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The definition, err definitions?

 The process of game-thinking and game mechanics to engage used and solve problems 
(Zichermann and Cunningham 2011)

 The use of game design elements in non-game contexts (Deterding, et al. 2011)

 Using game-based mechanics, aesthetics and game thinking to engage people, 
motivate action, promote learning, and solve problems (Kapp 2012)

To what extent do you 
currently deploy gamification 

in courses as part of your 
teaching?

2002042Slido.com 



Using game-based mechanics, 
aesthetics and game thinking to 
engage people, motivate 
action, promote learning, and 
solve problems (Kapp 2012)

Let’s play a game!



Answer these 
questions based on 
what you know or 
assume about 
gamification.

Achievement Unlocked: 
Gamification Pre-Test



Making every day tasks
an adventure increases 
satisfaction

Intrinsic Motivation: Challenge, Curiosity, Control, Context 



What are the most
important outcomes
from your class?

Reframing Classes as 
a Place for Learning
Rather than Grades

Trying is often penalized with a loss of points, how 
can we change the narrative and mitigate the risks 
of failing in the classroom?

Extrinsic Motivation: Praise, Punishment, Public Recognition, Prizes  

Achievement Unlocked: 
Prioritizing Learning



What if we were better at encouraging trying?

 You learn through failing!

 For play to work: low stakes (lots of opportunities to fail!) 
and encourages relation (to others, to content, to 
format)

 Reinforces growth mindset, “practice makes better”

 “If we weren’t so concerned with failure, how much 
more could we learn?”

Growth Mindset



Effects of Gamifying Course Content

Don’t take my word for it, let’s look in the literature!



Not only did gamifying 
increase test 

performance, students 
liked it!



Gamification increased students’ 
appreciation of the benefit of 
cooperative learning on content 
knowledge 

Collaborative learning, by way of 
gamification, increased students’ 
motivation for learning



Team-based 
gamification closed 

gender –based 
achievement gap!



Gamification increased student 
attendance and engagement

Collaborative learning, by way of 
gamification, increased students’ 
motivation for learning

Achievement Unlocked: 
Teacher-Scholar



Types of Games



Classic Standbys

BINGO

Jeopardy

Quiz Bowl



Readymade Games & Apps



Building from Resources & Databases

There are tons 
of activities, 
simulations, 
and 
worksheets you 
can gamify 
available in 
public 
databases 
and 
repositories.

biointeractive.org 

phet.colorado.edu



Make your own!

Species Competition Game ↓

“I'm really glad I took this 
class and learned a lot! The 
parasite game was also 
super fun.”

“The games with the 
class were really fun. 
We all got to talk freely 
and bounce ideas off 
of each other which I 
liked.”

Parasite




Gamify your class from top to bottom!



Want to Learn More? 

This text provides a 
lot of idea at varied 
levels of activation 
energy

This guide provides 
a roadmap to a 
complete 
gamification of your 
course – detail & 
plans!

Step-by-step approach 
to applying the concepts 
of gamification, learn & 
apply

An account of how to 
use gamification in the 
online learning with 
applications for on-
ground, hybrid, and 
eLearning settings 



Questions? Submit them here!

Congratulations! You have 
completed Level 1: What is 

gamification?

Join us next Tuesday at 3pm in the MakerLab!
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Core Elements

Gaming Elements
 Points, Badges, Leaderboards, or Levels –

How is progress measured and 
communicated?

 Quests: The meat of the course
 Rewards: Extrinsic motivation
 Social Components: Competitive or 

collaborative
 Rules: Every games has guardrails 
 Narratives: The fun, this makes the game 

memorable and immersive

Closest Course Analogs
 Grades

 Assignments and Assessments
 Grades?
 Group work, discussion, grades?

 Course policies, Syllabus
 Application



Points, Badges, 
Leaderboards, & Levels

How is progress measured and communicated?



How to represent progress:

 Things to consider:
 What is your goal?

 What are you aiming to communicate?

 How can you share this information with 
students?

 What kind of motivation are you hoping to 
tap into?



Let’s Discuss:

 What progress communication 
strategy might work best for your 
course?

 What strategy do you find the most 
motivating?

 Which strategy do you think 
communicates best with students?

Chat Bubble 
Achievement!



Quests
The stuff of a gamified course



What is a quest?

An activity An assignment An assessment



Keep it on theme

The narrative

But it is still course content

Link to specific objectives

Clear, consistent, language Want to link to the theme, 
key objectives, course 

content, and consistent 
verbiage 



What is a quest?

An activity An assignment An assessment



Want to link to the theme, 
key objectives, course 
content, but is doesn’t 

need to be 
overcomplicated

Practice & Repetition

Journey Through Space: Mastering Proportion & Rates

Objective: This worksheet will help you practice solving problems 
involving proportions and rate, using the theme of space travel & 
exploration

Keep it on theme, but link to specific objectives



What is a quest?

An activity An assignment An assessment



This might be questionable, 
I would probably adjust this language… 

The narrative does double duty by helping students 
thinking about how they might apply principles in 

“the real world”

Importantly, the actual question can make sense 
independent of the narrative.

Instructions but with narrative



Side Quest: 
How do you think incorporating a narrative or theme 
might impact student motivation?
Would they think its cheesy?
Would it help them think about content different?

Thinking about Themes



Rewards
Grading and other learning acheivements



Grading in Gamified Classes

 Could be graded the normal way you’ve always done it
 What if these were labeled “XP”?

 Could label the accumulation of points with “levels” (a mystery/detective themed 
course: Gumshoe, Private Investigator, Sergeant Investigator, Detective, Chief)

 Could link tasks, assignments, and assessments to standards (see Standards-Based 
Grading)

 Could be other types of “rewards”
 “Item drops” – opportunities for students to practice that must be unlocked by action 
 Institution of time limits or time bonuses – turn your homework in early and get early 

access to the quiz



You’re making 
GREAT progress!



Social Components
Every person for themselves or Better together?



The Social Aspect

Competitive Set-Up

Some students are very 
motivated by competition:

• Competitive Perfectionists

• Risk-Takers & Challenge-
Seekers

• Social Status Seekers

• High Achievers



The Social Aspect

Collaborative Set-Up

Some students are very 
motivated by competition:

• Community-Oriented 
Students

• Constructivist Thinkers

• Empathetic & Inclusive 
Students

• Accountability-Driven 
Students



How have 
these 
student 
types shown 
up in your 
class in its 
current 
format?



Striking the Balance

 Individual Mastery-Based Grading Strategy: Use a 
grading scale that rewards personal improvement 
rather than ranking against peers.

• Example: A biology class allows students to 
reattempt quizzes and improve scores, rewarding 
persistence and self-competition rather than just 
raw performance.

• Who Benefits Most?
• High Achievers – Motivated to push for top 

scores.
• Goal-Oriented Students – Encouraged to track 

their own progress.
• Competitive Perfectionists – Have a chance to 

refine their work without fear of failure.

 Team-Based Assessments Strategy: Use group 
projects where students collectively solve 
problems, submit reports, or create presentations.

• Example: In a computer science course, students 
work in teams to develop an app, with each 
member assigned a role. The project is graded on 
both individual contributions and overall team 
effectiveness.

• Who Benefits Most?
• Community-Oriented Students – Thrive in 

cooperative learning.
• Constructivist Thinkers – Prefer co-creating 

knowledge.
• Accountability-Driven Students – Feel responsible 

for their team’s success.



Striking the Balance

 Competitive Collaboration: Team vs. Team 
Challenges (Supports Both)

• Strategy: Create inter-team competitions, where 
collaboration is required but there is still a winning 
outcome.

• Example: In a physics course, students participate 
in an engineering challenge, designing and 
testing structures against other teams. The best 
design wins, but all teams receive credit for 
participation and effort.

• Who Benefits Most?
• Team-Oriented Competitors – Engage in friendly 

rivalry while working together.
• Team-Oriented Problem-Solvers – Enjoy working 

together toward a goal.
• Competitive Perfectionists --Strive for excellence 

within a high-stakes team environment where 
both individual contributions and collective 
success matter

 Balanced Grade Distribution (Supports All)
A well-structured grade breakdown might look like 
this:
• 50% Individual Mastery (quizzes, exams, personal 

improvement opportunities)
• 30% Group Work (projects, discussions, team-

based assessments)
• 10% Peer Review & Teaching (critiques, mentoring)
• 10% Optional Competitive Challenges (extra 

credit or bonus assignments)
• Who Benefits Most?

• Everyone –There is something for each type of 
student here and it combines the strengths and 
weaknesses of each type of student for a well-
rounded class.



Rules

Making the Class Make Sense and Keeping the Guardrails Up



Rules for a Gamified Course
• Define the objective for the game/course

• Link learning objectives to game 
components

• Be clear how students progress through the 
game/course and what kinds of activities 
contribute directly vs. indirectly to that 
progress

• Set milestones
• Be transparent

• Explain rewards and be sure that they’re 
attainable for all learners

• Delineate collaborative and independent 
work

• Set expectations about participation or 
engagement

• Specify how competition impacts student 
grades



🏆🏆 Important Rules Takeaways
✅ Clear progression system—students 
understand exactly what they need to 
pass.
✅ No one "fails" just because they didn’t 
win competitions—everyone can progress 
by engaging.
✅ Flexibility for different learning styles—
students can focus on individual mastery, 
teamwork, or a mix of both.
✅ Engagement-driven motivation—
students are incentivized to push beyond 
the minimum.



The Narrative



 Points, Badges, Leaderboards, or Levels: 
Gumshoe, Private Investigator, Sergeant 
Investigator, Detective, Chief 

 Quests: Investigate the cause of death of a 
victim wherein the suspects are pathogenic 
microbes; Clues are the characteristics of the 
infection, symptoms of the victim prior to 
death; Interrogation of “known accomplices” 
aka closely related organisms

 Rewards: Item/Clue Drops, New Abilities, Time 
Limits/Bonuses, Level Advancement 

 Social Components: In class 
discussions/investigation comparisons, reveal 
of clues, mixed level groups, etc.

 Rules: Follow the process, Preserve the chain 
of custody, Avoid random guessing, Use the 
scientific method,





What kind of 
narrative would 
be fun to 
explore for 
your course?

Game Designer



Tools 



Tools & Apps for Gamification

You should have received an email with these links!



Questions? Submit them here!

Congratulations! You have 
completed Level 2: Core Elements 

& Tools for Gamification

Join us March 18th at 3:30pm
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Let’s Gamify these Key Classroom Elements

Syllabus Blackboard Tests Attendance



Syllabus Escape Room

Incentivize and gamify 
students inventorying and 
interrogating your syllabus
• Ask them to find key items
• Highlight the important tasks 

or projects they need to flag
• Challenge them to reflect on 

why a policy is in place



🛑🛑 Puzzle 1: The Office Hours Vault
"The key to success is knowing when 
to ask. I’m always here for you, but not 
on campus 24/7. When and where 
can you find me?"

A fun twist? Have students come find your office 
and reward them with some XP or an “item drop”

🗝🗝 Unlock Code: (The correct 
office hours listed in the syllabus)
💡💡 How to Implement:
In-person: Have students find the 
office hours in the syllabus and 
write them down to show the 
instructor or TA.
Online: Use a Google Form 
where they must enter the 
correct office hours before 
moving on.



🔒🔒 Puzzle 2: The Grading Gridlock
"Some tasks are small, some weigh 
more. To reach the goal, you must 
explore. What kind of task or 
assignment is worth the most?“

Emphasizes that not all tasks are created equal. Could also emphasize the importance of 
small tasks like, “If I never complete the homework on time what the highest grade I 
could earn?”

🗝🗝 Unlock Code: (The highest-
weighted assignment in the 
grading breakdown)
💡💡 How to Implement:
In-person: Provide a multiple-
choice sheet where students 
circle the correct answer.
Online: A dropdown menu or 
short-answer question in a 
Blackboard quiz.



🔐🔐 Puzzle 3: The Deadlines Dilemma
"Wait too long, and doors will close. 
When must the first big task be 
completed?"

You can also use something like this to highlight your late or missed work policies.

🗝🗝 Unlock Code: (The date of 
the first major assignment)
💡💡 How to Implement:
In-person: Have hidden 
envelopes with different due 
dates; only the correct one has 
the next clue.
Online: A short-answer question 
that requires the exact due 
date.



💻💻 Puzzle 4: The Plagiarism Paradox
"If you copy, if you steal, your grade 
will surely take a hit. Where can you 
find the rule that tells you this?"

I love to emphasize this part with posing “What if” scenarios and asking the students how 
they would handle them using the student handbook and syllabus policies (great place 
to bring us using GenAI too !).

🗝🗝 Unlock Code: (The section in 
the syllabus about academic 
integrity) 

💡💡 How to Implement:
In-person: Have students 
highlight the relevant passage in 
the syllabus.
Online: A fill-in-the-blank or 
dropdown selection in a quiz.



🏆🏆 Final Challenge: The Course 
Success Treasure
"You've cracked the code and 
reached the chest! But one final test 
remains. Tell me—what is one key to 
success in this course?"

Let’s remember why we’re here!

🗝🗝 Unlock Code: (Any key 
takeaway from the syllabus—
students must write their own 
answer!) 

💡💡 How to Implement:
In-person: Have students write 
responses on sticky notes to 
share.
Online: A short reflection 
question.



Use the syllabus as a place to set the narrative (see Week 2 handout)



Let’s Gamify these Key Classroom Elements

Syllabus Blackboard Tests Attendance

Syllabus Sleuth



Gamified Grading

Progress Tracking
Grading Schemas



Create a 
Tournament using 
the Quiz Bowl 
Feature



Adaptive Release
 You can completely customize how things are released:

 Achievement
 Engagement
 Date



Achievements



Exemplary Course 
Program

Offered by Anthology



Add progress tracking as a visual cue



Thinking 
Creatively About 
Grade Display

 You can create up to 100 
grading schemas in BB!

 You can have course level or 
individual assignment levels

 Report out both XP (points) 
and rank within the Gradebook



Let’s Gamify these Key Classroom Elements

Syllabus Blackboard Tests Attendance

Control Panel 
Commander



Gamifying Exams

 Keep them on theme

 Give them a fun name (Boss Battles, Firewall Test, Rounds Review, Diagnostic 
Challenge, Arcane Trials, Hack-a-Thon)

 Present them as an opportunity to level up

 Link content to specific learning objectives (I love how this works in standards-based 
grading)

 This doesn’t affect the content just the context and the language you use!



Choose your own adventure 
exam format

 Decision Tree 

 Answer additional questions if incorrect answers are 
selected

 Could be routed in Forms, Qualtrics, or Blackboard



Choose your own adventure 
exam format

 Decision Tree 

 Answer additional questions if incorrect answers are selected

 Could be routed in Forms, Qualtrics, or Blackboard



Let’s Gamify these Key Classroom Elements

Syllabus Blackboard Tests Attendance

Assessment Innovator 



Starting off 
Class

Entry Quests 🏆🏆

Students complete a quick challenge (e.g., a one-question poll, riddle, or 
discussion prompt) to be marked present. 

Example: "Solve this microbiology riddle: I have no nucleus but can 
outnumber human cells in your body. What am I?" 

Themed Check-Ins 🎭🎭

Tie attendance to your course theme. For a pirate-themed course, students 
might enter by sharing a "Captain’s Log" (idea or reflection). 

XP for Attendance 🎮🎮

Track attendance as experience points (XP). Students who reach milestones 
(e.g., perfect attendance for 3 weeks) earn small perks, like extra hints on a 
quiz. 

Mystery Seat or Role 🎩🎩

Assign a "secret role" (e.g., The Scribe, The Spy, or The Captain) to one 
random attendee who gets a small reward or responsibility for the day. 

Team-Based Check-Ins 🤝🤝

Students earn points for their team when they attend, reinforcing group 
accountability.



In the Middle of Class

Checkpoint Challenges 🚀🚀

Drop an unannounced mid-class challenge that earns participation credit. 

Example: "Everyone who contributes an answer to this discussion gets a +1 to their Attendance 
XP!" 

Roll to Attend (Dice Game) 🎲🎲

Have students roll a die when they answer a question. If they get a certain number, they unlock a 
bonus XP toward attendance milestones. 

Surprise Attendance Boss Battle 🏴🏴🏴🏴

Occasionally, announce a mini-game where present students compete in a rapid review 
challenge. Those who participate get attendance XP or small rewards.
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Your Mission:

 Game Progression Structure
Linear
Open World
Hybrid

 Orientation & Onboarding
Introducing the Game 
Provide the “why”
Early Wins

 Engagement
More than Progress Trackers
Autonomy
In Situ Feedback (regular & substantial)

 Apply it!
Planning Design Worksheets
Planning for Next Time 4/22



EndStart

Week 1 Week 16

Linear Progression

Ideal for content that builds over the semester or chronologically oriented content.



Linear Progression Characteristics

Advantages
 Easier for you and your students to know if 

they are “on track” vs. falling behind
 “By week 4 you should be to X point in the 

course game”

 Pivoting due to unforeseen challenges is 
more seamless

 Familiarity: mirrors a traditional course 
progression

 Conditional release and LMS 
programming straightforward

Challenges
 Limits the autonomy of a students
 Requires one-size-fits-all pacing
 May incentivize points over progress 

(similar to traditional courses)
 Grinding to get through a level/module to 

progress

 Risks repetitive burnout or stale click-
through completion

 Inflexible to customized pathways or 
assignments



Might would well for a survey 
course where exploration & 
exposure are the primary 
objectives



Open World Progression Characteristics

Advantages
 Students have control on the pace and 

structure of their course

 Flexibility: Both for students and faculty
 There’s no set deadline for something

 Emphasizes growth through the 
accumulation of experience/learning

 Fosters creativity and exploration within 
the discipline/content area

Challenges
 Deviates from the norm, may be 

confusing

 Difficult to identify students who are falling 
behind

 Grading is non-linear with lack of clearly 
defined benchmarks

 Is not suitable for content that is 
interdependent, progressive, or otherwise 
must be completed in a certain order

 Incredibly high activation/upstart energy 
– complex course construction is time 
consuming 



Works well for module-based 
content or  



Hybrid Progression Characteristics

Advantages

 Balance of guided structure and freedom

 Core content ensures foundational 
learning; side quests allow for enrichment 
or remediation

 Customization: students choose paths that 
match their interests, skill level, or learning 
needs

 Boosts Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation

 Supports a content mastery mindset

 Ideal to layer with Specs or Standards-
based grading

 Fosters engagement and curiosity that 
encourages students to go beyond the 
minimum requirements

Challenges
 More complex to design and maintain than 

either other models
 Too much autonomy risks of uneven 

coverage of content, particularly 
challenging topics

 Increased cognitive load can confuse or 
frustrate learners

 Assessment can be more challenging to 
grade fairly when students complete 
different tasks or show mastery in different 
way
 Backward design will be key!

Pathfinder Badge



Student Orientation & Onboarding

Set Expectations Early

Build a Positive First Impression

Foster Community in the Classroom

Explain the Game & It’s Purpose



Emphasize the importance of 
clear expectations from day 

one. 

Explain how the gamified 
system is structured to guide 
learners through the course.

Outline what students can 
expect regarding progression, 

challenges, and rewards.

Set Expectations Early



Introduce the game-like elements in 
an engaging and visually appealing 

way (e.g., welcome videos, interactive 
dashboards).

Use real-life analogies (e.g., leveling 
up in video games) to relate game 
mechanics to academic growth.

Build a Positive First Impression



Highlight strategies for team-based 
activities or peer challenges.

Discuss how gamification can create a 
sense of belonging and encourage 

collaboration from the start.

Foster Community in the Classroom



Explain the Game & It’s Purpose

Provide a simple walkthrough of 
any gamified platforms or tools 

used, ensuring everyone is 
comfortable navigating the 

interface.

Share quick tips or tutorials for 
common tasks (e.g., accessing 
assignments, tracking progress).

Explain why gamification is 
beneficial to the learning

Communication & 
Community Achievement



🔄🔄 Design Tip
Early wins should be:
•Quick to achieve (within 1–3 
days of orientation)
•Low risk, but still meaningful
•Visible (on a leaderboard, 
profile, or XP bar)
•Tied to a positive identity
(e.g., “Explorer,” “Helper,” 
“Scholar”)

Early Win Ideas

✅ "Getting Started" 
Challenge
•Task: Complete your 
profile, set learning goals, or 
introduce yourself in a 
discussion forum.
•Win: Badge for “First Steps” 
or “Ready Player One.”
•Why it works: Low-stakes, 
promotes community, gets 
students interacting with 
the platform.

✅ "Help a Friend" Bonus
•Task: Answer a peer’s question 
in a discussion thread or help 
someone find something in the 
course.
•Win: “Ally” or “Mentor-in-
Training” badge.
•Why it works: Encourages 
community building and signals 
that collaboration is part of 
success.

✅ First Challenge or Mini-Game
•Task: A fun, lightweight content-based quiz or 
activity—like a drag-and-drop vocab game, 
simple concept puzzle, or even a meme 
submission related to the first topic.
•Win: Unlocks a bonus or “hidden level.”
•Why it works: Immediate application of 
content in a playful format builds a sense of 
success and curiosity.

✅ Level 1 Completion
•Task: Finish the first module or lesson within the first 
week (includes a simple check-in or formative 
assessment).
•Win: Level Up! First major XP boost and unlock 
access to a new area of the course map.
•Why it works: Feels like real academic progress 
without the high pressure of a summative 
assessment.



Engagement: More Than Just Progress Trackers

Progress bars are visual 
motivation, not 
engagement by 
themselves.
They're useful, but passive—
students can see how far they’ve 
come but not necessarily why they 
should care about the next step.
Real engagement comes when 
students are emotionally and 
cognitively invested in the 
experience.

Ask: What makes students 
want to keep playing?

Is it curiosity? Challenge? A sense 
of purpose or belonging?
Good gamification turns learning 
into something students feel 
compelled to return to.

Examples to elevate 
engagement beyond 
tracking:

Hidden or unlockable content 
(surprise and delight)
Collaborative missions (social 
investment)
Personalized paths (relevance and 
choice)



Autonomy: 
Let 
Students 
Drive

Gamification 
shouldn't be a 
treadmill—it should 
be a sandbox.
Build-in side quests, 
optional challenges, 
and alternate paths 
that let students tailor 
their learning 
experience.

Autonomy fuels 
engagement.

When students can 
choose how to 
approach a topic—or 
when to level up—
they're more likely to 
take ownership of their 
learning.

Simple strategies 
to support 
autonomy:

Let students choose 
from multiple 
assignment formats 
(e.g., essay, podcast, 
infographic).
Allow skill-based “boss 
battles” where students 
pick when they’re ready 
to attempt a summative 
task.
Use XP systems that 
reward multiple types of 
participation, not just 
assessments.



In Situ Feedback: Regular & Substantial

Feedback is more 
effective when it’s 
timely, relevant, and 
part of the gameplay.
Think: "level failed, try again" 
vs. “you’ll find out how you 
did in two weeks.”

Gamified 
environments thrive on 
immediate feedback.

Auto-graded challenges, hint 
systems, and mastery unlocks 
give students constant signals 
about their progress.

Build feedback into 
the ecosystem of the 
course:

Use low-stakes quizzes or 
practice tasks with 
immediate scoring and 
explanations.
Add micro-feedback 
moments: pop-ups, “XP 
earned” messages, or visual 
indicators of mastery.
Provide narrative feedback 
when possible, like a 
character giving them 
advice or a mentor system 
giving tips.

Substantial feedback 
can still be playful:

A short-personalized 
message with 
encouragement and a 
nudge.
Badges with descriptive 
labels (“Critical Thinker” vs. 
“Quiz Passed”).



Congratulations! You have 
completed Level 4: Designing & 
Implementing a Gamified Class

Join us April 22st at 3:30pm
Workshop & Talk
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