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[bookmark: _Toc194091201]Abstract
This Action Research Report explores the role of gamification in enhancing student engagement within higher education (HE). The topic was prompted by concerns regarding student disengagement and informed by reflective practice. The report investigates how gamification could be used as a pedagogical means to support motivation, participation, and skill development, particularly among students who have previously experienced educational disadvantage.
The primary objectives of the research are to identify how gamification is interpreted and conceptualised in HE, to assess the effectiveness of gamification, and to propose evidence-based recommendations for future applications to my practice. The report draws upon a wide range of peer-reviewed literature and existing secondary data, reflecting the increasing emphasis on student engagement in educational research and practice.
Adopting a constructivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology, this study acknowledges the subjective and context-specific nature of engagement. It emphasises the significance of aligning gamification techniques with student needs, course objectives, and motivational theories such as Self-Determination Theory. The findings suggest that while gamification provides a valuable opportunity to improve engagement, its effectiveness depends on thoughtful, inclusive, and pedagogically grounded implementation.
[bookmark: _usu3xdxvpl10]
[bookmark: _Toc194091202]Introduction 
This Action Research Project will focus on gamification and how it impacts student engagement in Higher Education. My concern regarding student engagement emerged upon commencing my teaching role on the CertHE Employability Skills Programme. Through a process of trial, error, and reflective practice, it became evident that in the absence of meaningful engagement within the classroom, student learning and skills development were significantly hindered. This concern is rooted in my core objective as a lecturer, to facilitate personal and professional growth in my students. Many of the students on this programme have experienced educational disadvantage, often feeling failed by the school system. Given the four years' professional experience, I have become focused on ensuring that their experience in higher education is positive, inclusive, and empowering.
In response to this challenge, I have adopted a gamified approach to teaching to sustain student engagement and re-engage those who show poor engagement. This Action Research project will critically examine the use and significance of gamification as a pedagogical strategy by drawing on a range of peer-reviewed research and scholarly literature. It will utilise secondary data, which is readily available due to the growing emphasis within higher educational institutions on student engagement (Marshall, 2024; Hari Rajan, Herbert and Polly, 2024). The project will culminate in a critical analysis, ultimately seeking to address the central research question Does gamification enhance student engagement in higher education?

[bookmark: _Toc194091203]Aim and Objectives
Aim
This action research aims to analyse the role of gamification in enhancing student engagement in higher education settings.
Research Objectives
1. To identify how gamification is interpreted in higher education.

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of current gamification approaches in higher education classrooms.

3. To make recommendations for future pedagogical practices that help to enhance student engagement in higher education through Gamification and Self Determination Theory.
Research Questions
1. How is gamification interpreted and conceptualised within higher education contexts?
2. To what extent are current gamification approaches effective in enhancing student engagement in higher education classrooms?
3. How can gamification strategies, informed by Self-Determination Theory, be used to enhance student engagement in higher education?

Contextual Background 
Games have long been an integral part of human culture and society, known for their ability to foster motivation and active engagement (Bozkurt & Durak, 2018). Gamification is the concept of utilising features of games, like leaderboards and applying them to a real environment, this is closely related to Game-based learning which is where the student achieves the learning outcomes through playing the game, this increases a students problem solving and critical thinking skills whilst providing the student with a sense of accomplishment (Qian & Clark, 2016). Kapp et al. (2014, p. 54) refer to gamification as the use of “game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game-thinking” to engage users, drive behaviour, support learning, and solve real-world issues. Zichermann and Cunningham (2011, p. 14) offer a comparable view, defining it as the use of thinking and game mechanics to increase engagement and problem-solving.
Drawing on these varying viewpoints, Seaborn and Fels (2015, p. 17) propose a consolidated definition: “gamification is the deliberate application of game elements to create a game-like experience in non-game activities”. Notably, forms of gamification such as rewards systems and grading in education, existed long before the term gained scholarly attention in the early 2010s. However, the concept has since evolved and been adapted to multiple domains, including education, the workplace, and healthcare. This growth may be attributed to advancements in technology which allow organisations to track student data, the rise of game studies, and the widespread influence of video games in popular culture (Hossain and Al Fahad, 2024; Seaborn & Fels, 2015). The objective of game-based learning is to educate, and it is defined as Abt (1970) came up with a concept for “serious games” these are those that are utilised for serious purposes in work places, for training or simulation (Alsawaier, 2018; Connolly et al., 2012). Game-based learning and serious games can be distinguished from gamification as those are full-feature games, whilst gamification is the process of utilising components of games. There has been an increase in popularity for gamification, serious games and game-based learning over the last decade due to a new perspective that gaming can be (Bai et al., 2020). However, all these concepts have similar serious purposes: to educate or change behaviour rather than focusing on entertainment like traditional games.
[bookmark: _pjrrfmw5i1ks]
[bookmark: _Toc194091204]Literature Review 
Gamification is widely considered to be modeled on Constructivist Learning theory, which emphasises that there is value in learning through experience and engaging with peers and the environment (York & deHaan, 2018). Zimmerling et al., (2019) and Schöbel et al., (2020) propose a scientific definition of gamification as “the process of using game-like features in situations outside of traditional games. A common example in education is the use of grades, which existed well before the term gamification was introduced and studied in the early 2010s. Recently, gamification has been used and applied to many industries including education. Gamification is now more accessible due to cheaper technology, tracking of data, the game studies movement and the general prevalence of video games as a medium (Hossain and Al Fahad, 2024; Seaborn & Fels, 2015).
Theoretical Foundations of Gamification
The theory of the “Cone of Experience” by Edgar Dale (1969) serves as a template in instructional design that emphasises the importance of using concrete experiences to enhance learning. It supports greater student engagement, a stronger sense of accomplishment, and improved information retention and recall (Ryan & Rigby, 2020; Denisova et al., 2020). Given the emerging use of technology-assisted gamified learning in education, Lee and Reeves (2007) argue that Dale’s “Cone of Experience” aligns well with the evolving goals of curriculum design.
Previous research demonstrates the correlation between students playing serious games (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2017; Kordaki & Gousiou, 2017) or learning through gamification (Ekici, 2021; Sailer & Homner, 2020; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019) and higher levels of motivation. However, many studies have also found contradictory results  (Sailer & Homner, 2020; Zimmerling et al., 2019). They have found there are more factors to learning through gamification than simply motivation. Aside from motivation, the process of engagement and learning also involves how we feel and how alert or activated we are. This includes two key aspects: valence, which is how positive or negative we feel, and arousal, which reflects how energised we are and can indicate our level of motivation (Harmon-Jones et al., 2013). In gamification, serious games, and game-based learning, positive feelings like accomplishment and gratification (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2017; Boyle et al., 2016;), pleasure (Ab Jalil et al., 2020; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019), and immersion or flow (Koivisto & Hamari, 2019; Lamb et al., 2018) are linked to the valence aspect. This also includes being positive and optimistic towards the game (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2017; Ekici, 2021).
Deci and Ryan (1985) developed the Self-determination theory (SDT), which is a well-established psychological framework that explains human motivation through the fulfilment of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020). Deci and Ryan (1985) opined that when these needs are met, individuals are more likely to experience intrinsic motivation, engaging in activities for the inherent satisfaction in place of external rewards. SDT has been applied in education, healthcare, and organisational psychology to better understand how environments can be structured to stimulate deeper engagement and motivation. Gamification, which incorporates game-like elements into non-game environments, can benefit from the principles of SDT, providing valuable perspectives on boosting user engagement through thoughtful design. 
The first component of SDT is autonomy. Gamified systems that support autonomy by offering meaningful choices, customisation, or goal setting can empower users to feel more in control of their experiences (Sailer et al., 2017). This is evident in educational platforms that provide students with the opportunity to select their learning paths or personalise avatars, creating a sense of ownership over their learning. The second component, competence, is addressed through game mechanics such as points and/or badges, progress bars, and feedback systems. These features help students track their progress, set achievable goals, and experience a sense of mastery over tasks (Hamari et al., 2014). When challenges are well-balanced, students are more prone to persevere, and there is an increase in motivation, which improves their performance. Relatedness, the third component of SDT, is supported by social features in gamification, such as leaderboards, collaborative challenges, or community forums. These elements help users feel connected to others and foster a sense of belonging within the gamified environment (Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). For instance, team-based competitions or peer recognition can enhance social interaction and motivation. Ryan and Rigby (2020) explain gamification is designed with SDT principles in mind, it can shift motivation from extrinsic (working for rewards) to intrinsic (engaging out of interest or personal value), leading to more sustainable engagement and improved outcomes in learning, work, or health-related behaviours. 
Gamification in Education: Elements and Tools
Malone (1980) developed early foundational work on gamification, followed by Sawyer and Rejeski (2002), who developed the ‘Serious Games Initiative’. These efforts were crucial in raising awareness and encouraging the adoption of serious game-based methods in education. This interest stems from the recognition that game elements have the potential to influence students’ motivation, engagement, and social dynamics (Zhonggen, 2019), leading to structural and intentional use of gamified learning strategies as proposed by Rapp et al. (2019). Recent empirical research has reinforced the success of digital games in education, demonstrating gamification’s ability to boost motivation, deepen engagement, and enhance social interaction while facilitating experiential learning opportunities (Lopez & Tucker, 2019; Groening & Binnewies, 2019). Consequently, gamification has sparked considerable interest among academics and research communities, encouraging further investigation into how various game elements can be integrated into instructional design to enrich learning experiences (Tsay, Kofinas & Luo, 2018; Kyewski & Kramer, 2018), making this research crucial at this stage.
Tools and features like combat scenarios, unlockable resources, gifting, boss battles, quests, social networking elements, digital badges, certificates, and even memes (Buckley & Doyle, 2017) are designed to enhance students’ goal orientation by promoting persistence; encouraging repetition for mastery; fostering collaboration and creating an enjoyable and competitive environment among peers (Ding, 2019). Additionally, as gamification remains a relatively recent development in the educational landscape (Göksün & Gürsoy, 2019), it is essential to address emerging issues to build a deeper and more refined understanding, in the words of Ding et al., (2018), it offers the promise and technological advancements, sustaining student engagement in gamified pedagogical approaches in as much, it continues to be a challenge.
[bookmark: _Toc194091205]Research Methodology
Due to the availability of existing studies and literature on gamification in Higher Education, the methodology used within this Action Research report is secondary research. This research adopts a constructivist ontology (Crotty, 1998), which suggests that knowledge and meaning are constructed through interaction (Vygotsky,1978). This is relevant to gamification as it relies on the notion that students engage and learn through interactive and constructed experiences rather than passively receiving information through the traditional “chalk and talk” approach (York and deHaan, 2018).
The epistemological stance of this research project is interpretivism as this focuses on understanding the meanings and experiences of individuals within their contexts. This study will explore how gamification is perceived and its impact on engagement, which involves interpreting data from the existing literature and my own experience as a lecturer of using gamification in the classroom, rather than seeking absolute truths. 
The instant research is aimed at evaluating if gamification improves student engagement based on the evidence gathered from literature review of secondary resources, including, peer reviewed journals such as International Journal of Game Based learning (IJGBL) and Frontiers in Education, which discuss pedagogic practices through Self Determination Theory and Gamification tools that have a positive impact on student engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc194091206]Discussion and Findings

Analysis of Gamification for Student Engagement in Higher Education
Team leaderboards are recognised as one of the third most engaging gamification as they offer an opportunity to foster social interaction among students. This element encouraged students to build strong social connections with each other through competitive dynamics by comparing their scores and rankings on a leaderboard (Chang & Wei, 2016). Similarly, Aldemir, Celik, and Kaplan (2018) found that leaderboards significantly motivated students to participate in gamified flipped classrooms and blended learning contexts (Zainuddin, 2018). The competitive nature of leaderboards appeared to foster a stronger desire to learn through creating a dynamic and competitive atmosphere. Similarly, Ortiz-Rojas et al., (2019) observed improved learning outcomes, motivation, and engagement when leaderboards were incorporated into curriculum design. Aligning with these views, Barata (2017) and Baydas & Cicek (2019) suggested that features of gamification, such as earning badges and achieving top leaderboard positions, make learning more appealing and encourage active digital participation, positively influencing student engagement, motivation, and performance.
Critics argue that this reward-based system may not foster sustainable, long-term engagement (Zainuddin et al., 2020). Some scholars caution that such approaches may primarily encourage extrinsic motivation, where students engage with tasks mainly to earn rewards instead of gaining knowledge and skills. Buckley (2017) and Ding et al., (2017) support this perspective, suggesting that while gamification effectively boosts extrinsic motivation, it may not adequately support intrinsic motivation. From a pedagogical standpoint, Mekler et al. (2017) argue that overreliance on extrinsic rewards could potentially undermine students’ internal drive. On the contrary, some researchers propose that gamification can enhance both intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation. Adukaite et al., (2017) and Jurgelaitis et al., (2019) maintain that the enjoyable and engaging nature of game elements can naturally align with intrinsic motivational factors. Kuo and Chuang (2016) further suggest that the appeal of games lies in their capability to attract, motivate, and retain user interest, which is closely tied to intrinsic motivation.
Considering these varying perspectives, it could be argued that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are essential in encouraging student engagement through gamified learning. When designed thoughtfully, gamification can address students' competence, autonomy, and relatedness, as outlined in SDT as core psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2020). In addition to the above, research has consistently noted that high student engagement is correlates to high academic performance. According to Coffman (2013), the more engaged a student is, the more likely they are to participate actively and develop intrinsic motivation. Engagement not only fosters deeper learning and critical thinking but also contributes to knowledge retention. This is supported by Chen, Bian and Zhu (2023) and Laranjeira and Teixeira (2024), who found that higher engagement is linked to higher academic performance. A lack of engagement, on the other hand, can undermine learning outcomes at all levels of education; however, intrinsic motivation increases students’ commitment to learning, making the experience meaningful (Zainuddin et al., 2020).
Evaluation of Current Gamification Approaches in Higher Education
A study by Campillo-Ferrer (2020) found that incorporating game-based quizzes through the online platform Kahoot significantly improved undergraduate students’ engagement and understanding of social science concepts. This demonstrates the potential of gamification to be used as a tool by lecturers to foster a more dynamic and interactive learning within the classroom. Furthermore, a recent systematic literature review by Khaldi et al., (2023) highlighted the frequent use of game features such as points, badges, and leaderboards in higher education, which were proven to be effective tools for increasing student motivation and engagement. In addition, the review identified a growing interest in introducing more complex features, such as storytelling and challenges, which can contribute to a more immersive and enriched learning experience. Simple techniques such as assigning points to tasks or assessments are often used to increase student engagement and motivation. These methods typically involve straightforward game elements like points, badges, and immediate feedback, which contribute to a more interactive learning environment (Christopoulos, 2023; Naaman et al., 2022). While such strategies can foster a sense of achievement and encourage participation, they often have a limited impact on fundamentally transforming the learning experience.
In contrast, more advanced forms of gamification involve a deeper integration of game design principles into the course structure. Fully gamified modules may feature a combination of competition, collaboration, and elaborate reward systems that provide an immersive and stimulating educational environment. These higher-level implementations have been proven to significantly boost student motivation, academic performance, and overall engagement (Fis-Erumit et al., 2022; Manzano-Leon, 2021). The design of gamified learning can be adapted to suit specific educational contexts, enhancing autonomy, competence and relatedness as envisaged under SDT. Therefore, incorporating social and collaborative game-based activities can further amplify the sense of play, making learning not only more effective but also more enjoyable (Fis-Erumit et al., 2022).
Nevertheless, the application of gamification in education spans from minimal point-based enhancements to complex, fully gamified course ecosystems. Each level offers its own set of advantages and limitations; however, the literature consistently suggests that more comprehensive gamification strategies tend to deliver stronger outcomes in terms of student motivation and academic accomplishment (Zeybek & Saygı, 2024; Naaman et al., 2022; Manzano-Leon, 2021).
Effectiveness of Gamification in enhancing student engagement
In terms of academic achievement, gamification has also proven effective. Students in gamified learning environments frequently report improved motivation, engagement, and performance. A key factor in these outcomes is the concept of challenge, which encourages students to push their limits and strive for mastery (Sánchez-Martín, Cañada-Cañada, & Dávila-Acedo, 2017). One commonly adopted approach is the use of gamified formative assessment systems, which provide instant and constructive feedback to students (Zainuddin et al., 2020). Comparisons between gamified and traditional classrooms indicate that gamification can significantly enhance learning outcomes (Huang et al., 2019; Jo et al., 2018; Jurgelaitis et al., 2019; Ortiz-Rojas et al., 2019; Özdener, 2018; Tsay et al., 2018; Zainuddin, 2018; Zatarain Cabada et al., 2018).
[bookmark: _4tt4hgaz7kvz][bookmark: _Toc194091207]Action Research Cycle
Model Adapted from Forster and Eperjesi (2021)
[bookmark: _9tvwq0jycjyr]Reconnaissance
The starting point for this cycle of action research was a growing concern about low levels of engagement among students on the CertHE Employability Skills Programme. Through reflective practice, it became apparent that disengagement was a barrier to meaningful learning, particularly for those students who had experienced prior educational disadvantages. This prompted me to investigate pedagogical approaches that could help re-engage students. Literature on student engagement and motivation, particularly within the adult education context, highlighted gamification as a potentially impactful strategy (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). With this knowledge, I began to explore how game-based elements could be integrated into classroom practice to support both motivation and participation.
[bookmark: _2j7y54eo07kx]Plan
Informed by research and reflection, I devised a plan to implement a simple gamified strategy: structured recaps at the start of each session, designed as competitive knowledge-based activities. The aim was to increase active participation and recall through a low-stakes, socially engaging task. Drawing on principles from Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), the approach was intended to foster competence (through quick wins and recognition), autonomy (by allowing students to contribute answers), and relatedness (by working together in teams).
[bookmark: _plt8jkymjp31]Action
The recap activity was implemented over a series of weeks. Each session began with a short, game-like quiz or challenge that recapped key content from previous classes. These activities often involved small teams, a point-scoring system, and immediate feedback elements identified in the literature as particularly effective for increasing motivation and engagement (Khaldi et al., 2023; Zainuddin et al., 2020). Students responded positively, with many looking forward to the activity and actively participating, even those who had previously been less engaged.
[bookmark: _mxyzl3yr63hy]Observation
Through observation and informal feedback, I noted a marked improvement in engagement through body language and via data collected from Vevox, particularly during the recap segments. Students who had previously remained quiet or distracted were now more vocal, cooperative, and enthusiastic. Some began to take the initiative, volunteering to create recap questions or suggesting ways to improve the activity. The social dynamics in the classroom also shifted; there was increased peer support, laughter, and a sense of friendly competition. These observations align with literature that suggests leaderboards, social interaction, and feedback loops can contribute to increased engagement and intrinsic motivation (Sailer & Homner, 2020; Chang & Wei, 2016).
[bookmark: _otr7amfkkf58]Reflection
The success of this initial gamified strategy prompted me to consider how other elements of game-based learning could be embedded into the wider module design. I reflected on how structured game mechanics might support deeper engagement and skill development beyond simple recall. Building on the foundations of Constructivism and Self-Determination Theory, I began researching more immersive, narrative-based learning experiences that would allow students to engage with content more holistically (Ryan & Deci, 2020; York & deHaan, 2018). As a result, I planned a second cycle of action involving a full gamified learning scenario for academic skills development, shifting from isolated gamified tasks to a more integrated, experience-based pedagogical model.
[bookmark: _Toc194091208]Conclusion
Research suggests that not all game elements lead to sustained or meaningful engagement. The effectiveness of gamification can be limited by poor instructional design, the inappropriate selection of game mechanics, and technical difficulties (Zianuddin et al,. 2020).
This Action Research Project explored whether gamification can enhance student engagement in higher education. The initial interpretation showed that disengagement significantly hindered learning and development as the study investigated gamification as a potential solution by reviewing a broad base of existing literature and theoretical frameworks.
The project utilised a constructivist and interpretivist lens, positioning gamification as an interactive and socially constructed learning process. Theoretical underpinnings, particularly Self-Determination Theory (SDT), provided valuable insight into how gamified learning can satisfy students' needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, thus promoting both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2020). A key finding is that gamification should not be viewed as a one-size-fits-all solution. Its effectiveness is highly dependent on thoughtful integration with curriculum objectives, student needs, and contextual factors. Gamification works best when it aligns with evidence-based instructional principles and is supported by a clear understanding of motivation and engagement theories.
The literature revealed a complex and evolving understanding of gamification, distinguishing it from related concepts such as game-based learning and serious games. While these all share the common goal of fostering engagement and promoting meaningful learning experiences, gamification is unique in its application of discrete game elements such as points, leaderboards, and badges into non-game contexts, including classrooms. The reviewed evidence strongly supports the idea that when well-designed, gamification can increase student engagement, particularly in digital and blended learning environments (Hari Rajan, Herbert and Polly, 2024; Kyewski and Kramer, 2018). Features such as leaderboards and team-based competitions were shown to foster social interaction, motivation, and active participation, along with gamified assessment strategies, such as instant feedback through quizzes and challenges, were linked to improved academic outcomes and student satisfaction. This allowed the report to achieve objective one: To identify how gamification is interpreted in higher education.
However, the research also highlights significant challenges. Not all gamification strategies are effective, and superficial or poorly implemented designs may fail to generate sustained engagement or meaningful learning. There is also concern that overreliance on extrinsic motivators like badges and points could undermine the development of intrinsic motivation unless carefully balanced (Zainuddin et al., 2020; Mekler et al., 2017), paving way for future research. This allowed the research to achieve objective two: To evaluate the effectiveness of current gamification approaches in higher education classrooms.
In conclusion, the project finds that gamification does have the potential to enhance student engagement in higher education, particularly when grounded in robust pedagogical frameworks and implemented with intentionality and nuance. For lecturers working with disengaged or non-traditional students, such as those on the CertHE Employability Skills Programme, gamification offers a promising avenue to re-engage students, fostering positive learning experiences and supporting personal and academic growth. The way forward is that the practice should focus on the development of theoretically informed and context-sensitive gamification strategies to ensure sustainable, inclusive, and meaningful student engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc194091209]Recommendations
Following the conclusion of this report, I have identified recommendations for my own practice, which will be considered and implemented in the next term.
1. Motivation
Considering Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), gamified experiences should be designed to meet students' psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. For instance, , allowing students to choose their own "quests" or assignments could enhance autonomy, while progress-tracking features facilitated by lecturers can support a sense of competence.

2. Considering Course Objectives
Every game element should be clearly tied to a learning outcome. For instance, instead of awarding points for attendance or participation alone, points might be linked to demonstrated skills development, critical thinking, or collaborative problem-solving. This ensures that students remain focused on meaningful academic progress rather than superficial achievements.

3. Embed Gamification in Instructional Design
I intend to embed gamification within the course structure, integrating it with assessment strategies, feedback mechanisms, and reflective exercise. For instance, gamified formative assessments will provide real-time feedback, while collaborative challenges or digital escape rooms can be used to develop employability skills.

4. Fostering a Learning Community
Incorporating team-based elements such as group quests, leaderboards for teams and peer feedback opportunities will support social relatedness and build classroom community. This is particularly relevant to my teaching context, where students often return after a gap in education and no post compulsory education.
[bookmark: _jfttw7p67vkc]This section of the report achieves the final objective: To make recommendations for future pedagogical practices that help to enhance student engagement in higher education through Gamification and Self Determination Theory.
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