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The primary objective of using gamification in any domain is to enhance user
engagement while maintaining trust in the process [1]. Within education, gamification
aims to increase student participation in the learning process, often without their
conscious realisation, by emulating participant behaviour. This unconscious engagement
Is significant as it fosters the substitution of external motivation with internal
motivation, eliciting involuntary attention, which is more effective in the learning
process. Furthermore, attention, memory, and perception significantly influence the
memorisation process.

The Learning Pyramid [4] illustrates the varying impacts of learning practices on
material retention. Passive methods such as lectures, reading, and audiovisual
demonstrations exhibit low retention rates, while active learning modalities, including
debate, practical application, and real-world usage, significantly enhance competency
development. Presentations incorporating gamification align with active learning
practices, achieving effectiveness rates of 75% to 90% in educational content retention.
By fostering enjoyment, improvisation, and competition, gamification activates learners’
capacities and enhances their creative potential. International research highlights that
gamification improves students’ intrinsic motivation, productivity, and class attendance
[3;5;7;8; 9]

In distance learning, the incorporation of gamification addresses emotional
disconnects between teachers and students, as well as among students themselves.
Components such as levels, rewards, and leaderboards enhance engagement by
appealing to students’ emotions. One psychological issue in education is the fear of
making mistakes. Gamification mitigates this fear by reframing errors as opportunities
for new knowledge acquisition. Unlike conventional lessons that often penalize
mistakes, gamified activities use nonlinear narratives, where errors lead to alternative
learning paths rather than adverse outcomes. For example, in gaming contexts, an
incorrect decision might open a new pathway for exploration rather than end the game

entirely. This approach not only reduces anxiety but also strengthens resilience, enabling
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students to perceive challenges as opportunities for growth. Moreover, gamification
blurs traditional learning boundaries, enabling students to detach from social roles,
assume character identities, and engage through avatars within narrative-driven tasks.
This role-playing aspect provides a psychologically safe space for experimentation and
creativity, further reducing anxiety about errors and enhancing immersion.

K. Werbach and D. Hunter [11] liken gamification design to constructing a house,
encompassing three tiers: dynamics, mechanics, and game components. Dynamics, the
most abstract tier, include temporal limitations, narratives, emotions, and social
connections. These elements shape the overarching structure of the gamified system,
guiding its conceptual development. Mechanics, the intermediate tier, comprise
mechanisms driving actions, such as virtual prizes, points, challenges, teamwork, and
feedback, which facilitate progression and engagement. For instance, teamwork
mechanics encourage collaboration among students, fostering a sense of community
within distance learning environments. The third tier, game components, includes
tangible elements such as points, levels, badges, avatars, accomplishments,
leaderboards, and unlockable levels. These components encapsulate the dynamics and
mechanics of gamification, fostering a structured and engaging learning environment.

The “6 D’s” methodology proposed by Werbach and Hunter [10] guides
gamification implementation: define objectives, delineate expected behaviours, describe
learners, devise activity cycles, ensure enjoyment, and deploy components. This
framework emphasizes designing engagement and promotion cycles to sustain learner
interest and motivation. Engagement cycles involve actions, feedback, and motivation,
while promotion cycles introduce macro-level changes, such as surprises and increasing
difficulty, to maintain novelty. For example, promotion cycles might include hidden
“bonus” tasks or unexpected rewards to re-engage learners who might otherwise lose
interest. Enjoyment is integral to the process, as it enhances participation and task
completion. Component selection, informed by earlier stages, ensures alignment with

educational objectives, making the gamification process both efficient and meaningful.
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K. Kapp [6] categorizes gamification into structural and meaningful types.
Structural gamification integrates game elements into the educational framework, while
meaningful gamification involves designing an educational experience around a game
narrative. This study focuses on structural gamification, emphasizing competitive
aspects such as points, badges, leaderboards, and tiered content. Points quantify progress
and incentivize achievement, while leaderboards foster competition. However,
researchers caution that leaderboards may demotivate some students, advocating for
selective recognition of top performers [2]. To address this, educators can create
leaderboards that focus on collaborative achievements rather than individual rankings,
thereby balancing competition with teamwork.

Levels, analogous to game stages, progressively increase difficulty and provide
learners with a sense of accomplishment. For instance, a course designed with gamified
levels could start with foundational concepts and gradually progress to more complex,
application-based tasks. Each “level up” offers students a tangible marker of their progress,
boosting their confidence and motivation. An intriguing aspect of gamification is the
inclusion of “bosses,” or complex assignments for intermediate and final assessments. Like
gaming bosses, these tasks signify progression, enabling learners to reflect on achievements
and identify areas for improvement. For example, a “boss level” task might require students
to synthesize knowledge from multiple modules to solve a real-world problem, encouraging
deeper learning and practical application.

In structural gamification, game features are integrated into the educational
framework without transforming the system into a game or altering instructional content.
Instead, it strategically integrates gamified features to focus students’ attention on
achieving educational objectives. For example, quests — a common gamification element
— can be designed as thematic assignments where students complete a series of
interconnected tasks. Each completed task provides feedback and unlocks the next,
creating a sense of progression and narrative continuity. Such quests can be tailored to

course content, making learning more engaging and purposeful.
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The introduction of structural gamification in distance learning also highlights the
potential for fostering social connections among students. Virtual team-based activities,
such as collaborative problem-solving quests or multiplayer challenges, encourage
interaction and cooperation, counteracting the isolation often associated with online
education. Furthermore, the integration of avatars and customizable profiles allows students
to express their individuality, promoting a sense of ownership and identity within the
learning environment. These elements contribute to a more inclusive and dynamic
educational experience, addressing the diverse needs of learners.

Gamification also leverages the psychological principle of incremental
progression. By breaking down complex learning objectives into smaller, manageable
tasks, students experience a series of “small wins,” which build momentum and maintain
motivation. For instance, a language course might gamify vocabulary acquisition by
awarding points for mastering specific word groups, with periodic “milestone” rewards
for achieving cumulative goals. This approach not only enhances retention but also
reinforces the sense of accomplishment at every stage of the learning journey.

The role of feedback in gamification cannot be overstated. Immediate,
constructive feedback — delivered through points, badges, or narrative comments —
provides students with a clear understanding of their performance and areas for
improvement. Unlike traditional grading systems, which often emphasize outcomes,
gamified feedback focuses on the process, encouraging iterative learning and resilience.
For example, a gamified writing assignment might include multiple “checkpoints”
where students receive feedback on drafts, fostering a growth-oriented mindset and
improving the quality of their final submissions.

By employing a judicious and systematic approach, structural gamification
enhances engagement, reduces fear of failure, and fosters intrinsic motivation, ultimately
contributing to improved learning outcomes. This framework serves as a foundation for
integrating gamification into educational practices, ensuring its effectiveness and

adaptability across diverse learning contexts. As distance learning continues to evolve,
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the potential of gamification to transform educational experiences remains significant.
Future research could explore the long-term impact of gamified learning environments
on student achievement, as well as the scalability of gamification strategies in diverse
educational settings. Moreover, investigating the interplay between structural and
meaningful gamification could yield insights into how narrative-driven approaches
might complement competitive elements, creating a holistic and immersive learning

experience.
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