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Using gamification to help students 
get caught up in their schoolwork

Teaching 

With COVID-19 and the advent of remote instruction, some students are 
thriving. But many are not. Helping students be caught up in their schoolwork 
is always an issue, but particularly when they return to the classroom after 
being away so long. How can you help your students where they are, while 
also motivating them to progress as quickly as possible? Gamification of 
learning material, when done well, can be an effective solution. 

Here are the basic qualities of gamification used in video games, which can 
be applied in the classroom:

• Present activities as a challenge or quest
• Reward with badges or points
• Provide instant feedback
• Let students embrace failure/risk (if it involves learning how to play)
• Enable students to track their own progress
• Support student voice and choice by allowing them to be a co-designer

Following are two instances where gamification improved student progress, 
along with some cautions.

Gamification with avatars in the in-person classroom
NOTE: This approach can be 

used remotely if you can devise 
a way to update student avatars 
online, and if students have a way 
to collaborate online.

Kate Fanelli was a special ed 
high school math teacher whose 
students had severe emotional 
impairment and were easily 
distracted. They had a wide variety 
of ability levels. They avoided 
doing work, acted out, skipped Kate Fanelli wit student avatars
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About Special Ed Tech / 
Subscriptions
Special Ed Tech, specialedtech.net, is 
published monthly from fall through spring by 
Aspiring Games Foundation, aspiringgames.org.

If you are interested in subscribing, please 
email editor@specialedtech.net.

Earn CE certificates via many of these free and low-
cost webinars, courses, and seminars. All webinars 
are recorded and can be seen at a later date. See 
altshift.education/events, edWeb.net, EduPaths.
org, Kent County ISDs PD Hub, CECatalog, and  
ADDitudemag.com for additional instruction. 
•	 Tips,	Techniques	and	Tricks	for	Motivating	

Students,	Thurs., Jan. 7, at 3 p.m. EST on 
edWeb.net. 

•	 Integrating	the	Science	of	Learning	into	Your	
MTSS	Structure:	Ensuring	All	Kids	Get	What	
They	Need	When	They	Want	It,	Fri., Jan. 8, at 
Noon. EST on edWeb.net.

•	 Leveling	the	Playing	Field:	Support	for	
Struggling	Readers	in	a	Blended	Learning	
Environment, Mon., Jan.11, at 3 p.m. EST on 
edWeb.net.

•	 How	Educators	Can	Respond	to	Students	
Experiencing	Trauma, Tues., Jan. 12, at 2 p.m. 
EST on edWeb.net.

•	 Create	an	Equitable	and	Engaging	Bilingual	
Virtual	Classroom	for	Early	Learners, Wed., 
Jan. 13, at 3 p.m. EST on edWeb.net.

•	 Teaching	in	the	Time	of	COVID:	The	
Challenges	and	Opportunities	for	
Transformation, Wed., Jan. 13, at 5 p.m. EST on 
edWeb.net.

•	 Closing	the	Attendance	Gap	in	2021:	Insights	
from	Leaders	Doing	the	Work, Thurs., Jan. 14 at 
p.m. EST on edWeb.net.

•	 Leading	for	Equity:	Using	the	Tools	of	Cultural	
Proficiency	to	Lift	Up	Equity	in	Chaotic	Times, 
Wed., Jan. 14 at 4 p.m. EST on edWeb.net.

•	 Learning	in	the	Pandemic:	What	the	Research	
Tells	Us	We	Can	Do, Thurs., Jan. 14 at 5 p.m. 
EST on edWeb.net. 

•	 Profile	in	Reading	Success:	How	Saint	Paul	
Public	Schools	Uses	Assessments	(Even	
Remotely)	to	Guide	Instruction, Tues., Jan. 19 
at 2 p.m. EST on edWeb.net. 

•	 New	Research	Briefing:	The	Five	Key	Elements	
of	Effective	Online	Teaching	and	Learning, 
Tues., Jan. 19 at 3 p.m. EDT on edWeb.net.

•	 Your	Antiracism	Toolkit:	The	Educator’s	
Playbook	to	Talking	Diversity, Tues., Jan. 19 at 
5 p.m. EST on edWeb.net.

•	 A	Parent’s	Guide	for	Managing	Language	
Processing	Disorder, Wed., Jan. 20, at 1 p.m. 
EST on ADDitudemag.com.

•	 Engage	and	“Light	Up”	Your	STEM	Classes	
with	Astronomy, Wed., Jan. 20 at 4 p.m. EST on 
edWeb.net. 

•	 Addressing	Diversity,	Inclusion,	and	Social	
Justice	in	Changing	School	Communities, 
Wed., Jan. 27 at 3 p.m. EDT on edWeb.net.

•	 Responsive	Schooling	for	Culturally	and	
Linguistically	Diverse	Students, Wed., Jan. 27 
at 5 p.m. EST on edWeb.net. 

Leveling Up

http://specialedtech.net
http://www.aspiringgames.org
mailto:editor%40specialedtech.net?subject=Subscription
https://www.altshift.education/events
http://home.edweb.net/upcoming-webinars/
https://www.edupaths.org/
https://www.edupaths.org/
https://reg.abcsignup.com/view/view_month.aspx?as=1&wp=4&aid=KISD
http://www.pubs.cec.sped.org/category/webinars/
http://www.additudemag.com/webinars/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/learning20210107/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/brain20210108/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/literacy20210111/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/studentachievement20210112/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/ell20210113/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/teacherhelp20210113/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/leadersplc20210114/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/aasaequity20210114/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/leadingchange20210114/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/teach2read20210119/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/differentiate20210119/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/pd20210119/
https://www.additudemag.com/webinar/language-processing-disorder-management-podcast-340/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/science20210120/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/positive20210127/
https://home.edweb.net/webinar/clrt20210127/
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Here are some tips and tools for teaching remotely, including tips from 
PracticalEdTech.com by Richard Byrne.

Conducting online instruction
• When presenting a lesson online, keep	your	webcam	on	as	much	as	

possible. Students are less likely to get bored if they can see your face 
as opposed to just your screen.

•	 Elevate	your	webcam	to	eye	level	or	higher, so students aren’t looking 
up your nose.

•	 Ask	lots	of	little	check-in	questions such as “who’s still with me?” or 
“what’s the answer to that last problem?”

•	 Encourage	students	to	ask	questions, which they can do by writing 
a question into the chat. Say something like “at the 10-minute mark I’m 
going to pause to give everyone a chance to enter a question into the 
chat.”.

• If possible, set	up	two	computers	or	work	with	a	colleague	so	you	
can	experience	the	student’s	perspective before you go live with a 
class. This makes it easier to troubleshoot for them.

• If you live in a rural area where Internet connection is limited, make	sure	
other	people	in	your	house	aren’t	streaming	when you are teaching.

Recording instruction
• Just like with live instruction, try	to	keep	your	face	in	the	video. Tools 

like Screencastify and Screecast-o-matic let your face appear in a small 
box in the corner of the screen.

•	 Make	it	short	and	sweet. Two 5-minute videos are more likely to be 
watched than one 10-minute video.

•	 Keep	the	screen	active. Rather than a simple slide presentation, add 
lots of transitions and animations, or split the screen to show you and 

the slide so something is always happening on 
screen. For an example of what this could look like, 
see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lK728n3-
aYU&feature=youtu.be. 
• At the end of the video,	include	a	call	
to	action, such as write a response, record a 
response (Flipgrid is perfect for this), or complete 
a hands-on task. This will make it more likely that 
students will remember the video content. 
• Insert	the	video	into	Google	Forms	and	
have	students	answer	questions	posted	below	
the	video. You can require that the students 
answer correctly before proceeding with the next 
video. See the  YouTube video, “How to Create 

Self-selected, Self-paced Review Resources with Google Forms.”  

Top 20 free courses for teaching online
Check out “Want to teach online effectively? Here are the top 20 (FREE) 
online courses for teachers” by AllDigitalSchool.com 

Improving your online instruction

https://practicaledtech.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lK728n3-aYU&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lK728n3-aYU&feature=youtu.be
https://info.flipgrid.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AvTdHuHJEhY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AvTdHuHJEhY&feature=youtu.be
https://alldigitalschool.com/top-20-free-online-courses-for-teachers/
https://alldigitalschool.com/top-20-free-online-courses-for-teachers/
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tidbITs
for teachers

Interactive educational videos
EdPuzzle.com

Videos can be a great teaching tool, but only if students are paying attention. 
Interactivity is key to student engagement, and it’s even better when student 
comprehension can be measured. 

EdPuzzle.com is a terrific free tool that makes it easy to add quizzes, notes, 
and voiceovers to videos, as well as access a wide selection of interactive 
educational videos, searchable by topic, grade, and country.

Not only can you edit 
your own videos, but you 
can also edit the videos from 
EdPuzzle as well as from 
YouTube, Khan Academy, 
National Geographic, 
TED Talks, Veritasium, 
Numberphile, and Crash 
Course. 

For a tutorial, see the 
YouTube video, A Complete 
Overview of How to Create 
and Share Video Lessons via 
EdPuzzle, by Richard Byrne. 

 

Numberblocks videos
The Numberblocks 

series of videos, available 
on Netflix and YouTube, 
do an awesome job of 
graphically showing addition 
and multiplication in an 
entertaining way, with stories 
and music videos.

Using EdPuzzle.com, 
you can edit a Numberblocks 
video from YouTube and 
insert your own quizzes. . 

http://edpuzzle.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVpvhhViGHQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVpvhhViGHQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVpvhhViGHQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aVpvhhViGHQ
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Please see Gamification next page

Gamification, continued from page 1

class, and exhibited “learned helplessness.” 
Fanelli, who now works for Alt+Shift, an educational organization that 

provides assistive technology, wanted to provide self-paced instruction that 
motivated students to excel. So she gave her class game characteristics such as 
avatars, leveling up, points, and working at the right level of difficulty.

Fanelli divided the curriculum into levels and wrote each level three parts: 1) 
the lesson itself, with step-by-step instructions, vocabulary, and 4 to 5 exercises, 
2) optional practice problems exactly like the lesson exercises which the student 
could get help with, and 3) a mastery test which the student must pass while 
working alone. (Fanelli required a 100 percent score on the mastery test.)

Fanelli gave each student a folder containing the syllabus and a portfolio to 
track progress. Rather than listening to whole-class lectures, students studied 
the material independently and asked Fanelli (or each  other) questions. The 
only whole-class lecture was once a week, where Fanelli addressed issues that 
the entire class seemed to be facing. Students could progress as quickly as they 
wanted, and if once they finished the entire curriculum they would be done with 
instruction. This was highly motivating to students. 

Each student started with zero points and had to earn points to advance to 
the next letter grade.  Fanelli gave students points for passing each mastery test.

Fanelli also let students have avatars. She laminated faceless stick figures on 
notecards and sorted them on a bulletin board divided into avatar levels. Points 
were recorded on the avatars with “dot” stickers.

All students began at “Apprentice” level, and leveled up by earning points 
for 1) completing a level, for 2) every five days in class the entire time (with no 
bathroom breaks or counselor visits), and 3) for good performance. As students 
gained points they were gradually allowed to customize their avators (e.g. hair, 
face, clothing, even changing to a non-human avatar).

Fanelli said the approach saved her. She didn’t meet a student that wouldn’t 
participate. Students attended class regularly and got right to work. They no 
longer feared falling grades. They worked at their own pace and collaborated 
on everything except the mastery tests. If they were absent, they didn’t miss 
instruction. Students could see the end-point to the work and knew they could 
quit when finished. This approach encouraged good social skills, since students 
offered help to those behind them in the class. Test scores also improved.

On the downside, she had to respond quickly to students, and give instruction 
repeatedly. Sometimes students waited to get her attention. She warns that 
she had at most 10 students, and too many more students could be hard to 
handle. She had no slow days. There was increased record-keeping since she 
tracked how each student spent time on- and off-task during class; she used a 
computerized grade book. 

Fanelli said this approach can be used for any subject matter, but using good 
instructional design principles is a must. She advises using clear, explicitly stated 
objectives; giving students many opportunities for self-assessment and reflection; 
making connections while tutoring individuals to help them see the big picture; 
and integrating technology and manipulatives into instruction.

She didn’t meet a 
student that wouldn’t 
participate. Students 

attended class 
regularly and got 

right to work. They no 
longer feared falling 
grades. They worked 

at their own pace 
and collaborated on 
everything except 

the mastery tests. If 
they were absent, 
they didn’t miss 

instruction. Students 
could see the end-

point to the work and 
knew they could quit 

when finished.

https://www.altshift.education/
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Gamification, continued from previous page

Gamification with story-based role-play (usable remotely)
 If you have students who love to role-play and you are feeling creative, 

consider a Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) format. Elizabeth Snyder, a school 
psychologist at Montcalm Area ISD, helped a student with autism become 
engaged in school by translating school subjects into  D&D skills. Here’s how she 
translated D&D skills in an academic setting:

• History = History
• Deciphering Language = English
• Endurance = Study Skills
• Craft = Art
• Arcana = Algebra
• Alchemy = Earth Science
• Strength = Guided Academics/Spanish

Each skill level is 100 points 
(level zero = 0-99 points; Level 1 is 
100-199 points, etc). Snyder gave 
4 points for warm-ups, 10 points 
for homework, and 75 points for 
summative tests. To earn points, the 
student must pass the assignment 
with at least 60 percent. Bonus points 
and magical items were awarded 
based on class participation and 
engagement. The teachers use 
PowerSchool to record grades, 
which Snyder was able to access, 
so accessing student grades caused 
teachers no extra work. 

Snyder devoted a half-hour every 
other week to lay out a story and 
assign points needed to level up and 
increase power. Each play session 
had three parts: 1) reviewing points 
since the last meeting and leveling 
up as appropriate, 2) reviewing the 
storyline, and 3) completing new 
actions and adding to the story. 

During play, the student rolled a 20-sided die to take an action. If your 
students are learning remotely, search on Google for “online 20 sided die roller” 
or use this link (https://www.google.com/search?q=dice+roller). The skill level in 
any given area determines what roll value was needed to be successful -- the 
higher the skill the student achieved, the lower the roll needed. 

Here is an example of a story: 

Please see Gamification next page

https://www.google.com/search?q=dice+roller
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“While in the forest, you come across a lost squire, who seems to recognize 
you and is intent on fighting you.

“Roll dice to see who attacks first.” (student rolls higher) 

“What would you like to do?” 

(Student decides to attack the squire with smoke. The squire responds with 
a sword swing that does minimal damage. Student strikes again with smoke, 
defeating the squire.) 

Snyder had to be flexible and creative as a dungeon master. For example, 
during the fight with the squire, the student assumed he had killed the squire and 
felt very badly about it. So Snyder invented a resurrection potion that the student 
could earn to bring the squire back to life.

Snyder also integrated curriculum content into the stories. For example, the 
student might have to decipher the lyrics to a song in Spanish, navigate using a 
map of ancient China, or calculate the length of a congruent triangle to determine 
when the enemy will arrive at his castle.

The game was not a cure-all. The student still struggled with some subjects. 
But he said school is “finally fun”, his behavior problems disappeared, and he 
greeted people at school, which he never did before.

If you would like to find out more tips from Snyder, see this PDF of Snyder’s 
presentation on the game, and this game manual she wrote for students to read. 
You can also email Snyder at esnyder@maisd.com.

Gamification cautions
The competitive nature of gamification can deter student participation, 

especially when results are broadcast.
You may have heard of Classcraft, which allows students to adopt a 

Dungeons & Dragons-type persona online. Students level up based on good 
behavior and completed work, and you could use this tool in a Dungeons & 
Dragons scenario. But it should be customized to avoid punitive results. 

A Commonsense.org review of Classcraft praises Classcraft for integrating 
easily with normal classroom activities and teaching social skills. But the review 
notes that:

“Some of the preset powers and events may cause strife, especially 
among younger students. Make sure to take a close look and customize 
them as necessary. For example, optional random events include 
suggestions such as “The player with the least HP loses 15 HP.” Although 
that may work well in some classrooms, students who are struggling may 
feel targeted for being the “weakest” players, especially if the game is 
broadcast, as suggested, via interactive whiteboard or screen.” 

Gamification, continued from previous page

http://specialedtech.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Gaming-Through-High-School_MCEC-2019-Presentation-Handout.pdf
http://specialedtech.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Gaming-Through-High-School_MCEC-2019-Presentation-Handout.pdf
http://specialedtech.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Game-Manual-Chapter-2_Jan-2019.pdf
mailto:esnyder%40maisd.com?subject=
https://www.classcraft.com/teachers/
https://www.commonsense.org/education/website/classcraft
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Here are some ideas from edutopia.org to help cope with learning at home.
Understand that teachers may need to evaluate which IEP goals are 

achievable in the new environment, then work with parents to break learning 
targets into manageable benchmarks.

For best parental support, teachers should check in regularly with parents 
via phone, video conference, or email. For parents and caregivers whose first 
language is not English, a three-way interpreter from LanguageLine.com is 
helpful.

Have a Google classroom just for parents, so they can connect and swap 
ideas about what’s working well and what’s not.

Home learning activities should 
follow a regular schedule which mirrors 
the school day. Create a schedule 
board (tactile or digital) with images of 
activities that prompt students what to 
do and when. See this free download.

When switching activities, use a 
kitchen timer which reminds students 
of a bell schedule at school.

Try having learning activities take 
place in different spaces in the home.

To help students release energy, 
use simple objects like colored play 
dough and bubble wrap, or brain-based 
games like Jenga.

To provide a sense of security, 
put a bag of rice and/or beans inside the student’s pocket, to substitute as a 
weighted vest or weighted blanket.

To reduce tension, let students write or draw in shaving cream. Hugs, deep 
breathing, and running around outside can also help. 

Ed Tech Tools for Classroom & Home Use
InsIde ThIs Issue

8 Using heavy work 
activities to help  
students focus on 
schoolwork

9 PlayWorthy: 
Assistive technology 
gameplay

10 Guide to college 
planning for student 
with disabilities

11 tidbITs for parens: 
Activities for kids

Special pull-out section

Tips for special education at home

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/SPECIAL-EDUCATION-Distance-Learning-Weekly-Home-Schedule-TaDah-5353212
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VocabularySpellingCity.com
VocabularySpellingCity.com offers more than 40 games for beginning 

readers, some of them free. Games especially helpful for students with ADD/
ADHD, Autism, Language-Based Learning Disabilities, and Dyslexia include:

Play 
Worthy

ADD/ADHD: Missing Letter

Autism: Which Initial Sound?

Dyslexia: Rhyme & Climb

Language-Based Learning Disabilities: 
Sound It Out!

The games provide audio and visual cues, useful for students with learning 
disabilities. Students can work together or independently to increase their 
learning enjoyment in the classroom or during practice at home. For those 
students needing handwriting practice, VocabularySpellingCity also has printable 
activities that can be created using any word list. 

https://www.spellingcity.com/
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tidbITs
for parents

Movies with a focus on disability
by Kindy Segovia
Assistive Technology Coordinator at Kent ISD, Grand Rapids, MI

Check out these movies with a focus on disability.  Some are available on 
Netflix, Amazon Prime Videos (rent/purchase), or YouTube.

Crip Camp: A Disability Revolution - Tells the amazing story of Camp Jened, 
a groundbreaking camp for teens with disabilities in the 50’s & 60’s.  It became 
the training ground for disability advocates who succeeded in paving the way for 
legislation that we know today as Section 504, The Rehabilitation Act, and ADA.  
(Netflix)

The Healing Powers of Dude - An 11-year-old boy with a social anxiety 
disorder takes his emotional support animal to school. His best friend has 
muscular dystrophy and uses a wheelchair (Netflix)

Music Within - The true story of Richard Pimentel, a soldier who lost his 
hearing while fighting in Vietnam, and went on to become a disabilities activist 
who helped other disabled veterans. (Amazon Prime)

Wonder - An inspiring story of a loving family whose son, born with facial 
differences, enters an inclusive school for the first time. (Amazon Prime)

Intelligent Lives - A documentary following three young adults, and 
transforming the stereotypical label of intellectual disability into a life of possibility. 
(Amazon Prime) 

Mr. Connolly has ALS - A school principal is embraced by his community as 
continues to lead the school, despite rapidly losing his ability to walk and speak 
due to the effects of ALS (free on YouTube).

Kindy Segovia

https://www.netflix.com/title/81001496?tctx=0,0,4679e0de5550d77e889d637141b8df835fd6c265:a4a8bbf9729c764a2a06cc0fd85a258b2868abfd,,&trackId=13752289
https://www.netflix.com/title/80239306
https://www.amazon.com/Music-Within-Ron-Livingston/dp/B00194XKHG
https://www.amazon.com/Wonder-4K-UHD-Julia-Roberts/dp/B07VLPQ913
https://www.amazon.com/Intelligent-Lives-Chris-Cooper/dp/B07YCX7RC9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=25Fy0gRyn8c&ab_channel=RealStories

