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Abstract. This article explores how gamified mobile apps like Duolingo or 

Memrise help people learn English more effectively. By reviewing recent 

international and Russian studies, it shows that game features such as points, badges, 

and adaptive challenges boost motivation, encourage regular practice, and improve 

vocabulary, pronunciation, and speaking confidence. Success is strongest when 

teachers blend these apps with classroom work, while poor internet access or 

focusing only on collecting points can limit results. Overall, when used thoughtfully, 

gamification makes English learning more engaging and accessible. 
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The rapid spread of smartphones and constant internet access has transformed 

the way people learn languages. Among the most notable developments is 

gamification, the practice of applying game elements such as points, levels, badges, 

and leaderboards to non-game contexts in order to boost motivation and 

engagement. Over the last decade, mobile applications like Duolingo, Memrise, 

LingQ, Busuu, and many teacher-designed classroom apps have demonstrated that 

learning English can be turned into a daily, playful challenge rather than a chore. 

This shift aligns with a wider educational movement toward active, learner-centered 

methods in which technology plays a central role. 

Gamification appeals to key principles of psychology and pedagogy. 

Educational researchers highlight that game mechanics stimulate intrinsic 
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motivation by creating a sense of progress and mastery [8]. When learners earn 

digital rewards for completing tasks, they experience immediate feedback and a 

small “dopamine boost,” which reinforces the habit of consistent practice. Mobile 

platforms also provide microlearning opportunities, allowing students to engage in 

brief, frequent sessions perfect for busy adults and young learners who might 

otherwise struggle to find dedicated study time. 

Russian scholars have paid particular attention to the motivational benefits of 

gamified mobile learning. Krotova  reports that university students using Duolingo-

style challenges showed sustained engagement over a full semester, even when other 

coursework increased [7]. Ivanov found that game-like features reduced language 

anxiety, helping shy students attempt more spontaneous speaking tasks [6]. These 

findings echo global studies by Godwin-Jones and Deterding, which point to higher 

vocabulary retention and improved pronunciation when gamification elements are 

thoughtfully integrated [3, 4]. 

Importantly, the rise of gamification coincides with broader digital innovation 

in education. Mobile devices now offer speech recognition, adaptive difficulty 

levels, and social networking features that create a blended environment of 

individual practice and community interaction. Learners can compete with friends 

across continents, record their pronunciation for instant feedback, or join live 

challenges at any hour. Such capabilities were unimaginable in traditional classroom 

settings and have effectively blurred the line between learning and leisure. 

Nevertheless, scholars caution that gamification is not a magic solution. When 

game mechanics overshadow authentic communication, students may focus on 

collecting points rather than developing deeper linguistic competence. Cultural 

differences also influence how learners respond to competition or public 

leaderboards, as some may find them demotivating or stressful. These concerns 

underscore the importance of pedagogical design: game elements must support, not 

distract from, the real goal of communicative English proficiency. 
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Almost every study highlighted the motivational power of game mechanics. 

Points, badges, streak counters, and leaderboards were repeatedly shown to 

encourage daily participation. For example, Godwin-Jones reported that learners 

using Duolingo and Memrise maintained a 20–30% higher weekly practice rate 

compared with control groups using traditional courseware [4]. Russian research 

echoed these findings: Krotova observed that undergraduate students remained 

active in a semester-long Duolingo challenge even during examination periods, 

citing “the thrill of maintaining a winning streak” as a key motivator [7]. Adaptive 

difficulty levels where tasks gradually become more challenging as the learner 

improves were another critical feature. Deterding notes that such scaffolding keeps 

tasks within the learner’s “flow zone,” preventing both boredom and frustration [3]. 

Evidence of tangible language improvement was also strong. Vocabulary 

retention was the most frequently measured outcome, with multiple studies 

documenting statistically significant gains. For instance, Ivanov  found that Russian 

high-school students using a gamified mobile app acquired 25% more new 

vocabulary items over eight weeks than those using a paper-based workbook [6]. 

Pronunciation benefits were reported when apps incorporated speech-recognition 

and feedback mechanisms. Learners who practiced speaking through AI-powered 

exercises demonstrated clearer articulation and greater confidence in spontaneous 

dialogue [5]. While fewer studies directly tested grammar acquisition, those that did 

such as Baralt and Moranski showed steady improvement when grammar tasks were 

embedded in narrative game contexts [2]. 

Despite these successes, the review uncovered notable barriers. Technical 

issues, including unreliable internet access and limited smartphone storage, were 

common in both Russian and international settings. Learners in rural areas reported 

that connectivity problems disrupted practice and undermined motivation [1]. 

Another recurring concern was what several authors called “points fatigue.” After 

initial enthusiasm, some learners began focusing on collecting badges rather than 
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engaging with authentic communication tasks, leading to superficial learning [8]. 

Teacher oversight emerged as a mitigating factor: programs where instructors 

monitored progress and integrated app activities into classroom discussions saw 

more sustained, meaningful engagement. 

Overall, the literature demonstrates that gamification combined with mobile 

accessibility promotes both consistent practice and measurable skill gains. The 

strongest outcomes occur when apps provide immediate feedback, adjust difficulty 

dynamically, and are used alongside teacher guidance. Conversely, weak internet 

infrastructure, lack of pedagogical integration, and over-emphasis on competition 

can reduce long-term effectiveness. These results set the stage for a broader 

discussion of how educators can balance playful motivation with authentic language 

use in digital English learning environments. 

The findings of this review highlight the transformative potential of 

gamification and mobile applications in English language acquisition while also 

underscoring the need for thoughtful implementation. By merging entertainment 

with education, gamified apps provide an accessible pathway for learners of varied 

backgrounds to practice English consistently and with genuine enthusiasm. 

One of the clearest advantages is the ability of game mechanics points, levels, 

badges, and streaks to foster intrinsic motivation. As Deterding  notes, these 

elements stimulate the brain’s reward system, encouraging regular engagement and 

habit formation [3]. This is particularly important in language learning, where 

frequent exposure is essential for vocabulary retention and fluency. Russian studies  

confirm that students remain more committed when they can visually track progress 

and celebrate small achievements. Such sustained participation mirrors what Deci 

and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory describes as a shift from external rewards to 

internal satisfaction. 

The reviewed research consistently shows that gamified apps can lead to 

measurable improvements in core language skills. Vocabulary gains, improved 
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pronunciation, and heightened speaking confidence were documented across 

contexts [5]. Gamified tasks frequently incorporate spaced repetition and 

multimodal input strategies long recognized in second-language acquisition theory 

as effective for long-term retention. Furthermore, speech-recognition technology 

offers immediate, personalized feedback, a feature difficult to replicate in traditional 

classrooms. 

However, the effectiveness of these tools is not automatic. When used in 

isolation, gamified applications risk promoting superficial learning, where students 

focus on collecting points rather than mastering communication skills a phenomenon 

described as “points fatigue” [8]. Research indicates that teacher involvement 

significantly mitigates this risk. When instructors integrate app-based tasks with 

classroom activities such as discussions, role-plays, or writing assignments learners 

are more likely to apply new vocabulary in meaningful contexts. This blended 

approach reinforces authentic language use while preserving the motivational 

benefits of gamification. 

Another critical factor is digital equity. Technical barriers such as poor 

internet connectivity or limited device availability remain a challenge in both 

developing regions and rural areas of technologically advanced countries [1]. 

Without adequate infrastructure, the advantages of mobile gamification cannot be 

fully realized. Policymakers and educational institutions must therefore consider 

investments in digital infrastructure and provide offline functionality where possible 

to ensure equitable access. 

Looking forward, more research is needed on adaptive learning algorithms 

and how artificial intelligence can personalize gamified content to individual learner 

profiles. There is also a need to explore culturally responsive design: competitive 

leaderboards may motivate some learners but discourage others, suggesting that 

flexible options for collaboration or cooperative gameplay could broaden appeal. 
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