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Abstract 

This paper analyses what the effects would be of using gamification as a method of teaching 

English literature in Swedish schools. The essay explores different theories of motivation as a 

theoretical framework for analyzing gamification and teaching literature. After an in depth 

analysis of gamification the essay links the method to the motivational theories and to 

teaching literature. An example is also provided of what it might look like if gamification was 

applied to teaching English literature. In the end, conclusions can be drawn about what the 

effects of gamification would be as a method of teaching. The essay will show that 

gamification can be a viable method of teaching promoting student motivation but cannot be 

claimed to necessarily be a superior method of teaching compared to other methods and even 

comes with certain risks.  
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1. Introduction 

Although school is a place for learning and study it has long been a goal for educators to 

make this learning and studying experience one of enjoyment and fulfillment. The perfect 

balance between a focused presentation of new material and information for students to 

absorb and the most engaging way to execute this presentation has to be found each and every 

lesson again. The classic image of the unmotivated and unengaged student bored by yet 

another math question or unwillingly struggling through different forms of literature is 

unfortunately all too familiar at times. 

The term “gamification” has more and more often been brought up when it comes to 

schools and motivating students. In fact, this buzzword has been thrown around in more than 

just the world of education over the past few years. This is shown by the research company 

Gartner which predicted in April 2011 that by 2015 “more than 50 percent of organizations 

that manage innovation processes will gamify those processes”. The optimism was tempered a 

little bit in a new publication which was made now that 2015 is so close but it clearly shows 

the high expectations resting upon the shoulders of this new tool called “gamification”. The 

Gartner company mentions a certain level of skepticism from companies most likely due to 

the term unfortunately being muddied a bit through “misuse and misappropriation of the term 

and method” making it “almost a dirty word” (Tsasser). This however does not mean that the 

concept of gamification has lost its meaning or function and one of the objectives of this 

assignment will also be to clarify gamification as a method and attempt to analyze its use in 

education. When it comes to this the focus will be on teaching English literature and the 

impact which gamification as a method would have on teaching English literature. 

This also means that the time has come to clearly define gamification and although there 

are several researchers, such as those involved in the Gaming research Network and Coursera, 
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giving different definitions the one element they all agree upon is; “the use of game design in 

non-game contexts” which functions as a suitable definition for the purposes of this research 

paper.
1
 As a result this definition excludes the use of games in education but is more about 

changing the rules of a classroom to become more game-like. However, the term is often used 

to indicate for example games made for marketing purposes or education  and although this, 

as highlighted on the website Spelifiera, is a wrong use of the word “gamification”
2
 this study 

may occasionally touch upon the subject as it is so closely related to the gamification method. 

 

2. Aim 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the effect which gamification as a method of teaching and 

motivating students would have on teaching Engish literature with a focus on the upper 

secondary level English in Swedish schools. To answer this overarching question I will make 

use of the following questions throughout the paper: 

What is gamification and what is the theory behind gamification? 

How does gamification affect motivation and specifically student motivation in education? 

How is gamification already applied around the world as well as in Sweden? 

Is there room for gamification as a teaching method within the Swedish school system? 

How would gamification be applied to teaching English literature and would this be a 

suitable method of teaching? 

The questions mentioned above should lead to a clear overview of the gamification method, 

how this affects student motivation, and what this would mean for the English literature 

                                                           
1
 Note a lot of definitions also include a separate part about businesses  
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classroom. Based on this overview conclusions can be drawn on the suitability of 

gamification as a method of teaching English literature and whether this is a potential future 

which should be embraced wholeheartedly or approached with caution. 

 

3. Method 

The method which will be used to analyze gamification as well as teaching English literature 

with a gamified process is a close reading of different research articles on gamification as well 

as an analysis of practical experiences written down by different teachers and researches. This 

means that this essay will be a qualitative study focused on gamification as a method. In the 

later parts of the paper I will theorize about how gamification as an approach to teaching 

would manifest itself if applied to the English literature classroom. 

The reason why gamification as a process is worth analyzing is because it is often claimed 

to be the future of motivating people within non-gaming contexts. This means that 

gamification over the last few years has served as a commercial tool for marketing, as a way 

to motivate employees, as a tool to motivate students and many other kinds of applications. 

Earlier mentioned research on the future shows that gamification is likely to become one of 

the big new methods within education and specifically higher education and is predicted to 

have a massive impact on what teaching will look like in futures as near as 2016. This means 

that it is worth looking at what this gamification method exactly entails and how this could 

affect the future of education. 

It is also said that gamification is easiest applied to non-gaming contexts which still 

involve a certain level of countability, meaning that the elements can easily be translated into 

numbers. This aspect will be explained more later in this essay but it’s mentioned right now to 

motivate the choice for English literature as the specific focus of this paper. If gamification is 
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indeed easily applied to subjects with clear countable elements when it comes to grading a 

subject such as mathematics where you can easily define correct calculations and answers 

would be an obvious choice. English literature would in fact be on the other end of the scale 

with room for interpretation and many correct answers as long as they can be supported with 

an argument. I would argue that it is far harder to translate a student’s analysis of a literary 

text into numbers than for example a test on grammar. It is for that exact reason that this essay 

will focus on a subject which might have a harder time to adapt to a set of gaming rules and 

should therefor provide a stronger evaluation of gamification as a method even in less likely 

cases. 

 

4. Material 

To provide a well-rounded answer to the questions asked in the introductory part of this essay 

there is a need for material on three different subjects; motivation, gamification and English 

literature. The material provides information for, respectively, the theoretical background, an 

analysis on gamification, and an analysis on motivation and gamification applied to English 

literature. 

The material on motivation can mostly be found on printed book form. The subject has 

been of interest for many years starting with philosophers such as Maslow but developed 

much further ever since. The central book used when talking about motivation will be Hein’s 

study Motivation which was released 2013 and gives a good overview of the history of 

research on motivation as well as a modern view on the subject. 

For gamification the issue is mainly that this field of research is relatively new and even 

though there are a certain number of books written about the subject they are thus far sparse. 

This means that most books used for gamification are books on other subjects that might 
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touch upon gamified learning before the method of gamification became fully defined as the 

term is today. That said, there is a lot of material on gamification on the internet most of 

which is information volunteered by bloggers, researchers or small research groups. An 

example is the blogger Tsasser who blogs specifically about her research on gamification, or 

the Gamification Research Network which is an online group which tries to connect different 

researchers who write about gamification and archive their work in one accessible place. In 

this paper a lot of these online sources will be used though always with caution as 

gamification can and often is applied even to projects which would normally not be included 

under the term. 

Lastly there will be a lot of material used about motivating students specifically and how 

this would work in the English literature classroom. There will also be specific literary 

material which this essay will focus on as examples to which gamification could be applied as 

a method and how that would work.  

 

5. Previous Research 

As stated before, the subject of gamification is quite a new one and in an experimental 

phase where different researchers and educators are trying and testing different approaches to 

teaching through the use of game mechanics and rules. This means that most of the research 

on gamification is currently a work in progress even if some have already come quite a long 

way. It is also important to note that gamification as such is in no way limited to the field of 

education and is in fact far more established within companies or as a marketing device. This 

means that, although some of this material does not deal with education, there is quite a lot of 

material out there which can be used even if it describes applications of gamification which 

do not directly apply to the goal of this paper.  This becomes even more complicated when an 
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approach is claimed to be gamification when it is really just a matter of using video games as 

a method of teaching. So even though the area is a relatively unexplored one there are 

simultaneously lots of researchers dealing with the subject at the present moment. 

There are also reports where the method of gamification is actively applied within the field 

of teaching and even English literature. An example is a news article in the Bakersfield News 

about a teacher from England called Kip Glazer using the rules of the pen and paper game 

Dungeons and Dragons to create a new type of game where the students come in contact with 

the old English story of Beowulf. Through the method of gamification or in this case through 

creating and playing a game the students have an easier time absorbing the material and enjoy 

the classes more as a whole. This case might be considered borderline gamification as it is the 

direct use of a game rather than applying game rules, yet it simultaneously uses game rules to 

change the students’ contact with the text of Beowulf and changes classroom context to be a 

gamified one. Furthermore, it does indicate that there is an interest in the gamification method 

applied to teaching English literature and also that there are already pioneers doing this. That 

said, I have not been able to locate any research specifically aimed at highlighting the impact 

of gamification as a method of teaching in combination with the English literature classroom. 

 

6. Structure of the Paper 

The paper starts with theoretical background which provides a framework of different 

motivational theories. In this chapter older motivational theories, newer motivational theories, 

reward systems and motivational theory specifically for literature is discussed. The analysis 

starts after that in which gamification is presented by, an introduction of the world of gaming, 

the effects of gamin on players, what exactly gamification is based on, what gamification is 

not, examples of applied gamification, the risks of gamification. After that gamification is 
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connected to motivation and the different states which can be achieved through motivation. 

Following this the Swedish school system is discussed in combination with gamification as 

well as teaching English literature in Swedish schools through the method of gamification. In 

the final part of the analysis and example is provided of how gamification could be applied in 

the English literature classroom. Lastly conclusions are drawn based on the essay as well as 

some short comments about potential future research. 

 

7. Theoretical Framework on Motivation 

To draw conclusion about both gamification as a method of teaching and teaching literature in 

the English classroom this essay will make use of different theories about motivation. This 

means that both motivation in general as well as motivation in schools will be discussed. Here 

this essay will touch upon old and new motivational theories, intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation, reward systems, and a theory specifically about motivation in relation to literacy. 

 

7.1 Defining Motivation 

Before different theories about motivation can be discussed it is important to define what 

exactly motivation is. The Merriam Webster dictionary gives three definitions for the word 

“motivation”: “the act or process of giving someone a reason for doing something …, the 

condition of being eager to act or work …, and a force or influence that causes someone to do 

something”. This already shows that motivation has different interpretations though the 

common denominator is that ‘something gets done’. This means that motivation has to do 

with simultaneously the act of doing something and the explanation which the person doing it 

can give for doing so. Of course this explanation can refer to many different things as shown 
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by Helle Hedegaard Hein when she discusses motivation in the light of being willing to do 

something, deciding to do something, feeling like doing something, being focused to do 

something, having a driving force to do something, needing to do something, or even having 

to do something (12). 

For the purpose of this essay the second definition in the dictionary is the most appropriate 

as “the condition of being eager to act or work” is the condition which many teachers try to 

instill in their students. The idea is that the student would become eager to do the work and 

learn and in fact perhaps even enjoy doing so. This means that the explanation (the 

motivation) for doing the work is about a willingness to do something and feeling like doing 

it. However, as Hein shows, the term motivation is always a relative one and she even writes 

that despite her whole book dealing with motivation rather than clearly defining the term she 

wants to encourage the reader to reflection on motivation and where it comes from (14). The 

author issues a word of caution concerning different theories about motivation; they usually 

contain a lot of assumptions about the motivated subject resulting in theories which might not 

be generally applicable (Hein 12-14). 

 

7.2 Early Motivational Theories 

The following part will briefly discuss early motivational theories. This part should lead to a 

clear overview of how different ideas about motivation have developed early on and by which 

philosophers. 
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7.2.2 Maslow 

The first thing which comes to mind when discussing motivational theories will for a lot of 

people be Abraham Harold Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. A system developed in 1954 to 

show different driving forces behind human motivation (Dictionary of Public Health). The 

system developed by Maslow is often presented through a model in the shape of a pyramid 

with different levels or layers of needs. Hein highlights in her book that just showing 

Maslow’s pyramid is a very limited way of showing the complex system which the 

philosopher thought out and often does injustice to the ideas and ideals Maslow had for a 

better world (64). That said, this misuse of Maslow’s theory often comes through judging his 

view on people purely based on his pyramid and has nothing to do with the validity of the 

pyramid as a representation of his ideas as such. It is mainly important to keep in mind that 

Maslow was an idealist and was well aware that humans are complex beings and cannot 

simply be placed within a simplified model (64). 

Maslow’s pyramid is built in the following way: At the most basic level are needs related 

to the survival instinct (need for food, shelter, clothing, etc.); then come the need for safety 

and security, social needs such as family and other social support systems, then what Maslow 

and others describe as self-actualization needs, i.e., achieving full potential as a person and 

thus satisfying self-esteem (Dictionary of Public Health). This means that Maslow’s theory is 

built on the satisfying needs and may therefore be hard to be hard to apply to learning English 

literature. After all, it may be a bit of a stretch to say that reading Catcher in the Rye is a need 

for anyone though if it would have to be placed anywhere it could be placed in the category of 

self-actualization as the reader may develop as a person through reading literature. The reason 

that this theory is named in this essay is thus not so much as a useful theory for analyzing 

gamification and teaching literature but far more to create an overview of developments 
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within theories about motivation seeing as Maslow may have been this field’s first pioneer. 

The theory was for example used by Douglas McGregor and David Clarence McClelland 

where the first applied Maslow’s theory to the industrial environment and the latter developed 

theories about motivation and leadership (Hein 105-120). 

 

7.2.3 Herzberg 

The next theorist who played a big role in the development of motivational theory is Fredrick 

Irving Herzberg. Herzberg defined a two-factor theory which included a set of hygiene factors 

and motivational factors (Hein 121). Herzberg’s theory focuses mainly on work situation and 

what causes satisfaction and dissatisfaction. However, “Herzberg states that satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction are not on the same continuum and are therefore not opposites” (Pardee 3). 

This means that the opposite of being satisfied does not automatically lead to not being 

dissatisfied or vice versa. Herzberg shows that for example “the hygiene factors cause 

dissatisfaction when absent and no dissatisfaction when present” (Pardee 3). Hein points out 

that, according to Herzberg, the hygiene-factors were mainly about dissatisfaction and the 

motivational factors were mainly about work satisfaction (137). An example of a hygiene 

factor is for example income or leadership and an example of a motivational factor is the 

work itself or responsibility (Hein 138). This shows that Herzberg’s theory was 

predominantly focused on jobs and work and less on motivated students within education but 

is still already more applicable than Maslow’s theory as it factors in a lot more elements. 
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7.2.4 Hackman and Oldham 

What can be called the last of the classic theories on motivation came the year 1980 from J. 

Richard Hackman and Greg R. Oldham. These researchers wrote about how work could be 

restructured to be as motivating as possible. The basic idea of their theory was that the actual 

work and the worker should match up as well as possible to create motivation. This means 

that the individual human and the specific work start playing a major role in this particular 

theory (Hein 148). Hackman and Oldham suggest looking at for example the recruitment 

process, the work environment and even a reward system to improve overall work motivation. 

This means that the right people should be attracted for the right job and then further on 

rewarded for work well executed and put in a pleasant work environment (151-152). 

Although this is a simplified way of looking at their model it shows that the work 

environment and adapting the way the worker is approached is now considered important 

when it comes to motivation. This theory is useful up to a certain point as it could be 

translated to a school environment where, in the case of this essay, students will be met 

through the gamification method and the material will be adapted or matched up to the student 

to improve motivation. 

 

7.3 Motivational Theories Today 

The first part where modern day theories about motivation have changed is the area of focus 

to which the theories are applied. Motivational theory as described in 7.2 was thus far mainly 

focused on motivating the industrial worker. Nowadays there is an awareness of the many 

different specialized work areas such as within the field of technology, design, art, science, 

and more (Hein 188). 
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7.3.1 Multiple Types of Workers 

This new awareness is for example present in what Hein calls “professionsteori” and focuses 

on different types of work and workers based on their experience and educational background 

(190).  The newer models often try to account for more layers of complexity of humans yet 

this also often adds to the complexity of the models and can lead to issues. An example is 

Christensen’s model from 2007 about the well-educated creative worker called the TURPAS-

model which stands for the following words in Danish: Sense of belonging, challenging 

assignments, plausibility, presentation, autonomy, self-actualization (Hein 193 (own 

translation)). Hein immediately points out that the motivational factors as translated above are 

considered insufficient even by Christensen, the inventor of the model. The model thus has a 

large amount of exception clauses to make it work (Hein 193). 

Hein’s own theory is called the “motivation of “prima donnas”” (197) and focuses on the 

question of how to motivate the highly specialized and creative type of worker. The reason 

the model talks about prima donnas is because this type of worker can be seen as 

temperamental, demanding, and excessively self-conscious (197). One of the main 

contributions to current motivational theory provided by this research is the four archetypes of 

highly specialized workers; prima donnas, achievement-hunters, pragmatics, and salary-

takers. These four archetypes range from the extremely driven worker who wants to make a 

difference and has a calling to do the work to the salary-driven worker who just wants to 

collect a reward in the form of money and does the work only for that sake (198-199). Note 

that according to Hein workers can move between archetypes depending on their mood, 

circumstance, and other factors (200). 
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7.3.2 Kick, Flow and Identity 

Motivation can also be seen as a state or a feeling. What this means is that at times a person 

may experience a certain state or feeling in which the work just seems to get done and move 

forward effortlessly. Hein points out that there are three different ways in which this can 

manifest. 

The first of these would be when the working person “gets a kick” out of what they are 

doing. This means that a feeling is experienced in which the person doing something simply 

feels that it is meaningful, that the person can say that it is something worthwhile and 

extremely enjoyable. A kick leads to a certain level of fulfillment which leads to the work 

being easy to do because it is so meaningful. Hein also states that getting a true kick out of the 

task is quite a rare occurrence and is not something which can be counted on as a common 

source of motivation (208). 

The second state which can occasionally be achieved is called “flow”, when someone gets 

in the flow of things. Flow can be defined as “a state of optimal experience characterized 

being fully focused and engaged in an activity” (Hamari & Koivisto). The idea of flow as it 

was  first mentioned by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi is that a person loses track of time and just 

focuses on the task and gets a lot of work done by only thinking of the task and nothing else. 

One difference from kick in this case is that flow does not necessarily means that the person is 

enjoying the activity but more that the person is fully focused on it (Hein 209). A requirement 

to reach a state of flow is therefore often that the task at hand is particularly challenging so 

that the person for example does not drift off in thoughts (Hein 210). 

The last of the three is identity which means that the work one does plays an important role 

in the identity one creates. This means that the way different people perceive themselves and 

perhaps even their self-worth is intricately linked to their work. Through this process doing 



17 
 

the work well means that their identity is strengthened and if the person would fail to do the 

work properly they would let their identity and themselves down. This means that the feeling 

of a strong connection of oneself to the work can be a motivational factor and help workers do 

their work better. 

All three of these factors can play an important role in analyzing gamification and student 

motivation to work with English literature as one of the goals of a teacher could be to have the 

students get a kick out of their tasks or at least get into the flow and work harder. Students of 

upper secondary level but even younger ones are also at the time busy forming their identity 

and part of that could be linked to things they are good at, such as subjects in school. Helping 

students connect with their work and forming an identity for the future could work as a 

motivational tool. 

 

7.3.3 A Shift in Perspective 

As a final mention on the evolution of motivational theory it is important to be aware of the 

fact that many theories are written with the focus on how a leader, a boss, and thus someone 

else can improve a person’s motivation. However, in modern motivational theory part of the 

responsibility for motivation is also placed on the person supposed to do the task. Aspects 

such as positively engaging with colleagues (or classmates), being playful and not taking 

oneself too seriously, being active and present and more, all play a part in how motivation can 

be achieved by the workers themselves (219). 
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7.4 Reward Systems 

In the many theories discussed previously rewards have regularly been mentioned as a way to 

motivate. This can be in the form of money, fulfillment, satisfying needs, gifts and more. 

Many game designs also make use of reward systems and thus it is worthwhile having a 

closer look at how rewards and reward systems actually work. 

In the book Morötter (Carrots) by Bo Jäghult the author extensively deals with how 

rewards work and which is the best way to deal with them. The author indicates a split 

between extrinsic and intrinsic rewards as perceived by the receiver of the reward. Here the 

author talks about extrinsic rewards in the form of goods or upgrades. As the book focuses on 

rewards in companies he gives examples such as money, a bigger office, gifts, bonuses, 

etcetera (31). These rewards are always given to you by someone else. Intrinsic rewards on 

the other hand are rewards in terms of feeling satisfied, challenged, and happy by or with the 

situation experienced while working. Here the reward perhaps does not require someone else 

though in many cases another person is still involved to make the reward feel real (31). 

The author however identifies several issues with rewards and reward systems. It is for 

example possible that giving an extrinsic reward completely kills the intrinsic reward because 

the focus fully shifts. Rewards can also quickly become habitual so that the reward is 

expected and just doing the work is no longer enough and stops providing an intrinsic reward 

(43-48). Other than that rewards can be experienced as unnecessary, irrelevant, too small or 

too big, unevenly distributed, only short term effective, subjective, or simply not honoured 

(11). This means that it is important to consider very specifically how a reward will be 

awarded and with which goal. Rewards need to be suited for the task and available to 

everyone without feeling effortless. There is a tough balancing act involved with rewards and 

reward systems especially when the newest generations are involved which Hein calls the 
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“what’s in it for me”-generation. For a generation which has grown up receiving a lot and 

getting many rewards it is even harder to find a suitable and well thought out reward which 

reaches the goals one is trying to achieve (222). 

 

7.5 Engaging Readers 

To create a class of engaged readers students in school need to be motivated. This means that 

at this point the essay moves away from motivation in general and looks specifically at 

reading motivation. A model developed by John T. Guthrie et. al. and refined by Guthrie and 

Kaeli T. Knowles in 2001 is aimed at promoting reading motivation and has seven principles: 

Conceptual themes, real-world interactions, support for self-direction, using interesting texts, 

cognitive strategy instruction, social collaboration, and supporting students’ self-expression 

(159). For a deeper understanding of this model each of the principles will be covered briefly. 

The authors describe conceptual themes as a classroom which is “organized around broad 

interdisciplinary themes in which the skills, strategies, and contents of language, science, and 

history are integrated” (166). This means that the teacher provide an overarching conceptual 

goal and theme which the students work towards. The result of that is that the teacher no 

longer has to provide all the information but rather facilitates a learning process in which the 

students explore their own interests within the conceptual theme. This does require for the 

theme to be “abstract, expansive, and generative enough to spawn multiple subtopics” (167). 

Real-World interactions is the second named principle and it refers to the level of 

motivation which often arises when students are interacting with real world objects such as 

through field trips to relevant outdoor environments where the students can engage objects, 

animals or people which are relevant to the conceptual theme (167-168). 
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Following Real-world interactions the authors mention self-direction which connects back 

to the facilitating role of the teacher. While the teacher should take an assisting role during the 

different learning processes of the student it is advised to let each student play a role in 

choosing for example a topic or the material to study. Through self direction the students 

should become more motivated on following through on actually reading the material they 

chose themselves (168-169). 

Interesting texts is the fourth principle mentioned by the authors and although this may 

sound like an obvious one it is important to highlight that whether a book is interesting or not 

is subjective. It is therefore that the teacher should provide a wide range of material which fits 

within the conceptual theme and may attract different students for different reasons. 

Moreover, the authors point out that the teacher should make the students aware of potential 

connections between the books which might motivate students to read several of the literary 

works provided (169-170). 

The next principle described by Guthrie & Knowles is cognitive strategies which should 

help the students develop different strategies for reading. Here the teacher can help the 

students engage in for example explaining, peer discussions, student reflection and coaching 

(170). This principle is also pointed out as one of the more difficult ones as it is often hard for 

students to develop these strategies and even if they are well learned with one type of book 

this may not always transfer to a different type (171). 

Social collaboration deals with student cooperation on different tasks where the students 

“work together in a variety of social structures, including individual work, partnerships, small 

teams, and whole-class activities” (171). Through working together and active discussion the 

students should find more motivation to read as it will provide them with more material for 

their discussions. One of the hazards highlighted by the authors is however that groups do not 
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always have an atmosphere in which each participant feels respected and valued and will in 

such cases most likely not lead to much discussion or enhanced reading motivation(172). 

The final principle mentioned by the authors is self-expression and highlights that students 

will likely feel more motivated when allowed to articulate their own ideas and interpretations 

of the books they have read. This means that the teacher should aim for an atmosphere in 

which students feel they can express themselves freely and can engage in discussion. Here it 

is important to balance the ability for students to express themselves with an overly subjective 

approach to the literature (172-173).   
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8. Analysis of Gamification, Motivation and Teaching Literature. 

In the following chapters gamification will be introduced and analysed. Afterwards the 

method of gamification will be connected to both motivation as well as teaching literature. At 

the very end an example will be provided of how gamification could potentially be applied to 

the English as a second language classroom. 

 

8.1 The World of Games and Gaming 

As stated above gamification is the use of game design in non-game contexts. However, the 

significance of that may not become fully clear without initially having a look at the world of 

gaming which this concept comes from. When looking at the gaming world one would mostly 

look at virtual games which have become increasingly popular over the last few decades and 

are a part of most teenagers’ everyday life. This might be games on the computer, different 

consoles but also simply by playing games on phones or surf platforms. For the purpose of 

this essay online games are however not the only relevant games as game design is as much 

present in virtual games as it is in board games such as monopoly or pen and paper games 

such as Dungeons and Dragons.  To demonstrate the reach of games and the size of the 

gaming world this section will focus on the gaming world simply because it is easier to 

measure the amount of people playing and the frequency with which people are playing. 

One of the bigger games currently on the market is for example World of Warcraft 

produced by game designing company Blizzard. Blizzard showed in a press release from the 

14
th

 of November 2014 that the game at that point had over 10 million subscribed members. 

This means that over 10 million people in North America, Latin America, Europe, Australia, 

New Zealand, and south-east Asia play the game on a weekly (if not daily) basis. This is a 

game which in 2011 in research named by Herzbig et. al. already could boast numbers such as 
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a collectively spent time of “5.93 years of playing World of Warcraft” (2). This is a number 

which has only gone up over the past three years and is still growing. Of course not all games 

can claim to have impressive numbers such as World of Warcraft yet it is telling that this is 

only one of an uncountable number of games in a business which according to OnTime 

magazine recorded a profit of 67 billion of US dollars in 2012 a number predicted to go up to 

80 billion by 2017 (4). The idea of the gamer being a socially isolated male young adult 

sitting in their parents’ basement is an old one as shown by some of the numbers mentioned 

by Herzig et. al. such as that “65% of American households play computer or video games” 

and that “forty percent of all game players are women”. The research also shows that most 

games are played by people of almost all ages with the largest group being around 35 (2). 

 

8.2 Player States 

As demonstrated above in this essay, gaming is quite a common practice in the world of 

today and this means that game design is both attractive to people as well as familiar when 

applied elsewhere as is done in the process of gamification. The act of motivating and 

attracting people demonstrated by game designers is what can be considered the driving force 

behind the start of the concept of gamification (OnTime 4). The difference between games 

which are naturally associated with fun and engaging interaction and gamification is that the 

activity to which gamification is applied does not necessarily have to be one which is 

associated with fun. This means that an activity which normally may feel like a boring or 

tough task can be made to feel engaging through the application of different elements of game 

design. An example used by many researchers is the use of the game Zombie Run which is an 

application which helps motivate physical activity when running. The basic idea of the 

application is that when one goes out jogging the application adds game elements such as the 
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collection of items along the way or a sudden attack of zombies which will make you run 

further and at times faster. This way distance, interval training, speed and regularity are 

introduced to the activity of running which some people would otherwise shy away from 

doing (Kapp 3). 

The author McGonigal has defined four skills which are developed through gaming. This 

can help explain what makes the same activity a whole different experience depending on 

whether it is with or without game design. Keith Sundlöf has summarized and defined these 

skills. I would argue, however, that states rather than skills as this is something experienced 

rather than a tool which is learned and can be called upon. The four states are: ”Blissful 

Productivity”, ”Social Fabric”, ”Urgent Optimism”, and ”Epic Meaning”. Blissful 

productivity is based on the fact that people prefer to do something than doing nothing, but 

may need help in getting motivated to take such action at times. Social Fabric is where games 

help people interact or work in groups as well as give social meaning to a certain activity. 

Board games and pen- and paper games have always been social but thanks to the internet 

most virtual games also include a social component. This can be very basic in terms of being 

able to compare scores as well as very complex where a lot of activities in the game simply 

cannot even be undertaken alone. Urgent optimism is about undertaking challenges which feel 

accomplishable. Games are often designed to offer a level of challenge which feels possible 

yet difficult and therefor encourage the player to put up their best performance without feeling 

as if the task is too hard to even undertake. Sundlöf defines Epic meaning, the last of the 

states, as that people often have a drive to be of importance, to mean something. This feeling 

epic is about how games can create an environment in which the player is the hero and plays a 

big role. In gamification this could be reflected in how a seemingly menial task can be turned 

into an epic adventure through good storytelling and game design. 
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8.3 The Building Blocks of Gamification 

Karl M. Kapp is one of the first authors actually to have written a full book dealing with 

gamification, a term which has only very recently made it into the dictionary and was hardly 

ever googled before 2011 (Duggan and Shoup). In his book The Gamification of Learning 

and Instruction (2012) Kapp highlights both what gamification is and what gamification is 

not. According to Kapp gamification is or is about; Game-Based, Mechanics, Aesthetics, 

Game Thinking, Engaging, People, Motivating Action, Promoting Learning, and Solving 

Problems (10-12). Each element plays a key role in the method of gamification and by 

explaining the different element the process of gamification should become clearer. For the 

purpose of this study, I have grouped these elements into three different categories. The first 

three are about what makes it a game, the second three are about how the created game is met 

by players and the last three indicate the desired effects of gamification. 

The first three elements which are Game-Based, Mechanics and Aesthetics mean that to 

apply a method of gamification to an activity one needs to create “a system in which learners, 

players, consumers, and employees engage in an abstract challenge, defined by rules, 

interactivity, and feedback that results in a quantifiable outcome ideally eliciting an emotional 

reaction” (10-11). One very important part here is that games are indeed a set of rules to 

which the player has to adhere and which make the game playable. OnTime magazine 

mentions in relation to these rules the process of “onboarding” which basically means that the 

rules and the available tools of the game are introduced to the player at a reasonable speed and 

in a user friendly way which allows the player to understand how the game works (5). Being 

aware of the system and how it is played is thus very important when playing a game or 

engaging in a gamified activity. Mechanics are the way the game works practically; this 

includes levels, point systems, goals, choice of abilities, etcetera. Kapp states that just having 

mechanics is not enough to make a game be engaging, the mechanics need to work “but they 
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are crucial building blocks used during the gamification process” (11). Aesthetics are lastly 

how the game looks and how it is experienced. Note that this does not necessarily mean 

virtual graphics but even games designed in the real world or the way a gamified activity is 

presented is part of the aesthetics of the game. To have a person become fully absorbed in the 

experience offered by an activity which has undergone gamification it needs to both look and 

feel attractive to have a chance of success (11). 

The second three elements which are Game Thinking, Engaging, and People is about the 

interaction between the game and the player. Here Kapp shows that games are always made 

by and played by people who can be learners, consumers or players. These people need to 

have an engaging experience to enjoy the game and to want to play it or keep playing it. This 

is done through changing an everyday activity by adding elements of for example 

“competition, cooperation, exploration, and storytelling” (11). This means that gamification is 

not simply about creating a system with a set of rules which look good but also about adding a 

story, a world waiting to be explored which turns the experience into an engaging journey 

with a start and a finish making the players (people) feel that the activity is taking them 

somewhere and has meaning. 

The third and last set of elements describes the desired effects of gamification in the form 

of Motivating Action, Promoting Learning and Solving Problems. All three simply mean that 

gamification has the aim to increase the progression rate in certain situations. This can be 

work, education, and many other situations. Through gamification people should not only be 

motivated to undertake different tasks but in many cases be motivated to undertake such tasks 

with great enthusiasm and productivity. In a similar way a gamified activity may increase the 

rate at which a person learns and goes through educational processes (12). However, this is 

not the only way that learning is promoted. Learning through gamification can also mean that 

a person optimizes the way a task was previously handled to increase for example their time 
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or effectiveness. Kapp also echoes Jäghults theory mentioned in the theoretical background 

that a task must not be too hard or too simple to have the desired effect (12). When it comes to 

problem solving, a similar effect can be found when it comes to gamification. A key part of 

many games is that the player is presented with a certain problem and needs to find a solution 

to said problem. This is very obvious in so called puzzle games but is present in (almost) 

every game. Whether the problem is calculating the fastest route from point A to B, the 

trajectory with which to launch a projectile or the right weapon with which a monster needs to 

be hit in the right spot to defeat it. This also means that solving the problem is the key to 

winning a game, and due to the competitive nature of games and gamification the process can 

advocate problem solving (12). 

 

8.4 Gamification Misinterpreted 

As stated in the introduction gamification is a term muddied through misuse and has been a 

buzzword which has led to hesitation and some unjustified critique (more about justified 

critique later in this paper). The following section will be an overview of associations with 

gamification which are incorrect. 

The first important point to highlight is that although gamification as a term is new and the 

process is a newly defined concept, the actual act of gamification is not new. Duggan and 

Shoup name for example 3000 year old dice dug up in Iran or the equally old game of Go 

played in China (xxvii). Gaming and playing games has been an integrated part of society and 

have also often been used to make certain activities more engaging or to promote learning. It 

is also not surprising that many classic but also modern games involve a warlike element 

considering the fact that military groups have long since made use of simulations to train 

troops. This can range from simulating battle with figurines in the early days to full out virtual 
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simulation of war scenarios in modern days (Kapp 13). War scenarios are reflected in the 

Japanese shogi or the chessboard which is more common in the European regions. When 

looking at school one can also quickly draw the conclusion that there are quite a lot of game 

elements present in school already. Tsasser writes that “school is already a (poorly-designed) 

game” despite the occasional teacher shouting that “this is not a game” (Tsasser). She writes 

that at times “educators are incapable of understanding the fact that they are playing a game 

because they can play the game so well; they are, as a result, often bewildered by those who 

can’t or won’t play the game or who want to change the game” (Tsasser). This means that 

elements of gamification have always been present, yet as Kapp points out, it is perhaps the 

first time that there is a focus on the effect of game elements and how they can be used to 

reach certain goals (14). As Elisabeth Sampar writes in her blog; “game design is everywhere. 

Instead of trying to stick a crappy, half-formed game onto real life, the real challenge— the 

one that’s tough, the one that will bring the greatest results— is to fix the bad game design 

that’s all around us” (Sampar). 

Secondly gamification is occasionally interpreted as a way to trivialize learning or as a 

band aid which can be applied to any learning situation. Gamification is not intended to turn 

learning into some sort of playful joke, instead gamified learning is supposed to be 

challenging and focused on the learning rather than the games. Kapp states that gamification 

“is a serious approach to accelerating the experience curve of the learning, teaching complex 

subjects and systems thinking” (13). This citation shows that even if games are associated 

with fun, gamification certainly has a serious element to it and should be seen as a method of 

teaching aimed at increased learning rates. The earlier mentioned blogger Tsasser shows a 

similar frustration with how gamification is seen at times and used as a trivial way to quickly 

spruce up teaching. She states that it is “not a magical band-aid” with which she means that 

gamification often is used as a “quick-fix applied on top of a poorly designed game”. Tsasser 
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indicates that teachers misunderstanding the complexity and seriousness of gamification at 

times add random game designs with the intention to modernize the teaching and expecting 

positive results. To design a captivating game which also enhances learning a teacher will 

have to approach the subject seriously and understand that both gamification and learning are 

no trivial matters. A more callous approach to and application of gamification is in part 

responsible for some of the negative views of gamification as it ignores the fact that for 

example “those video games that keep our kids so enthralled for hours at a time are not built 

in a day or even a week and they are often designed, created, tested, and debugged by an 

entire team of people with game design experience and expertise” (Tsasser). The blogger 

means that if it takes that much effort to design a normal game then it should not be a surprise 

that using game design within a learning environment also takes a lot of time and effort from 

the educator. Finally Tsasser shows that once the method of gamification is applied, the work 

does not stop there. Regular evaluation of whether the game is working, needs to be improved 

upon, and actually has the desired affect is required and the different game design elements 

need to be adjusted constantly. Kapp echoes all of this when he states that it “takes time to 

develop the right theme, the correct method of scoring, and the best way to develop the 

winning states. In short, it is not easy to create a game that is both fun to play and 

instructional” (14). 

The third and final point of consideration when it comes to the misuse of gamification is 

the often mentioned system of badges, points and leaderboards. “Far too often, non-gamers 

and sceptics of gamification and games-based learning assume that gameplay is all about 

extrinsic motivation: points, badges, leader boards, prizes, etc” (Tsasser). Due to this 

assumption leaderboards and badges have become the face of gamification and for many 

unfortunate students the only way they have been brought in contact with gamification by 

teachers misunderstanding the concept of the method. Kapp calls for educators “who have 
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been adding “real” game elements to learning … to take back the word “gamification” and 

use it for themselves” (13). What this means is that even if badges and leaderboards can be 

used within gamification, simply “switching from letter grades to badges does not equate with 

increased engagement; it’s merely exchanging one game mechanic for another” (Tsasser). By 

that same token the researchers Michael D. Hanus and Jesse Fox show in their longitudinal 

study of gamification how leaderboards and badges affect learning within the method of 

gamification and whether this is positive or negative. The two authors use the work of many 

different researchers to show that the social comparison element of leaderboards and badges 

leads to a competitive environment which lends itself to both upward and downward 

comparison amongst students. Upward and downward comparison refers to students 

comparing themselves to better performing students or students performing worse 

respectively. It may be important to note that while Hanus and Fox explain how the game 

design element of leaderboards and badges affect students, their findings indicate a negative 

effect of leaderboards and badges on the students’ learning motivation. This however 

simultaneously proves the point made by Kapp and Tsasser that simply adding an element of 

game design (leaderboard and badges) is not enough to successfully apply the method of 

gamification. 

To sum up this part it can be said that gamification as a defined method may be new but 

the use of game design is not. Furthermore it is important to keep in mind that game design 

and the method of gamification is a serious approach and that simply applying a game design 

mechanic such as badges and leaderboards is not enough to call a class gamified, and does 

this do justice to the complexity of the gamification process. This is the reason why Tsasser 

suggests that teachers “have some grounding in game design before they attempt to integrate 

gamification or games-based learning into a classroom”. 
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8.5 Gamification Applied 

Thus far gamification has mainly been discussed in combination with a learning environment. 

In the following section an overview will be provided of how gamification is already used in 

different fields and to which effect. It can be assumed that most people at this point have 

come in contact with gamification at some point or another, as the following examples will 

show. The initial examples are mainly from a commercial perspective while the later ones are 

focused on learning outside of schools. 

The first example can be found within the airline business. In 1972 airline company United 

Airlines introduced a program where customers would receive different items such as for 

example model airplanes or banners when customers would regularly fly with United 

Airlines. This system quickly took off and for example Texas International Airlines rapidly 

adopted the system and added a point system based on the actual distance traveled on top of 

the already existing idea. This reward system for customer loyalty is something which can 

still be found in many, if not all, airline companies to date and has been developed in such a 

way that the points collected for traveling can even be spent at hotels and other 

accommodation. Moreover, depending on the number of points one customer has gathered 

there are often different levels which allow access to different benefits such as access to VIP-

lounges, swimming pools, etcetera (OnTime Magazine 4). Similar loyalty systems can be 

found in many types of companies these days such as food chains, supermarkets, drug stores, 

and many more. 

Another example which many may have encountered is within social networking. Social 

network sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn are centered on profile pages. These profile 

pages allow people to show themselves off to the world; putting up pictures of themselves, 

adding friends, sharing information about themselves and their activities, etcetera. This means 
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that this profile page in a way becomes a reflection of a person and this person’s life. Social 

networking sites trigger elements of competition through comparing the number of friends, 

activities, photos, and more. A clear element of gamification can be found on for example 

LinkedIn where your profile page is shown to be X% complete with the X being based on the 

amount of pictures and information shared (OnTime Magazine 4). As games show that you 

have completed for example 80% of the game or found 50% of the secrets hidden in the 

game, so these pages show that you have more left to do to “complete” your profile page. 

Thus by alerting the users that their LinkedIn page only is 80% complete because they have 

not added a picture, the site motivates the person to put up a picture to gain a higher level of 

completion within the site. 

Previously the app Zombie run has been mentioned as a way to help people find the 

motivation to exercise through running. This is a field for which many different applications 

have been made in which gamification processes have been applied. Other examples are 

Fitocracy which tracks exercising such as swimming, running and training at the gym. Users 

can earn achievements for completing different tasks such as swimming 1500 meter or lifting 

certain weights. These achievements can then even be published on social media and are a 

very simple way of applying gamification. A similar app is Runkeeper which does the same 

yet with a focus purely on running and it helps track progress, encourage improvement and 

also allows comparison with others using the same app and with others on social media 

(OnTime Magazine 4). This way of using gamification and exercise has been taken a step 

further by for example shoe companies which include trackers in their shoes with the 

intention of motivating consumers to buy their shoes. They introduce gamified extras in their 

shoes to enhance advertising (Bittner and Shipper 391). Research shows that although 

gamification in advertisement is limited by time as the contact tends to be short and also lacks 

“the interactive components of full games” (ibid.) it does have a beneficial effect on sales to 
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add game elements such as awards, extras or even narrative (Bittner and Shipper). Narrative 

can for example be established through different commercials featuring the same characters. 

These characters can then become part of the rewards which can be earned by regular 

consumption and purchases. 

Kapp also provides a number of examples in his book such as the earlier mentioned 

military training assisted by simulations, different games and gamification elements. The 

author states that different organisations in this field “have found that, when dealing with life 

and death, game-based training scenarios make an impact on the learners” (20). Other 

examples are role playing scenarios in companies where employees are trained to deal with 

different scenarios. Through fictive opponents or enemies and role playing scenarios the 

employees are challenged to deal with difficult situations and find creative solutions. If the 

employees are successful they are rewarded with better tools to deal with even harder 

scenarios. 

It is also worth mentioning that a combination of games and gamification can be useful to 

enhance learning. Here it is important to highlight the difference between games intended for 

the general public and games aimed specifically at learners. Games made for the purpose of 

education are called “serious games” and are designed in such a way that players are taught 

specific skills. An example called Survival Master is given by Kapp, Survival Master is 

designed for engineering students and starts with individual play where each player learns 

how to deal with a specific scenario. On the next level the players will play in a group where 

each player has learnt a different skill and they will need to combine their knowledge to deal 

with the scenario. Here we can see the game elements such as ‘leveling up’, ‘gaining skills’, 

and a narrative in the form of disaster scenarios applied in the game to create an environment 

in which one can learn (274). The use of games in such a case is not strictly gamification as it 

is not a non-gaming context. However, if the goal is to motivate students then any tools 
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should be used and one should not be limited by the need to use gamification. Similarly, this 

game is well designed and if an educator would not have access to computers for all students 

or access to the game then different elements used in the game could still be copied to a 

classroom situation. This would then turn into gamification when the game design elements 

are applied to the classroom. 

A final example is not from a commercial or a purely educational scenario but instead from 

a governmental organization to encourage environmentally aware behavior. A competition 

was set up between different counties in west Sweden where they would compete on which 

county could lower their energy usage the most. Twenty-one different counties competed and 

the winning county managed to lower their use of energy over six months by almost thirty 

percent (OnTime Magazine 5). 

 

8.6 The Risks of Gamification 

In the following section some examples will be provided where gamification has gone wrong 

as well as a reflection on how gamification could negatively impact learning situations. 

The first concern with gamification is that it is very important to look at whether the game 

design leads to the desired effect. This means that, similar to normal games, the environment 

is set up in such a way that it should guide the player or learner to a specific behavior. This 

behavior should then lead to new skills, knowledge or experience. Unfortunately this is as 

hard to do in a learning situation as it is in a gaming situation. People are creative and tend to 

find ways to circumvent the system, use rules for unexpected advantages, or simply find loop-

holes which oppose the intended purpose of the exercise. An example is given in OnTime 

Magazine is provided by Staffan Björk. Björk is skeptical towards gamification and mentions 

that it was used in commercial transport. The game design elements were used to promote 
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more efficient traffic in the form of less distance traveled without cargo or passengers as well 

as for example shorter braking distances. In this case one of the elements was in the form of 

leaderboards and rankings amongst the different drivers. An improvement in performance was 

found but soon there also seemed to be an increase of wear and tear on the tires of the 

vehicles. It was then discovered that some drivers were braking in unintended ways to gain 

better rankings on the board. One of the most efficient ways was for example to drive the 

vehicle up onto the edges of the pavement and let the friction of the wheels and the pavement 

do the work. This was obviously not the intended result of the gamified overview of 

performance in this case and therefor the rules had to be adjusted (10). 

An issue presented by Hanus and Fox is related to the intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 

mentioned in the theoretical framework. The authors’ research is mainly based on the use of 

leaderboards and a comparison between different groups which take the same exam but where 

half of the group is taking a gamified course and the other is not. The only mentioned element 

which makes this course part of the gamification method is the use of leaderboards and 

badges. The authors note that the leaderboards and badges promote competition which can 

lead to better results. They also mention some risks such as increased pressure and a risk of 

choking under that pressure for the board leaders and a “lowered academic self-concept” for 

the students at the bottom of the board (Hanus & Fox). Competition is further associated with 

potentially lowered “overall performance, cooperation, and problem solving, and also has a 

positive relationship with cheating” (ibid.). In their conclusive findings Hanus & Fox state 

that the students taking part in the gamified course performed worse in the tests at the end of 

the course and the authors conclude that this was mainly due to lowered motivation compared 

to the other group. Hanus & Fox state that the addition of rewards and badges impacted the 

intrinsic motivation of the students and led to the tasks being perceived as less worthwhile 

than how they were perceived before the gamified course (ibid.). This is in many ways in line 
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with Jäghult’s theory as outlined in the theoretical background on how rewards can have the 

opposite effect if they are not perfectly tuned to the actual activity. Rewards which are too 

small, too big or simply feel unnecessary can lead to decreased motivation instead of the 

desired increase (Jäghult).  It is important to note that although this research shows that 

gamification can have a negative effect if applied in the form of leaderboards and badges, the 

research does not mention how these rewards were applied. The course also does not seem to 

have included the other elements of gamification as mentioned by Kapp and Tsasser such as 

narrative, aesthetics, problem solving, etcetera. 

 

8.7 Motivation and Gamification 

To conclude the part about gamification specifically it is important to sum up how 

gamification as a method of teaching has effects on motivation and learning. This is what the 

following section will be dedicated to. 

When looking at the motivational theories outlined in the theoretical background of this 

paper it is easy to draw the conclusion that the more modern theories on motivation are the 

most relevant ones for games and gamification in their current form due to the fact that the 

virtual world of gaming did not even exist when these earlier theories were written. Maslow’s 

pyramid for example gives an overview of a person’s basic need and the application of 

gamification does not really play a role in such basic needs. Gamification is relevant when a 

person has satisfied those basic needs and is in the upper level of Maslow’s pyramid dealing 

with self-actualization. The person affected by gamification is in a position where one can 

afford at least a minimal level of luxury as a consumer and where activities are aimed at 

improving the self, be it through exercise, work or study. Later theories such as the ones of 

Herzberg or Hackman and Oldham are more relevant as they look at different factors 
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affecting the worker or in this case the learner. In these theories the environment and the 

relevance of the task start playing a role. Gamification is a method which modifies the 

environment to suit the user or learner and involves the user or learner in a narrative where 

they play a central role and experience engagement and belonging. This matching up of the 

learner to the work or in the case of the classroom task fits well with the idea of gamification. 

It can be said that gamification can enable the educator to create an environment which 

matches up as well as possible to the learner. This becomes even more visible with the newer 

motivational theories which are less focused on employees on the shop floor and are also 

more aware of the differences between and specialisations of different people. This means 

that motivational theory factors in the person’s personality as well as his or her preferences 

and uses this knowledge as a way to motivate said person. Here we can consider what 

Harwood and Asal call the digital generation. The authors mention the introduction of the 

computer as a widespread available tool for education from 1982 on as well as the release of 

Mosaic, the code which would lead to the world wide web, in 1993. These two events are 

fundamental for the generations which have grown up since then as modern day life is in 

every way dominated by technological developments. Combining these observations with  

modern motivational theories, this is one of the factors which should be kept in mind when 

engaging people of this generation. Growing up in the digital age also means in many cases 

that the children have grown up with games and computer games so in that respect 

gamification can be a way to engage people of the digital generation in a way that fits patterns 

which they are used to. 

The theory developed by Hein about prima donnas is also relevant when discussing 

gamification as most of the students seen in school are part of the previously mentioned 

“what’s in it for me”-generation which has the tendency to display quite a bit of prima donna 

behavior; temperamental, demanding and excessively self-conscious (197). Connected to the 
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prima donna theory are the four archetypes mentioned in the theoretical background: prima 

donnas, achievement-hunters, pragmatics, and salary-takers. To connect this to gamification 

one can consider how gamification can be tailored perfectly to individual needs. Thus when 

using gamification to enhance learning the achievement hunters can, for example, try to 

accomplish different special achievements, as can be found in games, which can be connected 

to the school material. Prima donnas can be the hero or heroine in their own epic adventure 

and play a central role dealing with challenges. Pragmatics can follow the system at their own 

pace and find the balance between focused studying and other activities within the gamified 

system such as side-quests (extra activities) etcetera. Salary takers can be motivated by 

rewards, hard work leads to leveling up or story related rewards. They learn for the sake of 

gaining what they need or alternatively to keep up with the rest. 

 

8.8 Gamification and Kick, Flow and Identity 

The states or feelings which can be achieved through motivation as mentioned by Hein can 

also be linked to gamification. The first one, kick, is immediately the hardest one since the 

feeling of “getting a kick” out of something is something which is very hard to artificially 

create. Gamification could work as something the students get a kick out of if they perhaps 

are really into gaming. After all, if the student already gets a kick out of learning then 

gamification plays little to no role in motivating this student. A student who gets a kick out of 

gaming might however find a new motivation to do the work if it is within a gamified 

environment. This is of course not something which is limited to the process of gamification, 

some students might for example get a kick out of working through music or perhaps with a 

more physical approach. Flow on the other hand is often closely linked to gaming activities 

and a state which people achieve while involved in games or gamified contexts (Hamari and 
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Koivisto). A note of warning is that although the researchers Wang et. al. have tried to prove 

this connection through the FDS-2 model (Dispositional Flow Scale-2) which is based on 

Flow as defined by Csíkszentmihályi, they have not yet succeeded in proving this connection 

through studies of the required standards (ibid.). Even so, many who have played games can 

acknowledge having experienced a sensation such as flow and for the purpose of this paper 

we will accept this connection between flow and games. The next step is then of course seeing 

how gamification can lead to a state of flow. Through introducing different game design 

elements it should be possible to guide the learners in a similar state as experienced when 

playing a normal game and have them fully focused on their task and perhaps even losing 

track of time. This should be made possible through the close relation between gaming and 

gamification as they are based on the same principles and should therefore be able to achieve 

similar results if the game and the gamified environment is well designed. However, video 

games come with a lot more than just the rules of gaming; sounds, graphics and other aspects 

may play a role in reaching the complete flow state (ibid.). Therefore it is possible that 

gamification might help to get near a flow state but might not be able to reach the effect in the 

same way that gaming does. This might still mean that gamification is more effective than 

other methods of teaching to motivate students up to a level of flow state. 

The last state is identity, which is named in the theoretical background as a situation in 

which the work one does plays an important role in the identity one creates. The result of such 

a connection between identity and work is that the person is motivated to do the work as 

doing the work properly means that one is directly working on improving oneself or keeping 

certain standards. For students it is slightly different as they take part in many different 

subjects and the work they do in school is therefore less likely to be a part of their identity. 

However, being good at something is often closely linked to identity and thus it is of no 

surprise that the students which excel at certain subjects, such as for example English, would 
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potentially claim that part of their identity is “being good at English”. It is also important to 

keep in mind that students in their teens are still busy forming their identity and are 

developing the confidence to be themselves. This is where gamification can play a role 

because creating relatable character or even role playing characters are key elements within 

the world of gaming. By creating such alternate personalities or by role playing it may be 

possible to remove the self-conscious aspect of students and have them instead focus on their 

tasks or work. Role playing or characters may also help the students reflect upon what identity 

is and how they differ from the fictive characters helping them establish and strengthen their 

own identity. As a result this identity might then be linked to certain subjects they are good at 

and enhance their study motivation. This can even be connected to feeling epic (as defined by 

Mcgonigal) as succeeding at an epic adventure might make students want to connect it to their 

identity and thus feel that to succeed at a task or subject enhances their identity. 

Lastly there is the part mentioned in the theoretical background where the burden of 

motivation has partly shifted from the leader, boss or teacher to the students. Gamification can 

play a role here as the results of working or alternatively not working may be more tangible 

for the students. Grades have been a part of the school world for a very long time yet do not 

always deter the students from choosing to not do the work. If instead the students in question 

would fail at their epic adventure and not complete their mission or perhaps not level up they 

might see the consequences of their work, or the rewards of hard work as more relatable and 

desirable. This is where students might have an easier time motivating themselves or 

challenging themselves to complete gamified tasks compared to non-gamified tasks. 
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8.9 Literature in Swedish Schools 

The Swedish curriculum describes the requirements for students to pass an English as a 

foreign language course. Amongst the many different criteria for for example English 5 and 6 

there are those which relate specifically to literature such as being able to identify themes, 

plot, setting, analyze content, read different types of literary texts, and much more 

(Skolverket). What this means is that the content of the game, or perhaps the intended learner 

goals of the game are presented. 

In 2012 a project was funded by Internetfonden which is a Swedish organization which 

provides funding for non-commercial projects which promote internet within Sweden 

(Internetfonden). In this case the project was to test the waters of gamification within the 

Swedish school system (Spelifieralarande). This project supported multiple teachers to engage 

in several projects, combine their findings and draw conclusions about whether there is space 

within the current Swedish curriculum for gamification (Spelifieralarande). The participants 

ended up being rather positive towards gamification when the project was concluded in 2013. 

Their report shows that in many cases gamification enhanced motivation and that applying it 

within Swedish schools did not pose any problems other than some of the risks of 

gamification which were mentioned earlier within this essay. There was especially an interest 

in the language of gamification which allowed the teachers to present subjects or tasks with a 

negative connotation in a more relatable and positive way (Spelifieralarande). Unfortunately 

most of the projects seem to have applied gamification in a multidisciplinary way and none of 

the projects were aimed specifically towards English literature in a classroom situation. Still 

the conclusion can be drawn that gamification can in some cases succesfully be applied in 

Swedish schools. 
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8.10 Gamification in the English Literature Classroom 

In an attempt to draw conclusions whether there is space for gamification within the world of 

teaching literature one can look at the model refined by Guthrie and Knowles as described in 

the theoretical framework and see whether gamification would be able to enhance the 

different principles mentioned there.
3
 The principles mentioned there were conceptual themes, 

real-world interactions, support for self-direction, using interesting texts, cognitive strategy 

instruction, social collaboration, and supporting students’ self-expression (Guthrie & Knowles 

159). Starting with for example conceptual themes gamification can potentially help frame the 

theme within a specific setting or world. Games are created in a world with different elements 

in it, one could try to create a world which makes the conceptual theme clearer and which 

involves a setting and narrative which support the theme and helps direct the students towards 

the goals. 

Real-world interactions means that elements which often are not traditionally part of the 

classroom are brought in or the students are even taken out of the classroom into a new 

environment. It may be possible to set challenges (catch X amount of butterflies with 

everyone together using nets) or possibly present an assignment with a narrative that allows 

the group to be heroes (make a functional connection of wires that is able conduct electricity 

and light up a town which has lost all power and is in despair). Doing so may enable a teacher 

to connect the real world activity with the conceptual theme by creating a mission within it. 

Self direction means that the student plays a central role in the process and this is very 

similar to how games put the player central and how the choices of the player can lead to 

different outcomes. In fact, it is very popular for games to have different storylines depending 

on the choices of the player similar to how the learning process will be different depending on 

                                                           
3
 A more concrete example of what a gamified literary classroom could look like will be 

provided later in the essay. 
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the choices of the student. Highlighting how the student is allowed to choose their own 

reading material (in a gamified classroom this could be called weapon, specialty, expertise, 

etc) they may have an easier time relating to the importance of their choice. 

Interesting texts is something which gamification may have a harder time playing a role in, 

whether a text is interesting or not when the student is reading it is hard to influence through a 

gamified situation. However, the attraction of a text may be enhanced by gamification if the 

student feels that completing the book might give him the tool or skill needed to progress his 

quest or epic adventure. 

The adaption of cognitive strategies can within a gamified environment potentially be 

made more identifiable for students. A common element within games is that specific enemies 

come with a special trick to defeat them. Some need to be jumped on, others pushed back, 

perhaps they need to be tickled, or attacked only on their legs. Often similar mobs with 

different looks are defeated in the same way. This part of game design can be used to help 

students identify the way to ‘defeat’ the book and then can be transferred to ‘defeat’ similar 

books or to show that some books need a different technique. 

Many games also include an element of co-operation and some games cannot be completed 

without them. Within a gamified environment it is likely that many students experience that 

working together feels natural as that is what they do when they play games as well. It may 

also help students overcome difficulties within a group as it may be clearer for the whole 

group how their teamwork will advance their progress. 

Lastly there is self-expression in which the students articulate their own ideas. This can be 

difficult for some students. This can be connected to identity where students may feel more 

comfortable expressing themselves if it is within a role-play environment or in other ways put 
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forward through characters. Being an epic hero may also inspire the confidence needed to 

speak up and present their ideas and participate in discussions. 

 

8.11 An Example: Game Design and Literature. 

In the following part I will present an example of how gamification could be applied to 

teaching literature. This example is thought out by myself and has at the time of writing not 

been put into practice. Similar to what is mentioned earlier in the essay such a project could 

benefit from the input of multiple people as well as from regular revision and feedback from 

participants. However, the goal is to make the abstract concept of applying the method of 

gamification to teaching English literature in the Swedish educational system more tangible. 

The first thing is to create a world in which the literature will be taught. The idea is to 

create a narrative which involves an epic adventure which the students will undertake and 

which will have them deal with different literary texts to advance progress in their adventure. 

This adventure should then take place in a world which the students find both adventurous 

and attractive. It is important to keep your audience in mind as some groups might prefer a 

magical land of clouds, unicorns and pet dragons where other groups prefer an old warzone 

with a guerilla camp from which the students go out into the jungle doing different missions. 

This can also be linked to the conceptual theme as the latter would for example fit better than 

the former with a theme about war and conflict in which the students read for example Catch 

22 and Heart of Darkness. 

Once this world is established and once a narrative which allows the students to go onto 

different missions is made (for example an escape from the camp, or a trip to another planet 

with friendly unicorns) there should be different goals which the students can achieve. Within 

this example these goals are presented in the form of different mini bosses (opponents) similar 
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to many games where the players are to defeat different bosses. In this case each of these 

bosses will then have a specific ability which the students need to understand to be able to 

defeat it. An example could be the metaphor boss, a boss whom speaks only in metaphors and 

idiomatic expressions and the students will study different metaphors and expressions in texts 

and poetry. They can then try to find out what the boss is saying and discover that he is a very 

hungry boss and only eats one specific type of food. When the students provide this the boss 

goes away. To enhance the students’ ability to identify the boss it can be important to provide 

a picture of what the boss looks like and present it to the group at the beginning of the class. 

This cosmetic effect can even play a role in the gamified environment. A theme boss could for 

example have certain visual effects which the students need to identify to find out which 

themes the boss represents. This could for example be a black skinned boss wearing a broken 

slave-bond holding a protesting sign written in Afrikaans to highlight post-colonialism, 

protest, racism, freedom, etcetera. 

Instead of a test one could then make a final boss which has all of the abilities which the 

students have conquered to defeat the mini bosses and to defeat the final boss the students 

need to apply all the tools they have gathers (the different elements they have learned). This 

can once again be enhanced by some sort of visible effect. In this example the students could 

be asked to draw their own characters, or find a picture on the internet. Then when they 

complete one of the missions they can gain a piece of equipment such as the metaphor cloak 

or the theme sword. This way the students can actually see the progress they have made. It 

will also help to make their characters feel more relatable and help them feel part of the 

adventure that they are undertaking. 

Similar to how games often have side quests one could provide more difficult texts for the 

students who want to take on a bit more work and have them fight more advanced bosses 

specifically for those texts. 
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Another element commonly found in games are what is called “Easter eggs”, these are 

small secrets which attentive players may discover and which hasty players will walk past 

without ever noticing. In this example the teacher could choose to hide Shakespeare quotes 

within the different texts and or assignments and if the students manage to spot one they can 

gain bonus points for their characters. This could for example allow them to buy an extra 

piece of cosmetic equipment for their character if the bonus points are presented in the form 

of coins (or other currency). 

As this example hopefully shows it is possible to use gamification within the literary 

classroom in many different ways. Goals such as identifying themes and learning to deal with 

metaphors and idiomatic expressions as presented in the curriculum can be learned by the 

students while they take part in the adventure. This example also shows that a lot of planning 

goes into using game design in classes and requires extensive time investments. 

 

9. Conclusions 

Based on what the essay demonstrates above gamification as a method of teaching is a viable 

one, and when applied correctly it is possible to enhance motivation through it as well. There 

is room for gamification within the Swedish school system and the method should 

theoretically be applicable in most similar school systems. Gamification is all about creating a 

narrative, an adventure, a certain feeling, challenges, chances for success and failure, social 

interaction, progress, and adapting to people as well as attracting them. Gamification is not 

simply virtual, not just badges and leaderboards, not trying to make learning a joke. However, 

gamification is most likely also not the undeniable future of teaching. The method is 

applicable and can lead to positive results yet it comes with a lot of traps and time investment. 

The method is great for some teaching situations while being unsuitable for others. 



47 
 

In the end gamification is a method of teaching which should not be neglected or forgotten 

but should instead be applied wisely and when suitable with the focus on enhancing learners 

motivation. This also means that there is no guarantee that gamification is a better approach 

than others when teaching. Teachers have worked on their teaching methods for many years 

and although gamification has a lot to offer so do other methods. In the end gamification 

should be seen as another tool for a teacher’s toolkit which can be used to engage his or her 

students and especially in the current digital generation it might well be one of the better ones. 

The method at least does not seem to be limited to specific subjects or material, it is far more 

than just countable results and points and can be applied to English literature in similar ways 

as to other learning experiences. A comparison to the Guthrie and Knowles model shows that 

gamification can enhance the principles which affect reader motivation in students which 

means that the method should be of interest for English teachers trying to motivate their 

students to read English literature. Whether the method of gamification is the way for teachers 

to win the game of school is for each teacher to judge separately, the future may tell. 

 

10. Future Research 

There are certainly possibilities for future research when it comes to the subject of 

gamification. It would be interesting to see more case studies and practical examples. 

Monitoring to what extend gamification will be used as a method of teaching in the future 

should provide more material to draw conclusions from whether it indeed enhances student 

motivation. Having more examples of how to apply gamification should also help develop the 

method further and perfect its use. 

One could also apply gamification to one’s own teaching and see whether it is viable. It would 

for example be great to try out the idea thought out within this research and see how the 
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students respond to it. Contributing to the database of examples of applied gamification may 

be a worthwhile goal in itself. This may be especially useful in the area of teaching English 

literature where there seem to be limited examples thus far. 
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