https://rijournals.com/research-in-education/

Gamification in Higher Education: Enhancing Student
Engagement and Learning Outcomes

Favour Ali U.

Faculty of Education, Kampala International University Uganda

ABSTRACT

Gamification, the application of game-design elements in non-game contexts, has gained significant
traction in the realm of education, particularly in higher education. This paper explores the definition,
history, benefits, and challenges of gamification in an academic setting. By incorporating elements such as
points, leaderboards, and badges, educators can foster a more engaging and motivating learning
environment. The discussion includes empirical evidence of gamification's effectiveness in enhancing
student engagement and learning outcomes, as well as practical strategies for implementing gamified
learning activities. Additionally, the paper addresses potential challenges and considerations, such as
resistance to change and the need for equity and inclusivity. The conclusion highlights the future
directions for research and practice in educational gamification.
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INTRODUCTION
Today's digital generation grows up amidst a deluge of interactive content, presenting unique challenges
and opportunities for educators [1-87]. Traditional teaching methods often struggle to capture students'
attention, necessitating innovative approaches. Gamification, which integrates game principles into non-
game contexts, emerges as a promising strategy to enhance student motivation and engagement [4-7].
By leveraging the widespread appeal and engaging nature of games, educators can transform the learning
experience, making it more enjoyable and effective [8-117. This paper evaluates the concept of
gamification, its historical evolution, and its application in higher education, aiming to provide a
comprehensive understanding of its benefits and practical implementation strategies.
Gamification
Today's young generation has grown up with the recent tsunami of digital content and has a set of
different criteria for teaching materials. Characters hold omnipotent spells and can leap over buildings
like horn cats [12-147. Explicit instructions require an effort to attract student attention. Besides, the
popularity of the game industry is a potential learning resource. If it came to the ingredients and
effectiveness of the game, it would play a major role in formal instruction. Specifically, some elements of
games or what we call principles are applied to non-game problems to get interesting and compelling
performances such as exceeding motivation and engagement [15-17]. Therefore, by using two concepts
of games, students can develop an engaging learning environment. When many people hear the word
"games," they dismiss the concept of linking such trivial things with serious topics, but superficially
trivial matters cannot be underestimated. The approach teaches by presenting old material in a new form,
which can greatly increase the joy of learning [18-207. Teachers often love to learn, and using games as a
teaching aid can be a good choice. Gamification is to add the principles or elements of games to non-game
areas or activities to improve the lack of learning or other aspects [21-237. This interesting and non-
compulsory learning approach can effectively improve the learning effects of students. It is recommended
that teachers develop this core competitiveness, innovate to change the way of teaching, enhance students'
learning, and make learning more fun [24-267.
Definition and Concept of Gamification

Stayzer and Ravid suggested a similar definition, describing gamification as the implementation of digital
game elements in a non-game context to encourage, help players of the game, or influence behaviors. In
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the next study, Deterding et al. defined gamification as the use of design components that are commonly
applied in a game to a non-game context to improve user participation [27-297. According to Romero et
al., gamification can be defined as a process that applies game elements and methodology to engage an
audience, thus encouraging multi-market engagement. Finally, game researchers from Turkey and
Germany, Carstens, characterized gamification as the use of tools, such as 'point scores', leaderboards',
level solutions', badges', 'quests', and many more, to enhance community participants' engagement,
academic research. Gamification is a term that has emerged in the field of information science and digital
marketing and it is considered a new trend in educational technology [30-337. The word gamification is a
portmanteau of game and application and is used to describe the addition of a gaming layer to a serious
activity, such as software application development, improving morale, physical exercise, traffic violation
mitigation, and other behaviors. The research seeks to answer the question of how to integrate the
concept of games or game elements into contexts not related to gaming to achieve important objectives of
healthy living, learning, working, and socialization [34-367].
History and Evolution of Gamification
The term "gamification" dates to its first usage in 2008 by Bret Terrones. It means the use of game-based
mechanics, aesthetics, and game thinking to engage people, motivate action, promote learning, and solve
problems [37-397. Even though this term might be new, the concept has been incorporated into different
systems for quite some time now. The concept of gamification can be traced back to the 1970s when
Treisman's Computer Assisted Instruction program incorporated educational elements into games to
attract and engage students. In the recent past, numerous games as well as several non-entertainment
applications have been designed, developed, and evaluated [40-427. Moreover, the fast advancement of
technology and affordable internet connection has made it possible to increase the value of gamification
and extend its potential [437. The concept of gamification refers to the application of persuasive gaming
elements, game-based mechanics, and frameworks to push people to make unique engagements or
experiences, which may or may not relate to the traditional avatars of games (goal-oriented interaction,
allow challenge, feedback loops, etc.) [44-467].
Benefits of Gamification in Higher Education
To get a better understanding of the subject, the benefits and drawbacks of applying gamification in the
context of higher education are presented. Then, the empirical case of a single course in Economics is
discussed, where three various models of gamification are presented. This paper concludes the importance
of gamification in Economics learning management systems (LMS) [47-497.
An educational concept of gamification, as the use of game elements (challenges, scores, rules) in a non-
game setting, is still quite controversial and is discussed through the prism of its possible influence on
educational effectiveness, academic motivation, and student engagement. The wide list of existing
gamification effects makes it difficult to choose the most appropriate model, so educational professionals
quite often create their models of gamification. In the sphere of higher education, as well as in the field of
work practice, gamification not only improves students' knowledge but also explains the study's material.
Furthermore, gamification is supposed to enhance social interaction among students in their learning
process and also between students and teachers [50, 517].
Increased Student Engagement
The basic idea in the gamification of activity is to use game mechanics and principles to immerse students
or participants in a task associated with several decisions and actions that are devoid of gaming interest.
Thus, the use of game mechanics is dictated by a pedagogical task, and it is aimed at increasing
motivation or interest. At the same time, there is hope that the increased emotional color of the task and
its presence in a more relaxed emotional social atmosphere will facilitate the perception of content and
encourage the implementation of the expected goals or program [52, 537. One of the most well-known
concepts underlying the application of gamification is the multitude of factors of student alienation from
the classical methods of higher education. In its turn, another key contradiction closely connected with it
is the centuries-old focus in both academic practice and theory on the traditional lecture form of teaching
[54, 557]. Now, they have become especially relevant due to the active discussions aimed at developing
common methodological foundations for conducting activities in today's digital and media environment.
It is worth noting the fundamental difference between discussions about the interconnection and
integration of techniques and methods of interactive or dialogical teaching in today's highly informational
culture and the current methodological discussion focused primarily on issues that are tied to using the
topic or given situation to find gamification methods that expand content options and provide additional
assessment criteria [56, 57 .
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Enhanced Learning Outcomes

Personality traits, personal preferences, positive motivational values: In general, students display a range
of personality traits and personal preferences. Personality traits can be represented across various value
systems such as openness, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism. At the same
time, preferences are derived from the expectations, personal goal structures, value structures, and
interests of the respective participants. Although each gamification element may cater to one or several
motivational aspects, some students may find pleasure in both relatively hard and complex tasks or
campaigns, whereas others display a preference for performing relatively easy, simple tasks that require
less cognitive effort [58, 597. The introduction of gamified elements should emphasize the "big picture"
of learning, rather than a focus on the mechanics of a particular game. Learning outcomes need to be
explicitly stated to guide the design of game activities. Goals should be achievable, actionable, and
measurable, which enable the formulation of a plan for actors to follow. Transparent communication and
tfeedback to participants during the whole process are important for promoting an atmosphere of fun in
working towards a defined outcome [60, 617].

Implementing Gamification Strategies
One good example of interactive game design with educational content is the application called Kahoot!
This platform allows educators to create in-game quizzes, discussions, and surveys. Students gain access
to the quiz using their smartphones, tablets, or computers, and the teacher conducts the quiz using the
online game interface projected at the front of the classroom [62, 637. Also, ClassDojo is an application
that aims to foster students' participation and collaboration at school. More formally, ClassDojo can be
seen as a data collection platform that provides useful information to produce detailed feedback for
pedagogical and learning research at school. In a less formal situation, the application serves underlying
data to make visible the contributions, which adds greater identity among the students. Other
applications use different strategies such as timelines, where students can visualize the order of events
and connect them to different learning topics [64].
Research has shown the growing potential of using gamification in the education process. In recent years,
several universities have adopted game- design elements in both undergraduate and graduate courses and
have been implementing these strategies in their curricular subjects. Moreover, several gamified
platforms and applications have been created to help teachers and tutors apply gamification to their
courses and curricular units. These platforms have been developed using different technologies and with
different elements that we could use to apply gamification to subjects with specific characteristics [65,
667.

Designing Gamified Learning Activities
Teachers and instructors should start with the curriculum and the listed objectives, prototyping and
testing their ideas in a step-by-step, play-test-and-learn process. Introducing game elements should
improve the original instruction, helping engage and motivate students to learn and enjoy the learning
process. Yet, the curriculum is the primary concern when designing a gamified experience. Goals,
content, activities, assessment, and feedback should all be connected to meaningful learning outcomes.
Every component of the class should have its educational relevance and should be designed taking into

consideration the principles of active learning [67-697]. When educators embark on the process of

gamifying a course, they should articulate their goals and objectives with the use of game elements
carefully and with clear alignment to the desired outcomes. The design process should involve the
understanding of the participants' characteristics, aimed to simulate how students from different age
groups and backgrounds would react under the presence of the game elements [70-727]. Design
approaches range from structuring lower-level components, like rules and mechanics - a game's provincial
elements describing interactions between game players and specific tools and affordances of a system - to
structuring complete system architectures, like operational structures and collaboration patterns.
Through gamification or serious game design, we can construct meaningful game elements and learning
content that will promote the desired learning outcomes [73, 747].
Selecting Appropriate Game Mechanics

Some level-based games allow the players to slow the action down, explore, and think before acting.
These, in turn, can also help players develop their puzzle-solving and decision-making skills, which are
essential for problem-solving. Neuropsychologist Dr. Paul Howard-Jones believes that playing games
draws on a wide range of cognitive abilities and demands several different brain regions to work
concurrently [75, 767]. By taking a new approach to learning enjoyment, compared to the traditional
frameworks, educators can make the overall process much more effective by transferring the learning
dynamic from negative motivation to positive intrinsic motivation. Selective categorization of game
mechanics in the right context, especially now when classes are moving more and more towards web-
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based environments, can keep students involved in the learning process during lectures or online material
[77, 787. Before selecting game mechanics and elements for a classroom, educators should think about
different activities that students do daily and analyze which of those activities are rewarding. All games
have some mechanics that ensure a victory over the game itself. Josh Kopchick explains why it is
important to translate serious settings into a designed game: "To get people to follow best practices,
perhaps the best thing to do is to turn the daily work into a game?" Users' behavior is manipulated by the
goal mechanisms, leading them to progress toward the win state [79, 807]. The way people accomplish
this wins a quarter of the joy of running a map or reaching a checkpoint. In today's digital age, students
are involved in multiplayer games outside the classroom where people can be encouraged to carry out a
specific set of tasks through the judicious combination of game mechanics. It is the game mechanics that
influence the interactions, and these interactions help to create a vibrant and transformative game

dynamic [817].

Challenges and Considerations
The gamification of higher education courses serves to be one of the focal enterprises. Numerous
strategies have been used in efforts to increase and enhance the outcomes of these undertakings; however,
there is a lack of consensus on instructionally sound gamification in education [827. Despite this, higher
education has not been hesitant to adopt and utilize these methodologies. As a result, numerous
institutions have integrated gamification strategies as part of their curricula to provide a more engaging
learning environment. Incorporating exciting elements from video games into a collegiate course can
invigorate the student interest and remove the stigma that often accompanies learning [83, 847]. Given
gamification's capability to connect to students and inspire significant student contribution, applying
these principles creates more vivid and interactive courses. However, there are some potential obstacles to
implementing such a solution, some of which are shifting attitudes on teaching and learning,
understanding of age-related technologies, classroom size, financial planning, and government policies
[85, 867.
Overcoming Resistance to Change
The literature review conducted on gamification can demonstrate in-depth protections and possible
solutions related to the resistance of the users of the course. Summarizing the above, gamification
facilitates an active and socializing model of learning by involving and motivating students through
rewards, achievements, and self-regulation [87, 897. The motivation of students of the new generation
can be socially influenced through the interaction of students via mobile and social media. The desire to
exchange, share, and prove to be the best drives students to participate and move forward in collaboration
with peers. At a later stage, these intrinsic and planned incentives led the teachers to facilitate and
manage the students so that they could achieve the shared goals [90 -937. A group of lecturers in a
survey conducted in Lithuania on gamification attitudes expressed the following concerns: "Complexity
and time-consuming process, up-to-date technology and relevant support, the resistance of students and
possible distractions of learning environment, the cost and lack of motivation for effort." They also noted
that "students will first reject the change and only at a later stage will adjust to it." Resistance to change
and general attitudes towards technology from lecturers and administrative staff remain high, and
gamification may be perceived as technological innovation and therefore rejected. Similarly, students need
to adapt to the use of new technologies and the complexity involved [94, 957.
Ensuring Equity and Inclusivity
Extending the use of gamified resources for the delivery of course content, and assessment and feedback
to learners may present educators with the opportunity to challenge social and educational inequities by
reducing students' likelihood of feeling excluded from the learning process [96, 977]. The concept of
gamification, used here, is broad and includes both gameful approaches and the use of games. About the
latter, it is noted that many commercially available games, designed for entertainment purposes, are often
male-centric and heavily laden with violence and aggression, and do not respect Diversity Equity and
Inclusivity (DEI) principles [99, 1007]. Over the past two decades, higher education systems worldwide
have made great strides toward embedding equity principles within curricula and promoting diverse
access and participation. Despite these efforts, though, issues of equity persist in society that continue to
have relevance within higher education. There is a concern that, left unattended, a shifting of resources
toward the development of novel digital technologies for higher education will deepen the existing digital
divides [1017].
CONCLUSION
Gamification in higher education represents a dynamic and innovative approach to teaching and learning.
By integrating game-design elements into educational contexts, educators can significantly enhance
student engagement and learning outcomes. The empirical evidence underscores the potential of
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gamification to make learning more interactive, enjoyable, and effective. However, implementing
gamification requires careful consideration of various challenges, including resistance to change and the
need for inclusivity. As the field continues to evolve, future research should focus on developing robust
theoretical frameworks and practical guidelines to maximize the benefits of gamification in education. By
embracing these insights, educators can create a more engaging and effective learning environment,
fostering student motivation and success.
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