1.2:1), 
suggesting that students tend to value perceived personal 
relevance even when measurable learning improvements 
are less pronounced. Positive achievement effects sur-
faced primarily where personalisation was tightly coupled 
to formative feedback and curricular alignment; standalone 
preference toggles or static profiles rarely moved the per-
formance needle. The evidence supports personalisation as 



Enhancing UX in Virtual English Language Teaching

JLE  |  Vol. 11  |  No. 2  |  2025 165

| Review Papers

a reliable enhancer of perceived quality and a conditional 
contributor to learning, contingent on its depth of integra-
tion with pedagogical goals.

Challenges, Contradictions, and 
Methodological Gaps (RQ4)
Although the evidence base covers a wide range of con-
texts, three persistent fault lines (implementation hurdles, 
divergent findings, and design–method gaps) undermine 
the generalisability of results. Table 3 summarises these 
challenges and their categories, detailing the typical issues 
described, and the representative studies supporting them.

While the overall trends point to motivational and UX bene-
fits, several contradictions emerged across the corpus. Table 
4 illustrates three recurring tensions observed in the find-
ings, each backed by specific studies. These contradictions 
highlight the nuanced impact of gamification and person-
alisation and reinforce the need for contextual sensitivity in 
design and evaluation.

Collectively, these gaps explain why motivational effects 
seldom translate into robust learning effects and why find-
ings vary across cultural and infrastructural contexts. Future 
work must couple gamified and personalised designs with 
curricular alignment and teacher mediation to convert en-
gagement into achievement. It should also adopt longer, 

mixed-method trials with validated UX instruments to cap-
ture sustained learning trajectories, and deliberately sam-
ple low-resource and younger cohorts to broaden ecologi-
cal validity. By addressing these methodological shortfalls, 
forthcoming studies can produce more definitive guidance 
for designers and teachers seeking to combine gamification 
and personalisation in ELT-oriented VLEs.

In summary, the findings directly address the RQs of this 
SLR by identifying key design features (RQ1), analysing the 
impact of gamification and PL on learner motivation/en-
gagement and academic outcomes (RQ2–RQ3), and high-
lighting common implementation challenges in VLEs (RQ4).

DISCUSSION

This section interprets this SLR’s main findings, situating 
them within established theory and prior evidence, and then 
evaluates the methodological strengths and weaknesses 
that influence those patterns. It closes by outlining practical 
implications for ELT stakeholders and priority directions for 
future research.

Key Findings
This SLR reveals that pedagogical fit and interface quality, 
not the mere presence of gaming or adaptive features, de-

Table 3
Reported Implementation Challenges by Domain

Challenge Domain Typical Issues Representative Studies

Technical/usability Platform instability, limited bandwidth, device restrictions, teach-
ers’ and students’ digital training and literacy.

A1, D4, E2, F5, F6, G4, G8, G9, 
G12, H8, J1

Pedagogical alignment Weak integration with syllabus, teacher workload, insufficient 
scaffolding

B2, E2, F4, F6, G1, G3, H1

Cultural/linguistic fit Competitive mechanics clashing with collectivist norms, lan-
guage-level mismatches, preference for face-to-face instruction.

B3, D4, F5

Sample & attrition Small cohorts, voluntary dropout, uneven group sizes, need for 
family support

G12, H8, I2, J3

Measurement validity Over-reliance on self-report scales, non-validated instruments G5, I3, I5, J3

Short intervention span Durations ≤ 4 weeks too brief to detect achievement gains I2, J1, J3

Table 4
Contradictions in the Effects of Gamification and Personalisation Strategies

Contradiction Description Representative studies

Motivation ↑ vs. Perfor-
mance ↔

Many studies reported high motivation but no significant improvement 
in academic performance, especially when gamification lacked peda-
gogical alignment.

H7 (strong motivation, weak 
test gains), J6 (both gains, due 
to strong adaptive scaffolding)

Leaderboards: engage-
ment or anxiety?

Leaderboards boosted engagement through social presence, but 
sometimes harmed low-performing students’ experience, particularly 
in collectivist contexts.

D2; G7 (positive), H9 (negative 
for low-level learners)

Narrative coherence vs. 
superficial appeal

Integrated storylines enhanced UX only when they supported the learn-
ing task; decorative narratives had no positive effect.

E1; I5 (positive), F4 (neutral)
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termine learning impact on ELT-oriented VLEs. When chal-
lenges, points, or adaptive paths were embedded in clear 
interfaces that minimised extraneous cognitive load and de-
livered immediate, informative feedback (E2, G4, J7), learn-
ers perceived fluent navigation and higher task value. By 
contrast, the same mechanics led to a poor or neutral UX 
where apps were pedagogically weak (H4), or where basic 
usability was hampered by clunky navigation and distracting 
adverts (A1). This pattern aligns with Cognitive Load Theory 
(Sweller et al., 2011) and extends Dicheva et al.’s (2015) ob-
servation that usability lapses can nullify gamification ben-
efits.

Motivational enhancements proved broad but fragile. Quiz-
zes, points, and escalating challenges reliably triggered 
short-term behavioural engagement, confirming Self-De-
termination Theory’s claim that clear goals and competence 
signals energise learners (Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, 
achievement outcomes emerged only when those mechan-
ics were aligned with the curriculum and paired with for-
mative feedback (D2, G5, J6). The recurring engagement–
learning gap mirrors Looyestyn et al. (2017) and Koivisto 
& Hamari (2018) and suggests that extrinsic rewards alone 
rarely prompt deep processing.

The mixed appeal of social-comparison mechanics highlights 
the role of learner disposition. While leaderboards motivat-
ed some active users (D2, H9), this effect was not universal, 
with other learners showing disinterest (H9) or scepticism 
towards peer feedback (A1). This tension, where social fea-
tures can both engage and alienate, reflects concerns noted 
by Antonaci et al. (2019) regarding their potential for neg-
ative affective outcomes. By contrast, well-integrated nar-
ratives achieved more consistent success, fostering immer-
sive and supportive environments that focused learners on 
the task (E1, I5). These findings indicate that gamification’s 
efficacy is contingent on an implementation that carefully 
balances learners’ needs for autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness.

PL strategies proved the strongest dual impact when they 
combined adaptive feedback, learner choice, and tailored 
content. Such designs simultaneously satisfied autonomy 
and competence needs, leading to both higher satisfaction 
(F2, H9) and modest but significant performance results (B1, 
J6). Nevertheless, PL success depended on data quality, in-
structor mediation, and infrastructure; in low-resource con-
texts, adaptive algorithms often defaulted to “one-size-fits-
all,” muting their benefits.

Finally, contextual diversity (urban/rural schools, adoles-
cent/adult learners, differing digital literacy) explains the 
diverse evidence. High-bandwidth and teacher-support-
ed environments converted motivation into achievement, 
whereas self-paced or low-connectivity settings rarely did. 
Thus, no single mechanic guarantees success; meaningful 

impact arises only when interface clarity, adaptive scaffolds, 
and assessment feedback are consistent with learners’ pro-
files and institutional realities.

Comparison with Prior Studies and Reviews
These results broadly confirm earlier gamification and PL 
syntheses while adding an ELT-specific perspective. As 
Dicheva et al. (2015) and Hamari et al. (2014) state, feed-
back-rich mechanics (quizzes, points, challenges) consis-
tently increase behavioural engagement; nevertheless, 
echoing Sailer and Homner’s (2020) meta-analysis, our data 
show that such increases in motivation rarely translate into 
academic improvement unless formative feedback and 
mastery thresholds are embedded.

Unlike most prior reviews, this SLR treated UX as an inde-
pendent outcome. This revealed that interface clarity and 
cognitive-load management, rather than any single me-
chanic, drive positive UX, supporting the usability emphasis 
proposed by Seaborn and Fels (2015). For PL strategies, our 
findings align with recent meta-analytic evidence; adaptive 
difficulty and personalised content lead to the most reliable 
academic benefits (Fraulini et al., 2024), though their moti-
vational value weakens when learners sense a loss of auton-
omy (Fong et al., 2019).

Finally, we corroborate Koivisto and Hamari’s (2019) claim 
that context and implementation fidelity moderate out-
comes: social-comparison features benefited high achievers 
but discouraged novices, a pattern also observed in Anton-
aci et al.’s (2019) review. Our ELT lens highlights that lan-
guage-proficiency gaps intensify these divergences, point-
ing to a need for tiered or anonymous ranking systems in 
language classrooms.

Limitations
Despite following PRISMA 2020 guidelines, this review has 
several limitations. Grey literature was excluded, and search-
es were restricted to four databases covering 2015–2024, 
which could bias the evidence by favouring studies that are 
actually published, privileging those available in English, 
and missing research that takes longer to reach print.

Moreover, study coverage was uneven. Most investigations 
centred on higher-education contexts, with scant atten-
tion to secondary education or low-resource contexts. Ge-
ographically, research clustered in a few parts of Asia and 
Europe, leaving other areas, especially the Americas and 
Africa, underrepresented. Consequently, many of the de-
sign strategies discussed rest on assumptions such as sta-
ble broadband, individual devices, and competitive learn-
ing norms that seldom hold in those contexts; what works 
in well-resourced universities may be impractical or even 
counter-productive in rural secondary schools where con-
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nectivity is deficient, devices are shared, and collaboration is 
valued over competition. Until these approaches are tested 
under such constraints, their broader applicability remains 
uncertain.

Methodological rigour was also limited: only two RCTs ap-
peared among 46 studies; the rest relied on quasi-experi-
mental or single-group designs with small convenience 
samples, a pattern prone to novelty effects and low external 
validity. Motivation and UX were often assessed with ad hoc, 
non-validated instruments. Since UX is inherently multidi-
mensional, this reliance makes the UX findings explorato-
ry and should temper any comparison with motivation or 
performance outcomes. The absence of validated UX tools 
thus reduces the reliability of conclusions. Similarly, aca-
demic results ranged from isolated vocabulary quizzes to 
full proficiency tests, hampering cross-study comparability. 
Finally, most studies gave only limited descriptions of how 
their gamification or personalisation elements were carried 
out, making it difficult to judge whether those features were 
delivered as intended.

Implications 
Building on the evidence, the key implications are directed to 
three stakeholder groups. The emphasis is on how gamified 
and PL features are designed, integrated, and evaluated, 
rather than just being present. Educators should treat game 
mechanics and adaptive tools as scaffolds, intervening with 
formative feedback when dashboards reveal stagnation and 
using anonymised or tiered competition to protect novice 
confidence. Instructional designers must privilege usability 
over feature counts: mobile-first interfaces, offline caching, 
and transparent adaptive rules reduce cognitive load and 
allow teachers to override algorithmic decisions when need-
ed. 

Researchers can consolidate the evidence base through 
long-term, multi-site studies that couple validated UX and 
motivation scales with curriculum-aligned performance 
tests, paying particular attention to secondary schools in 
underrepresented regions such as Latin America and Af-
rica. Reliable instruments, such as the User Engagement 
Scale, AttrakDiff, or the User Experience Questionnaire for 
UX, and the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, MEEGA+, or the 
Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire for moti-
vation, should be combined with standardised language 
assessments (e.g., Cambridge Progress Tests, TOEFL Junior 
modules, or focused grammar cloze tasks). These measures 
need to be applied both formatively and summatively and 
clearly linked to specific domains (e.g., grammar accuracy 
versus communicative competence). Future work should 
also incorporate grey literature, preregister multi-site ran-
domised controlled trials, and publish complete contextual 
and implementation details. Sharing open data and detailed 
implementation notes will shed light on how context, design 

quality, and pedagogical mediation transform engagement 
into lasting language gains, thereby enhancing the rigour 
and generalisability of the findings.

CONCLUSIONS

This SLR advances the field by showing that design quali-
ty and contextual fit, not only the presence of gamified 
or personalised features, determine learning impact in 
ELT-oriented VLEs. Treating UX as an independent outcome 
demonstrates that interface clarity and cognitive-load man-
agement support positive UX and mediate the translation 
of short-term motivation into durable achievement. It also 
clarifies why the same mechanics can benefit high achievers 
while alienating novices: cultural norms, language proficien-
cy, and teacher mediation jointly shape learners’ respons-
es. The evidence suggests that meaningful gains arise only 
when adaptive scaffolds, formative feedback, and ethical 
competition are embedded in clear, low-load interfaces that 
respect local resource constraints.

Future research should move beyond short, single-site pi-
lots to longitudinal, mixed-method studies that combine 
validated UX instruments, behavioural analytics, and cur-
riculum-aligned performance tests. Particular attention is 
needed at the intersection of gamification and personalisa-
tion in low-resource settings, where mobile-first, offline-ca-
pable designs and teacher-controlled dashboards could 
foster more equitable benefits. Multi-site RCTs and well-re-
ported quasi-experiments, when randomisation is unfea-
sible, will be critical for tracing whether initial motivation-
al boosts mature into sustained language proficiency and 
learner autonomy.

For educational policy and practice, the findings establish 
three priorities. First, procurement guidelines should priv-
ilege usability audits, mobile resilience, and transparent 
adaptive engines over feature counts. Second, profession-
al development must equip teachers to interpret learning 
analytics, modulate competitive elements, and integrate 
adaptive automation with scaffolded dialogue. Third, fund-
ing schemes and accreditation frameworks should promote 
rigorous trials in underrepresented regions and secondary 
classrooms, ensuring that evidence-based, context-sensi-
tive VLEs become a realistic option for all English language 
learners.
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APPENDIX A

DESCRIPTIVE matrix of included studies

This appendix offers a structured descriptive profile of the 46 studies reviewed in this SLR. The matrix summarises essential 
bibliographic and contextual information to support understanding of the research landscape and the diversity of imple-
mentations observed. It includes:

• Study identification and metadata (reference code, title, authors, publication year, journal, and source database).
• Geographical and educational context (country, educational level, and setting).
• Participant information (sample size and learner profile, including age, English proficiency, and digital competence 

when available).
• Methodological characteristics (study design and type).
• VLE description, where described.

Due to its extensive nature, the complete matrix is available in Figshare:

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29316077 

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29316077
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APPENDIX B

MMAT ASSESSMENT OF Included Studies

This appendix presents the results of the quality appraisal conducted using the MMAT 2018. Each study was assessed ac-
cording to its methodological category: qualitative, quantitative (randomised, non-randomised, or descriptive), or mixed 
methods. 

Due to its extensive nature, the complete matrix is available in Figshare:

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29318828

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29318828
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APPENDIX C

Analytical matrix of included studies

This appendix offers a structured narrative summary of each study included in the review. For every article, it compiles 
key information on the VLE used, specific gamification and personalisation features (when specified), and the educational 
outcomes assessed such as motivation, engagement, UX, academic achievement, and learner satisfaction. It also captures 
author-reported findings, links between strategies and results, and implementation challenges. 

Due to its extensive nature, the complete matrix is available in Figshare: 

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29318840

https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.29318840
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APPENDIX D

Comparative Matrix of Design Logics and Educational Outcomes

Design Logic
Motivation/

Engagement
UX Academic Perfor-

mance Learner Satisfaction

G
am

ifi
ca

tio
n

Avatars 4; +; H9 4; +; H9 3; +; H9 4; +; H9

Badges/Achievements 1; +; F5 2; +; J9 1; +; F5 1; +; F5

Challenges 22; +; H7 22; +; H7 19; +/-; H7 15; +/-; H7

Competition 6; +; F5 5; +/-; F5 7; +/-; F5 6; +; G8

Game-based platforms 7; +; H8 5; +; H8 7; +; H8 7; +; H8

Leaderboards 3; +; H9 4; +; H9 3; +; H9 2; +; H9

Levels 5; +; I2 4; +; I2 4; +; J1 5; +; H9

Narrative/Story 2; +; E1 1; +; E1 1; -; E1 1; +; E1

Points 9; +; J3 6; +; H8 10; +; F5 10; +; F5

Quizzes 7; +/-; H8 7; +/-; H7 6; +/-; J9 8; +/-; H8

Rewards 3; +; G10 4; +; G10 3; +; G10 3; +; G10

Pe
rs

on
al

is
at

io
n

Adaptive difficulty 2; +; F5 2; +; F5 1; +; B1 1; +; B1

Goals/Targets 2; +; F5 1; +; B1 1; +; B1 1; +; B1

Learner choice/Path 8; +; F4 5; +; B1 4; +; F5 5; +; F5

Personalised content 4; +; F5 6; +; F5 4; +; F5 6; +; F5

Personalised feedback 6; +; H9 5; +; I8 5; +; B1 6; +; H9

Profiles/Preferences 3; +; F5 3; +/-; F5 2; +; F5 4; +; F5

Self-paced progress/
Tracking 2; +; G6 3; +; F5 1; +; G10 2; +; J10

AI-driven content adap-
tation 4; +; J2 4; +; J3 4; +; J4 1; +; J2

Augmented immersion 2; +; J1 2; +; J1 2; +; J1 2; +; J1
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