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Effective Practices of Gamification in the Classroom 

(Mock) Qualitative Case Study 

Introduction 

Nick Pelling is credited with coining the term gamification in 2002. However, the 

concept did not begin to gain popularity until 2010 with the rise of social media and social 

gaming (Peterson, 2013). Since then, gamification has increasingly become more known and is 

impacting our culture and daily lives. 

There is no widely agreed upon definition of gamification. However, simply stated, 

gamification is using game elements in non-gaming situations (Domínguez et al., 2013). 

Gamification makes mundane tasks more fun and helps to promote internal motivation. It can 

often involve such things as leaderboards, badges, or earning points. Its goal is to create 

engagement and to help motivate people to achieve a goal (Barlow & Fleming, 2016). 

One well-known example of gamification was the piano stairs at the Odenplan. When 

they turned a regular staircase at the train station into an interactive foot activated piano, there 

was a significant increase in the number of people that took the stairs instead of the escalator 

(Huang and Soman, 2013). Although, businesses have been using gamification tactics to drum up 

business, opinions regarding how effective using gamification in education varies. Some 

educators are cautious about using this approach with students.  

Need and Value 

It is no secret that our educational system needs to be adapted to adequately prepare our 

students for the world that they will face when they graduate high school. Teachers can no longer 

settle for what they have done in past years because today’s students do not learn the way that 
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previous students have. The influence of technology has a lot to do with this and the advances in 

our world. Educators need to make a conscious effort to embrace it and create authentic learning 

experiences for their students. Digital gamification can be instrumental in helping to achieve this 

goal (Stanley-Yolgeçen, 2018). 

Today’s students are not strangers to the complexity of the gaming world. They can 

navigate intense games and socialize while doing it. Their mind is complex and capable of 

multitasking. Instead of competing with this, educators need to harness it and use technology 

literate students to their advantage. They can capitalize on the experience and strengths of their 

students to create positive gamified experiences (Halloluwa et al., 2018).  

In order to reach all of their students, teachers need to vary their teaching methods and 

use multiple strategies. Gamification is one method that can have the potential to help motivate 

and engage students for them to achieve their goals. The ability to motivate students is 

considered to be an essential characteristic of gamification (Ceker & Özdamlı, 2017). However, 

there are still a lot of educators that have not embraced the concept of using gamification in the 

classroom. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative research study will be to examine elementary teachers that have 

exhibited effective practices of using gamification in the elementary classroom and to explore 

how it has helped them in their classroom. The following three research questions will guide this 

study: 

1. How are elementary teachers implementing gamification in the classroom? 

2. How has gamification helped the culture in the classroom? 
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3. What types of professional development have teachers received regarding gamification in 

education? 

Outline of Relevant Literature 

Gamification  

In its simplest form, gamification involves using game elements in non-gaming situations 

(Domínguez et al., 2013). These strategic game elements help to engross students in lessons that 

will motivate and inspire their development (Halloluwa et al., 2018). Incorporating gamification 

in education adds an exciting layer to existing activities and enables students to encounter a 

whole different experience. The enhanced experience promotes increased participation (Leaning, 

2015). Active participation in class is significant because when students are engaged in class, 

they are more likely to remember what they have learned.  

Hamari, Koivisto, and Sarsa (2014) believe that there are three main parts involved with 

gamification activities. They are the motivational affordances, the psychological outcome, and 

the behavioral outcome. Many research studies look a the motivational affordances and students 

being engaged and encouraged. There does not seem to be much research on the psychological 

and behavioral outcomes. 

Educators Perspectives 

On a daily basis, gamification is all around us. Countless businesses and workplaces have 

embraced and taken advantage of the potential benefits of gamification. Things such as earning 

points on a Dunkin Donuts app to accumulating miles or points for using your credit card are 

some common gamification examples. The well known Box Top for Education Campaign is a 

genius marketing technique because most consumers would not even realize that they are 
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participating in a gamification tactic. In the workplace, we see gamification techniques such 

employee of the month incentives or frequent raffles to give away a sought-after parking spot. 

These tactics are used because they have the capability to influence behavior.  

Although gamification is widely accepted in the business world, educators have been 

more hesitant to jump on board quickly. Even though there is research to show that educational 

games and gamification can have a positive impact academically, many fear that gamification is 

a trend that will not last very long (Lee & Hammer, 2011). Some believe that games and 

gamification are a waste of time (Bogost, 2011). And those that are not familiar with the gaming 

world can become frustrated with unfamiliar teaching strategies (Gee, 2007). 

Teachers may also be apprehensive about implementing gamification because there is much 

more involved than using grading, points, and badges. It requires a thoughtful, whole design 

process to be successful (Ceker, 2017). Educators need to focus on Bloom’s Taxonomy and 

create engaging activities for students before they add gamification components such as badges, 

points, and rewards. By doing this, it will help foster intrinsic motivation (Kingsley & Grabner, 

2018). Creating a successful gamification experience takes time, and the teacher needs to be 

invested in the process. 

The teacher needs to be optimistic about the benefits and advantages of gamification. The 

teacher's perception is important because the teacher’s beliefs and perspective play a significant 

role in whether or not the implementation of gamification in the classroom is a success 

(Bourgonjon et al., 2013). If the teacher does not believe it is going to be successful than it most 

likely will not be. 
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Advantages in Education 

Gamification has the potential to attend to the many needs of the 21st-century learner. It can 

address behavioral, cognitive, emotional and social aspects by providing external motivators that 

help develop internal motivation (Domínguez et al., 2013).  

Gamification adds new elements to what students otherwise might have considered being 

boring. It transforms activities and provides a better experience for the students (Leaning, 2015). 

Difficult assignments can become more enjoyable, and students are more engaged, which leads 

to better focus and participation (Çeker & Özdamlı, 2017). Although the assignment might be 

difficult, students are more likely to persevere and get it done because they are enjoying the task. 

Some research has compared groups of students that have had the opportunity to use 

gamification in their education to students that have not. The students that used gamification 

performed better academically (Ceker & Özdamlı, 2017). 

In one study, a ninth-grade science course implemented gamification to try to motivate 

students to complete extension coursework, as well as returned incomplete work to finish. The 

students could earn points, level up and compete with others throughout the game. The research 

of this study showed that 17% of the students did extra work and two reached the highest level 

possible in the game by completing a significant amount of extension work. The game data 

provided information regarding the student work output. The data was compared to traditional 

test and exam results and analyzed resulted in a strong positive correlation (Barlow & Fleming, 

2016). 

Other studies have examined gamification and interactive feedback system in education. 

One study, which took place in a high school class with students that were learning English 
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examined gamification incorporated with an interactive response system. The study focused on 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The research showed that the instant feedback and competitive 

nature of the activities was a big factor in helping students pay attention in class. Overall, the 

findings showed that gamification helped to increase the student’s motivation, engagement, and 

focus (Chih-Yuan Sun & Hsieh, 2018). 

Another study looked at the gamified instant response system, Kahoot! They utilized the 

simple question and answer elements of the game and saw that it was effective at helping student 

pay attending while learning (Wang, 2015). 

A more recent study aimed to gain a better understanding of how gamification can 

influence engagement and achievement among elementary students. The study looked at 

homework, as well as formative and summative assessments scores. The findings showed that a 

beneficial exchange might exist since the group of third-graders that participated in the 

gamification activities earned higher scores than their peers that did not (Stanley-Yolgeçen, 

2018). 

Classroom Culture 

A positive culture and gamification can give every student in the class a voice. No matter 

how shy a student is, they have an equal opportunity to feel included in the classroom. When 

students feel like they belong and can succeed, they are more likely to participate actively.  

The environment of the classroom can affect the culture and positively impact intrinsic 

motivation factors for students that are lacking the motivation to do well academically. 

Gamification can help to create a positive culture in the classroom. It gives teachers the 

capability to create an environment with various avenues for every student to have the 
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opportunity to succeed. Feeling empowered is essential because every student should feel like 

they have the chance to win. 

Stanley-Yolgeçen (2018) had five-hundred sixty minutes of observation video footage 

from her study that examined how gamification can influence engagement and achievement 

among elementary students. Throughout the entire video footage, there were a mere 6 

occurrences of a student getting out of their seat without being told to do so. Out of these 

instances, only half of the times involved the student actually walking away from their seat. It 

was the norm to observe a culture of well-behaved students sitting in their seats focused on their 

iPads and following along with the gamified instructions. 

A classroom culture that promotes collaborative work is ideal because this is a desirable skill. 

Students are more likely to be able to solve problems when they can successfully work 

collaboratively together (Halloluwa et al., 2018).  

Observations conducted during collaborative activities demonstrated that combining 

group work with gamification may be motivational Students expressed that they enjoyed 

working collaboratively. They felt more secure knowing that if they forgot something, someone 

in their group might know it (Stanley-Yolgeçen, 2018). 

Quest2Learn is a grades 6-12 charter school in New York City that has embraced 

gamification and game-based learning by creating an entire school centered around gamified 

learning. They use gamification in every subject area by having students participate in a virtual 

game world. Students are immersed into thoughtfully designed, interactive student-driven 

systems that are narrative-based (Kim, 2015). The school has been successful in increasing test 

scores when compared to the citywide average. It has also experienced excellent average daily 
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attendance (Quest2Learn, 2018). Being present is a crucial part of schooling. If you are not there, 

you can not learn. The attendance data demonstrates that the kids want to be in school. If the 

students want to be in school, it makes a difference in their motivation.  

Need For Further Research 

A recent study conducted extensive research and examined 120 gamification articles that 

were published from 2011 to 2014. The purpose of the study was to explore the nature of 

gamification and how it is spreading in education. The findings revealed that gamification use is 

increasingly growing, and so are the various methods that can be used. It also showed that 

gamification is becoming more accepted and understood over the years (Ceker & Özdamlı, 

2017). 

However, not all research has been positive. There have been studies that have shown 

that extrinsic rewards and incentives that are the backbone of some gamification programs, such 

as Khan Academy can decrease intrinsic motivation (Hanus & Fox, 2015). Although there is 

research such as this that has criticized gamification, researchers have acknowledged that it has 

potential benefits and have suggested that further research should be done (Domínguez et al., 

2013).  

With the ever-changing world of technology continued research that examines what 

gamification programs are effective in influencing positive engagement and increased 

achievement is essential. It is important to continually evaluate the various gamification methods 

and best practices to see what is effectively working in classrooms. 
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Method 

A case study was the chosen method for this qualitative research design because it is an 

appropriate method to use to obtain rich, descriptive information (Creswell, 2015) about the 

central phenomenon. Creswell (2015) talks about how a qualitative study has a central 

phenomenon, which shows focus on a particular concept. The primary focus of this study is to 

gain a better understanding of how gamification can positively impact the classroom. The study 

will focus on the following research questions: 

1. How are elementary teachers implementing gamification in the classroom? 

2. How has gamification helped the culture in the classroom? 

3. What types of professional development have teachers received regarding gamification in 

education? 

Population and Sample 

The sample population for this study will consist of a purposeful sampling of up to six 

elementary teachers from within the ABC Public Schools that have incorporated gamification in 

their classroom regularly. Using a purposeful sample is the best method to provide the most 

appropriate data (Yin, 2011) and to gain an in-depth understanding of the research questions 

(Merriam, 2009). It is recommended to keep the sample size small due to the comprehensive 

nature of the research (Creswell, 2013).  

Procedures 

Before beginning this study, the first step will be to obtain IRB approval from New 

Jersey City University. The study will be subject to a full review since minors are involved. I 

will also seek permission from the superintendent and building principals since I will be 
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interviewing and observing teachers. Parental consent will also be required since the students 

will be present during classroom observations and their interactions with the teacher will be 

documented. 

The researcher will use open-ended forms of data collection such as observations 

(Appendix A) and interviews (Appendix B) to allow participants to share their knowledge and 

feedback. The researcher will conduct observations for each of the teachers, followed by 

semi-structured interviews which are not expected to last longer than 45 minutes each. Both will 

be video recorded for accuracy purposes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Since qualitative data is very interpretive, it is crucial to perform a member check for 

validity to ensure that the information is complete. Therefore, the data will be coded to look for 

5-7 themes to assure credibility (Creswell, 2015). The researcher will write up the initial findings 

and bring them to the participants to conduct a member check (Creswell, 2014). If the participant 

agrees that it is accurate, the results will be written out into the published report. 

Possible things that could go wrong are that there are not enough participants or possibly 

a participant backing out after the study has already begun. Other than that, there are no 

anticipated risks of failure.  

Timeline for Completion 

Figure 1 gives a timeline of steps to take to complete this dissertation. 

Completion Date Tasks 

November  Decide on a topic and research 

January-April Seek a dissertation chair and conduct background research 
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Write chapters 1-3 of the dissertation 

May Think about the population 

July Dissertation Proposal 

August Submit NJCU IRB proposal  

Obtain district approval 

September Get commitment from the population sample 

October - November Conduct Interviews / Observations 

December  - 

February 

Code and analyze data 

March - April  Report data and write chapter 4-6 the dissertation 

May  Present and defend the dissertation 

Figure 1. Dissertation Timeline  
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Appendix A 

Possible Observation Checklist 

Class: 

Date: 

Time: 

Codes / Questions: 

1. Curriculum: What academic activity was going on in the class?  

2. Program: What kind of gamification was used?  

3. Technology: What kind of technology devices were being used?  

4. Environment: How many students are in the room?  

5. Behavior: Do students seem engaged?  

6. Motivation: Are students on-task?  

7. Behavior: Were there any behavior disruptions?  

8. Behavior: Did any students leave the room? Why?  

9. Motivation: Did students complete their assignment?  

 

NOTES: 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

Possible Questions for Interviews 

 

1. How long have you been teaching? 

2. How often do you use gamification in your classroom? 

3. Tell me about the ways that you use gamification in your classroom. 

4. How did you learn about gamification programs? 

5. How do you learn about new gamification ideas for your classroom? 

6. What is your favorite thing about using gamification? 

7. Do you have any frustrations about using gamification? 

8. What kind of professional development have you had in this area? 

9. Do you have any other comments or information that you’d like to share about 

gamification in the classroom? 

 


