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Abstract
Implicit Narrative-Driven Game-Based Learning (IND-GBL) embeds a target concept in the choices, events, and consequences of an ongoing story. Learners pursue the story goal and encounter the underlying pattern through observation and experimentation. The framework is intended for use across subject areas, with elementary English as a second language (ESL) as its first application. Cognitive Load Theory and Universal Design for Learning guide the design. A single-group feasibility pilot will examine the readiness of the Spellbound Relics prototype and two separately scored transfer assessments with English learners in Grades 2–4. The educator may approve either sequence across overlapping lessons and document actual exposure and support. A later effectiveness study will compare story-goal-only IND-GBL with explicit grammar instruction and with an identical game introduced with the grammar objective stated. Delayed performance on a new communication task will be the primary outcome, with independent application to unfamiliar examples scored separately as a secondary outcome.
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Learning Transfer Through Narrative Games
As an educator and instructional designer, I have found it worthwhile to ask what a learner can do with an idea once the materials that introduced it are gone. A child who arranges runes correctly in a game has solved a challenge within that game. The question that prompted this prospectus is whether the child can use the same relationship to make meaning in an unfamiliar task, such as describing a route to a person who cannot see it.
I propose Implicit Narrative-Driven Game-Based Learning (IND-GBL) as an instructional design framework for embedding a target concept in a playable story. Its purpose is to give learners reasons to attend to and use a pattern while they pursue a goal that makes sense in the story. The framework is especially concerned with learners who report that formal explanation is difficult to follow or discourages them from participating. ESL grammar and syntax provide the first setting in which to develop and examine the approach. The framework can also be applied to other subjects where a relationship can be represented faithfully in a story and its use assessed in a different context.
The proposed research proceeds in two phases. The first is a feasibility pilot that examines whether learners can use the prototype, whether educators can supervise and document flexible lesson sequences, and whether two kinds of transfer can be measured consistently. A later effectiveness study would compare defined instructional conditions after those procedures are sufficiently developed.
Instructional Philosophy
I design learning experiences in which a student has a reason to act, an opportunity to observe the effect of a choice, and room to try again. In IND-GBL, the learner-facing goal belongs to the story. The educator, parent, or guardian can review the relationship between the story challenge and the formal learning objective. During play, the learner can notice the underlying pattern through its effects and use it to pursue the goal. The game may run alongside explicit classroom instruction, including when the learner encounters the same target through the two experiences in either order.
A metaphor or simile can make an unfamiliar relationship intelligible within the story. An ongoing narrative lets the designer vary the setting, characters, and challenge while preserving the relationship learners are meant to encounter. In Spellbound Relics, a spell works as a narrative analogy for a sentence that communicates an action and its direction or location. When a learner arranges runes to represent Abby leaping across a bridge, the resulting action makes the intended meaning visible. The learner can observe a model, attempt the pattern independently, or use both opportunities across episodes.
Low-stakes exploration and repeated successes serve complementary purposes in the design. Learners can try an unfamiliar sequence, see what happens, and revise it. Attainable challenges and encouraging feedback are intended to build positive associations with participation, particularly when the subject has previously felt daunting. A successful choice should have a consequence the learner can understand. For example, a character moving across a bridge gives the learner information about the spatial relationship expressed in the spell.
Conceptual Foundations
Implicit Instruction and Pattern Discovery
The term implicit describes how the game presents the target. The learner sees the story goal while the game leaves the formal classroom objective and rule in the background. A learner may notice the pattern, articulate it independently, or recognize a connection to previous instruction. Ellis (2005) distinguishes the methodological problem of measuring implicit and explicit language knowledge from the way a task presents information. Accordingly, this prospectus treats successful use in a new task as evidence about performance and transfer. A claim about the learner’s level of awareness would require separate measures.
Research on analogical encoding gives a rationale for varying surface details while preserving a shared relationship. Gentner et al. (2003) examined comparison across cases as a way to support learning and transfer. IND-GBL applies that idea as a design proposition by allowing a learner to encounter related patterns across story episodes. Clark et al. (2016) also provide reason to examine specific game design features when evaluating learning outcomes. The distinctive question here concerns the combination of an unannounced target, a meaningful story goal, and opportunities to observe or use the same underlying pattern.
Cognitive Load and Access
Cognitive Load Theory directs attention to the mental demands of the task and the information a learner must coordinate at a given moment (Sweller et al., 2019). In Spellbound Relics, this means presenting a manageable set of symbols, keeping controls consistent, introducing one new relationship at a time when possible, and making a story-aligned model or hint available when needed. The design seeks to reduce demands that compete with attention to the target. The amount of effort required can also vary with the learner’s prior knowledge and familiarity with the game.
Universal Design for Learning guides the options learners have for engagement, representation, and action and expression (CAST, 2024). A learner may access a story through text, audio, or visual representation and may use a supported input method to respond. An accommodation should preserve the relationship the task is intended to elicit. For example, an educator may read an assessment prompt aloud while leaving the order of the learner’s words for the learner to determine. Managing unnecessary demands and fostering positive associations are design aims. Transfer is the outcome the proposed research prioritizes.
First Application in English as a Second Language
The proposed initial application focuses on a bounded English sentence pattern comprising a subject, an action verb, and a prepositional phrase. In one Spellbound Relics challenge, the learner places the equivalents of Abby, leaps, across, and the bridge in sequence to advance the story. The sentence is one target pattern within English syntax. Related challenges can vary who moves, how the character moves, and what spatial relationship the learner must express.
The prototype development notes report one learner survey with mixed engagement responses. The learner indicated that the instructions were understandable and responded favorably to the characters and pictures, while giving more modest ratings for game enjoyment and interest in replaying. The notes also report uncertainty about the exact build the learner used (Townsend, n.d.). This observation informs questions about challenge, feedback, and usability to examine in the pilot. A separate assessment is needed to establish what the learner can do beyond the game.
Proposed Feasibility Pilot
Purpose and Participants
The pilot will use a single-group design, descriptive measures, and structured educator observation to examine gameplay access, delivery, and assessment readiness (Bowen et al., 2009). The working target is 12–18 English learners in Grades 2–4 at a partner site to be confirmed. Recruitment will prioritize learners who report that explicit grammar instruction is difficult to follow or discouraging. The pilot will rehearse an age-appropriate self-report procedure. The wording and eligibility rule for the later comparative study will be fixed before enrollment in that study.
Before field sessions, an elementary ESL educator and an assessment or accessibility reviewer will review the game and measures against the target construction. Brief learner walkthroughs can identify unclear prompts. The field build will be versioned, and its opening prompts, feedback, and hints will be reviewed in advance.
Educator Review of Lesson Sequence
Gameplay and classroom teaching may occur in either order across overlapping lessons. The educator approves the sequence, observes learners closely, and records the actual order, dates, and duration of exposure, known prior instruction, and any hints, models, accommodations, or direct teaching. The pilot plans three game sessions of about 15–20 minutes over two weeks. A parallel immediate assessment will follow within two school days of the last planned exposure, with a delayed form about one week after that exposure. The educator records intervening practice and any departure from the schedule.
Baseline assessment should precede both planned exposures where scheduling permits. A baseline collected after one exposure is flagged and retained for assessment usability. Estimates of change from before instruction use eligible pre-exposure baselines. Both lesson sequences will be summarized descriptively to identify delivery issues.
Transfer Assessment and Scoring
Transfer depends in part on what changes between learning and assessment (Barnett & Ceci, 2002). Both stages use unfamiliar material and omit the original runes, role colors, model sentences, and story prompts. In Stage 1, the learner independently describes movement in an unfamiliar scene using familiar vocabulary. In Stage 2, the learner describes a route so a partner can trace it on a map. Only the learner can see the route. The partner uses a standard prompt, and the scorer records the first independent response before the partner traces the route. Both stages elicit the same target construction, while Stage 2 changes the communication goal.
Each stage has its own production score. The draft item rubric awards 2 points when the learner independently conveys the intended relationship in a complete target construction, 1 point when the intended relationship is clear but the construction is incomplete, and 0 points for a scorable attempt that fails to convey the intended relationship. Access-related missing responses and responses with unscripted help are recorded separately. The two stages use different items with corrective feedback deferred until both are complete. Parallel forms will use comparable vocabulary and demands, and the item blueprint will specify acceptable equivalent expressions. A second scorer will independently score approximately one-third of responses across forms and stages before disagreements are reconciled.
Readiness and Participant Safeguards
The pilot team will review counts and denominators for recruitment, follow-up, completion, implementation, and scoring. Proposed thresholds will be reviewed and fixed before enrollment (Eldridge et al., 2016). The targets are at least 12 learners enrolled, usable delayed assessments from at least 80 percent of enrolled learners, and at least 80 percent of learners who begin play completing the target sequence with planned supports. At least 85 percent of delivered sessions should meet the delivery checklist. In each transfer stage, at least 85 percent of administered production items should yield scorable responses and at least 80 percent of double-scored responses should show exact agreement before reconciliation.
The team will review rule teaching during gameplay, the completeness of classroom exposure records, and item distributions and scoring disagreements. Repeated coaching or barriers to essential tasks can justify revision and retesting even when an aggregate threshold is met. If the pilot supports readiness, the team will rehearse the alternate game introduction and the explicit-instruction condition before the effectiveness study.
Before recruitment, the study team would seek the applicable institutional and site reviews and follow the approved procedures for parent or guardian permission and child assent. The research explanation can describe the educational purpose and what participation involves while the game interface presents the learner with its story goal. Learners would be able to stop without penalty. The team would minimize identifiable data and document accommodations and feedback using a study identifier.
Proposed Effectiveness Study
Conditions and Participant Eligibility
The later study will recruit English learners in Grades 2–4 who report difficulty or discouragement with explicit grammar instruction. The study will apply the same age-appropriate screening procedure across conditions and plan comparable target content, time, and opportunities for practice.
A. Story goal only. Learners hear the story mission and discover the grammar pattern through play.
B. Story goal and grammar objective. Learners hear the same mission and are told before play that the game practices using English to describe where someone or something moves. Conditions A and B use the same game build, hints, feedback, and facilitator procedures.
C. Explicit grammar instruction. The educator explains and models the same pattern, then provides guided practice and feedback over comparable instructional time.
Research Question One
Does IND-GBL with the grammar objective left unstated lead to stronger delayed transfer than explicit instruction on the same grammar patterns?
Hypothesis 1. The baseline-adjusted mean delayed Stage 2 score will be higher in Condition A than in Condition C.
Null hypothesis 1. The baseline-adjusted mean delayed Stage 2 score in Condition A will be equal to or lower than in Condition C.
Research Question Two
Within identical gameplay, does leaving the grammar objective unstated lead to stronger delayed transfer than stating it before play?
Hypothesis 2. The baseline-adjusted mean delayed Stage 2 score will be higher in Condition A than in Condition B.
Null hypothesis 2. The baseline-adjusted mean delayed Stage 2 score in Condition A will be equal to or lower than in Condition B.
The comparison between A and C evaluates the full instructional package. The comparison between A and B estimates the effect of stating the objective in the same game. The study team will monitor additional instruction on the target and seek comparable background exposure across groups. If the site requires both game groups to receive planned explicit teaching on the target during the study window, the protocol will define a comparison that estimates the contribution of gameplay alongside explicit teaching. Learners’ awareness of the objective can be checked after transfer assessment to avoid cueing it beforehand.
Outcomes and Analysis
Delayed Stage 2 performance, using the target construction for a new communication goal, is the primary outcome for both comparisons. Stage 1 performance is a separately scored secondary outcome, and immediate assessments show when learners can first demonstrate the pattern. The team will prespecify the delay, scoring rules, missing-data approach, and a strategy for the two primary comparisons. Each contrast will be reported with an effect estimate and an uncertainty interval.
The later study will seek random assignment where practical. If classrooms are assigned, the design will require multiple classrooms per condition and an analysis that accounts for clustering. A nonrandom design will document baseline equivalence, prespecify adjustments, and describe its limitations. The feasibility pilot will inform operational planning, while the effectiveness sample size will depend on the target difference and the unit of assignment.
Contribution and Scope
The contribution of this prospectus is a design framework with an observable standard for transfer and a staged plan for examining it. The feasibility pilot concerns one set of English sentence patterns, one prototype, and a defined group of learners. Its results would guide revisions and justify decisions about a later study. Applications in other subjects would require their own story-to-concept mapping, accessible ways to participate, and transfer tasks that preserve the underlying relationship in unfamiliar settings.
The test that matters begins when the learner leaves the story. If the sentence pattern can help a learner describe a route that another person can follow, the work the learner did at the bridge has a purpose beyond advancing to the next scene. A carefully designed study can help determine whether that happens under the instructional conditions described here.
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