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At Prodigy Education, our mission is to help 
every student in the world love learning.
Our innovative approach to digital game-based learning began with creating Prodigy Math, 
engaging millions of students in math practice. At the same time, they explore a fantasy world 
of action and adventure. In the process of building Prodigy Math, we have deeply rooted our 
development of the game in research that supports the learning, growth, and engagement  
of students. 

As we continue to grow at Prodigy Education, we leaned on our Motivation First! philosophy  
of education and our Learner-Centric Pedagogical Approaches to learning to deliver a brand  
new educational game and experience! Prodigy English is a sandbox game in which players  
can create their own world filled with objects they have built while answering English Language 
Arts questions to gain energy and keep moving. 

This white paper will describe how Prodigy English is continuously being developed with the 
same thoughtful and research-based approach used to create Prodigy Math—this time with  
the world of English at students’ fingertips! 

Image: Prodigy English gameplay

https://marketing.prodigygame.com/motivation-first.pdf
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/pedagogical-approaches.pdf
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Prodigy’s MVP Approach to Prodigy English
Creating a brand new game devoted to engaging students with English skills required our team 
to consider, and incorporate, the most desired and essential game components when building 
the game’s foundation.

Our team approached building our new product using the minimum viable product (MVP) 
concept. This approach helps to ensure that a product is developed with enough features  
to be usable, attractive, and engaging. However, it is relatively early in the development cycle, 
leaving room for user feedback to drive product development and improvements. Using the  
MVP approach allows our team to build the foundation for our new product and continue 
developing it as we go, serving what is needed most from the customer’s perspective. 

At Prodigy, we are user obsessed. In working to fully understand what our users need, the 
team at Prodigy has participated in hours of interviews with students, teachers, and parents  
to determine user needs and desires. Combining these interviews with research has enabled  
us to create a desirable product that will meet MVP needs while continuing to grow and  
develop over time. 

“ If you guys have an ELA component to Prodigy, I'm just gonna freak out with excitement.  
It's going to be amazing. So I'm really looking forward to it!” 

— Teacher, 1st Grade

Image: Renderings of early prototypes of Prodigy English
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Unpacking the need for a world-class 
English game
Prodigy Math has successfully supported millions of students worldwide in math learning.  
Our goal is to take the success of our Math Game concept and apply it to a whole new subject 
area. We analyzed the landscape of opportunities, reviewed needs in K–12 education, and 
considered what might best support the needs of students, teachers, and parents.

Students
At Prodigy, we want practicing English to be just as fun as math practice and engage students  
in a personalized learning experience that supports their learning outcomes. This comes at  
a critical time where results from a nationally representative sample of students in the United 
States show that “The shares of American 9- and 13-year-olds who say they read for fun on  
an almost daily basis have dropped from nearly a decade ago and are at the lowest levels since 
at least the mid-1980s” (Schaeffer, 2021). When we asked ourselves what we could do to help 
get students more engaged in reading, writing, and language, creating Prodigy English proved  
to be a natural fit.

Teachers
We heard from many teachers how crucial reading, writing, and language skills are in order for 
students to learn and be successful across all subject areas. We were inspired by interviews with 
teachers who use Prodigy Math and find it to be instrumental in motivating students in their 
classrooms. These interviews revealed that teachers would love to have a similar game-based 
platform to support English learning in their classrooms.

“ There's no good ELA gaming program that I have found. And I have noticed that my students 
love math because they get to play Prodigy… That's why I was like, I need something that's 
ELA Prodigy.” 

— Teacher, 4th Grade

Parents
Parents are constantly searching for ways to engage their children with educational material that 
extends their classroom learning at home in a way that is engaging and exciting. When it comes 
to language skills, parents want a tool that allows them to monitor their child’s progress and 
support them further from home in a fun way.

“ If you can make it fun and interactive and enjoyable, and yet he's still learning it, then…  
that would definitely be a plus.” 

— Parent, 3rd Grade Student

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/12/among-many-u-s-children-reading-for-fun-has-become-less-common-federal-data-shows/
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How research-based best practices and  
user feedback informed the development  
of Prodigy English
Research-Based Design
In considering the possibilities for Prodigy English and building the MVP version, our team 
wanted to ensure that we hold ourselves accountable to the same high standards that our users 
have come to love and expect in a world-class game that can help support student motivation 
and engagement. Our integration of decisions related to the design of Prodigy Math earned us 
the prestigious Research-Based Design Product Certification from Digital Promise. 

Just as we did with Prodigy Math, we leaned into research-based best practices to inform the 
design of Prodigy English. This included Motivation First!, our research-based philosophy of 
education that centers around motivating users and driving educational outcomes. Throughout 
the development of the game experience and the learning experience, research has driven the 
design of critical components of Prodigy English to motivate and engage students to learn new 
language skills (with an expansion into reading and writing skills coming soon!). We have also 
rooted Prodigy English in our Learner-Centric Pedagogical Approaches, which revolves around 
research-based best practices that highlight a highly-personalized approach to education. 

Throughout this document, we will help you better understand how our research-based 
philosophy of education and pedagogical approaches have strongly influenced the design, 
development, and creation of Prodigy English. We will also share where we hope it takes us 
going forward.

https://digitalpromise.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/RBD-Certified-Products-Press-Release-August-2020-Google-Docs.pdf
https://digitalpromise.org
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/motivation-first.pdf
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/pedagogical-approaches.pdf
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Game Experience
Digital Game-Based Learning
Prodigy English is a life simulator game where students craft a world just for them while 
answering skill-building reading and language questions along the way that help them gain 
the energy that powers their avatar. Through our understanding of digital game-based learning, 
we understand the power digital games have to help students learn content (Clark et al., 2014; 
Higgins et al., 2019) and improve motivation (Partovi & Razavi, 2019). In addition, scholarly 
practitioners such as Tarah Eck (2020) have explicitly called out the need for high-quality  
game-based learning content to support English reading instruction.

Currently, Prodigy English is aligned with Common Core State Standards, used across the United 
States for 1st through 5th grade. Just as we did with Prodigy Math, we began with aligning with 
these standards to reach a larger audience of users. As Prodigy English continues to grow, we 
will be adding additional grade levels, up to 8th grade, and align more closely with state-specific 
standards to meet the needs of our users even more precisely. Through the primary structure  
of Prodigy English, students will dive into learning through play and be continuously motivated 
to practice and learn English skills.

Engaging Storyline 
As students get started playing Prodigy English, they will begin their journey in a village where 
the objective is to both build and create as well as to care for their land. Caring for this land will 
take some work, so when players wish on a nearby wishing well, they will meet Wishie, who is 
excited to help players reach their goal to improve the land. Together, they will convert the land 
to the village of their dreams using wishes and hard work. Through layering educational content 
within the gameplay, students will answer multiple English questions in a row to maximize their 
energy gains. Players can then use this energy to perform different actions, such as chopping  
a tree for resources to craft and sell to characters in the game. If students require more energy, 
they’ll need to answer more English questions!

This storyline engages students through personal achievement, fantastical characters, and 
creative design abilities, which are all characteristics that align and increase player motivation 
(Yee, 2015). As students embrace the storyline and components of the digital gameplay, the 
learning content is layered to continue driving learning forward, in a way that is motivational  
and enjoyable for students. 

https://digitalcommons.hamline.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1547&=&context=hse_cp&=&sei-redir=1&referer=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.google.com%252Furl%253Fq%253Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fdigitalcommons.hamline.edu%252Fcgi%252Fviewcontent.cgi%253Farticle%25253D1547%252526context%25253Dhse_cp%2526sa%253DD%2526source%253Ddocs%2526ust%253D1643054476841528%2526usg%253DAOvVaw2-7G_oo3hn95dcyNbpIpqn#search=%22https%3A%2F%2Fdigitalcommons.hamline.edu%2Fcgi%2Fviewcontent.cgi%3Farticle%3D1547%26context%3Dhse_cp%22
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Image: (Left) As students begin their learning 
journey in Prodigy English, they are greeted  
by their guide, Wishie.

Image: (Left) Students must answer English 
questions to build enough energy to chop trees 
for resources.

Image: (Left) Crafting menu where students  
can decide what to craft and sell to characters 
in the game.
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Student Experience
Customizable Characters
When a student can identify with their avatar in video games, it can impact their level of enjoyment 
and motivation (Trepte & Reinecke, 2010). Just as with most experiences, the more students can 
see themselves reflected in what they are doing, the more invested they will be. Prodigy English 
creates a digital space where students are represented in their preferred way. The player avatar 
in Prodigy English is gender-neutral, so all items are available to all player avatars. Students can 
customize their character and create an avatar with the hairstyle, features, clothing, and style 
that suits them. This customization continues to help us provide an online space that is inclusive, 
equitable, and diverse in the hope of representing and embracing all students.

Image: Students can customize their in-game avatar with various hairstyles, features, and clothing to represent themselves in their 
preferred way.
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Adaptive Algorithm
Prodigy Education embraces a learner-centric approach to education, meaning we put the 
learner at the center of all that we do. By placing students at the center of our pedagogical 
practices, we acknowledge that each learner is unique in how they think and feel. We strive  
to deliver a personalized approach to their education. 

Prodigy English is built using an adaptive algorithm that personalizes the content level to meet 
the needs of each student. This adaptive structure presents students with questions that they 
can realistically master but challenges them enough to keep them engaged, keeping students  
in their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). When students are engaged in their zone 
of proximal development, it optimizes their learning potential. 

As students encounter additional content and demonstrate mastery of a skill, the adaptive 
algorithm will automatically showcase more challenging skills, moving students along in skill 
progression. By empowering students to master skills at their own pace, students can begin  
to embrace the process of learning. When students take ownership of their learning journey they 
can make stronger connections to previous learning experiences and adopt a growth mindset 
based on the awareness of all that they have learned. Adopting a growth mindset can lead 
students to tackle challenges and try harder (Elliott & Dweck, 1988), in turn motivating them 
further, and propelling them to answer a greater number of questions. That is why we built 
growth mindset messaging right into the question/answer feedback loop of the game so that, as 
students complete questions, they receive dynamic feedback designed to keep them encouraged.

Image: (Above) Sample English question, with visible 
text-to-speech button and written with Lexend font.

Image: (Above) Sample encouraging messaging 
after a student gets a question correct (top) and 
incorrect (bottom) to promote a growth mindset.
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Accessible Learning Content 
Prodigy Education was delighted to receive the Learner Variability Product Certification from 
Digital Promise for Prodigy Math in 2021. Accessibility continues to be top-of-mind as we 
continue to develop Prodigy English.

Our adaptive algorithm is one way we continue to support students’ learning at their own 
pace; however, Prodigy aims to support learner variability in many ways. All Prodigy English 
questions (and hint bubbles!) are text-to-speech compatible. In addition to this feature, we 
have incorporated Lexend fonts for all questions and the entire game content. According 
to developers, Lexend fonts were initially designed with dyslexia and struggling readers in 
mind, but creators discovered that these fonts could reduce visual stress and improve reading 
performance. In a study of 2nd-grade students found that font style impacted reading 
performance (Shaver-Troup, 2018). 

In addition to being typographically accessible, the aforementioned hint bubbles also serve as  
a manipulative students can choose to access that will provide further information to assist in 
the comprehension of questions. Within Prodigy Math, we have seen that students who answer 
a question incorrectly on the first try will make the decision to access the hint bubble 76% of the 
time, providing timely assistance whether they are playing at home or at school. We hypothesize 
that there will be similar effects in Prodigy English.

Image: Hint bubble, with visible text-to-speech button, to support student comprehension, written in Lexend font.

https://productcertifications.digitalpromise.org/learner-variability-certified-products/
https://productcertifications.digitalpromise.org/learner-variability-certified-products/
https://www.lexend.com
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Our expert Education Specialists, all of whom are former educators, have designed the questions 
in Prodigy English to be culturally relevant. Research has shown that culturally relevant teaching 
positively impacts student learning and identity development (Byrd, 2016). Prodigy English 
questions include pronouns, situations, and characters that are inclusive to ensure all students 
feel represented and welcomed in a safe online space.

By making our game more accessible, we hope that more students can benefit from engaging 
and enjoying learning with Prodigy Education. As our English game continues to grow, we  
intend to include additional accessibility features, such as making a larger text size available  
and highlighting words as they are read aloud.

Personalized Learning  
While students play Prodigy English, our adaptive algorithm will present questions throughout 
the gameplay to keep them in their zone of proximal development. The algorithm allows 
students to learn at their own pace and focus on their continued progress. This motivates them 
to answer even more questions and advance further along their skill development continuum. 

To continue to support personalized learning and a student-centered approach, teachers can 
also use Prodigy’s assignment tool to differentiate and help individual students with skill-
specific questions to either assign questions for additional practice or to extend their learning. 
The assignment feature presents players with skill-based questions within the game that are 
designed to reinforce in-class lessons, review concepts, or even introduce future topics. Along 
with each assignment, a report is generated for teachers to differentiate further and support 
students. Each report identifies strengths and opportunities for growth, further solidifying the 
student at the center of their learning journey. 
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Teacher Tools

Image: Teacher dashboard for Prodigy English.

To help teachers align Prodigy with their classroom teaching, Prodigy English will launch with  
our most popular assessment type: the Assignment. Teachers want to be able to combine 
learning with play to motivate students. The decision to include assignments in the launch  
of Prodigy English is based on teachers’ need for assessments that excite and motivate students, 
while also being able to personalize learning and differentiate for students’ individual needs.

Empowering teachers to use readily available assignments can help them save time, align  
with the material covered in class, and support skill-specific practice for students at all levels. 
The assignment tool features a complementary report that allows teachers to monitor student 
progress further and provide targeted feedback and extension opportunities. This report can  
also provide teachers with insights to share with families to continue to support student  
learning at home.

As students play through Prodigy English, whether it be an assignment or regular adaptive 
gameplay, teachers will have visibility into student progress. They will receive real-time data on 
their classroom dashboard. One of the reasons teachers embrace Prodigy Math is because of 
the reporting components. The launch of Prodigy English includes the Weekly Activity report 
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(our most popular Prodigy Math report!) to showcase the number of questions students are 
answering and the skills they are covering. Data like this can help teachers stay on top of 
how students are performing by Common Core State Standards and where they can provide 
additional support.

As Prodigy English continues to develop, our team will continue to build reports and assessments 
that meet the demands of our teacher users. We will continue to support their needs for reliable 
insight and data to guide the personalization of in-class instruction in an effort to help them 
differentiate and meet the needs of all students.

Prodigy English: Looking ahead
With the launch of Prodigy English, we are excited to finally have students playing the game, 
teachers incorporating it into their lessons, and hearing the overall feedback from our users 
based on their experience. As we continue to grow and develop Prodigy English, we will continue 
to keep our learner-centric pedagogy and Motivation First! philosophy as our foundation. We 
aim to keep learners as the driving force for our new features and we will continue to listen to 
learners’ needs to develop meaningful and engaging content that they can learn from and enjoy. 

Some of the exciting features we are already considering for further development are:

 • the inclusion of state-specific standards

 • writing skills

 • content for extended grade levels (up to 8th grade)

 •  additional teacher tools, reports, and assessment types, as well as more progress tracking 
and reporting for parents 

 • the expansion of tools, features, and access to the Parent dashboard

We can’t wait to explore the future possibilities for Prodigy English, receive your feedback and 
suggestions, and more! 
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Now that you understand how the 
development and design of Prodigy English 
was built, here’s what you can do next.

Parents and Guardians
While the initial release of Prodigy English will offer limited updates to the current parent 
dashboard, we are working diligently to incorporate tools and features in future releases,  
so stay tuned for more coming soon!

There are several things that you can do! If you have not already created your free parent 
account, you can do so by clicking here. After that, you can:

 • join our private Facebook Community and engage in discussions with other parents and 
guardians whose children use Prodigy.

 • learn about our Premium Membership and the additional benefits that can help you with  
your child’s learning such as: practice areas, printable practice sheets, video lessons, and 
insights into what your child is working on in class.

Teachers 
Create your free teacher account by clicking here. 
Once you have created your account, you can: 

 • sign up for Prodigy English Early Access! 

 • connect students in your classroom  
to your teacher dashboard and  
design lessons so you can see  
their progress. 

 • assign targeted intervention and 
differentiate English content 
based on individual and small 
group needs. 

 • join Champions Club and  
our Facebook Community  
to engage in discussions  
with other educators.

https://sso.prodigygame.com/signup?rid=014f4235-7ee4-4821-8d5e-859dd1e93ee2
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ProdigyParentCommunity
https://www.prodigygame.com/Membership/?utm_source=ParentAppBanner&utm_medium=product&utm_campaign=parentpromo_1120
https://sso.prodigygame.com/signup?rid=63ed5eca-0ef5-4102-8624-22faec9bf2ad
https://prodigygame.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/360057425731-Champion-s-Club
https://www.facebook.com/groups/prodigyteachercommunity
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Further Reading
 • Motivation First! A Research-Based Approach for Motivating Users and Driving Educational 

Outcomes

 • Learner-Centric Pedagogical Approaches: Considering the Impact of Pedagogy on the 
Prodigy Education Ecosystem of Learners

 • From the Prodigy Education Blog:

  • 7 Reading Strategies & Techniques to Use in Class

  • 11 Practical Tips to Help Students Improve Reading Comprehension

  • Top Tips for Teaching English Language Learners (ELL)

  • Understanding Phonemic Awareness and Phonological Awareness & How to Develop Them

  • How Digital Game-Based Learning Improves Student Success

https://marketing.prodigygame.com/motivation-first.pdf
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/motivation-first.pdf
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/pedagogical-approaches.pdf
https://marketing.prodigygame.com/pedagogical-approaches.pdf
https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/reading-strategies/
https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/improve-reading-comprehension/
https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/english-language-learning/
https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/phonemic-awareness/
https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/digital-game-based-learning/
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